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Introduction

While the dismal view of mankind espoused by “classical” psychoanalysis needs to be and, to a certain extent, has been tempered by later developments in the field (notably the British independent tradition), the psychosocial existence of human destructiveness, rage, and cruelty directed at others or oneself can hardly be denied. It was left to Freud’s genius to unmask that the two tendencies, respectively termed “sadism” and “masochism,” constitute a pair (“sadomasochism”) and frequently, if not invariably, coexist in one and the same fantasy, thought, and action. Sometimes one is on the surface and the other hidden, at other times the pattern is opposite, and then there are instances where rapid oscillation between the contrasting postures is cardinal. This much is widely agreed upon among mental health professionals.

Nonetheless many questions remain unanswered. Are sadism and masochism “natural” phenomena or products of derailed and traumatic nurture? Which is primary, which reactive? Are they always pathological? What are their various forms and functions? How can the human mind succeed in infusing sexual excitement and religious sanctimony in the stormy rivers of violence and torture? Can sadomasochistic relations be shaped in the direction of becoming charitable and kind? And, what are the societally engineered or even sanctioned avenues for sadomasochistic scenarios to be staged? The search for answers to such questions (and many others in the same vein) has led to this book. In its pages, distinguished psychiatrists, psychologists, and psychoanalysts tackle the riddle of sadomasochism from heuristic, ontogenetic, nosological, psychodynamic, sociocultural, and therapeutic perspectives. Working in unison, their nuanced and thoughtful voices result in a hermeneutic chorus that is as informative as it is moving.




Part I

Conceptual aspects






CHAPTER ONE

Freud’s changing views on sadomasochism1

Tom DeRose

In his 1915 paper “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” which may be regarded as a summation of his first psychoanalytic theory of the instincts, Freud begins by nailing his scientific colors to the mast. Freud’s very first sentence of this crucial work reads, “We have often heard it maintained that sciences should be built up on clear and sharply defined basic concepts” (Freud, 1915c, p. 117). The passive voice of the opening phrase contrasts sharply with the invocation of “clarity” and “sharpness.” We are as readers about to be informed that, as far as scientific confidence in its own foundations is concerned, there is something rotten in the state of Denmark, and that the building up of its “basic concepts” is a much more uncertain process than it may initially appear. It is impossible to avoid the application of “abstract ideas” to empirical data, and such ideas, even though they develop into the “basic concepts of [the science]” are, “in their nature of conventions” (ibid., p. 117). Despite the desire for certainty, the “advance of knowledge does not tolerate any rigidity even in definitions.”

Freud’s undermining of the foundations of scientific certainty, which can be read as a proto-deconstructive gesture in the replacement of “concept” with “convention,” was certainly not (consciously) intended as such. Throughout the course of his career, Freud was determined to defend the scientific credibility of psychoanalysis, a project which perhaps found its most definitive expression in “The question of a Weltanschauung” in 1933. What psychoanalysis offered science was an opportunity to cast off the illusions of its own presumptuousness, allowing itself to return to its true calling of creating ever more accurate definitions of natural phenomena, while always maintaining a conceptual fluidity and an intellectual openness and honesty. Freud’s gesture is, of course, also a defensive one; the subject matter of psychoanalysis may appear at times to slide into the realm of the mystical and esoteric, but what psychoanalysis offers is an opportunity to “shine the light of science” into the most “obscure regions of the mind,” to boldly go where no (wo)man has gone before! In this way Freud situates psychoanalysis as part of the project of Aufklärung, and the psychoanalyst as a heroic explorer of a newly discovered land. And perhaps the most obscure region of this territory is the theory of the instincts, the charting of which is, in Freud’s estimation, essential for the field of psychology.

We should not be surprised, given Freud’s “relativizing” of scientific certainty, that he suggests that one of the key features of a successful scientific method is the ability to change its conclusions, and even its very frames of reference. The history of Freud’s instinct theory, and particularly his theories of sadism and masochism, is marked by these very concerns. However, as well as the “Enlightenment” narrative of ever more accurate description and analysis, Freud’s writings on sadomasochism can also be viewed through a more destabilizing lens, as a series of hauntings and returns, in a manner that might be more suggestive of readings that evolve out of Freud’s troubling masterpiece Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920g), itself a moment of transformation in Freud’s theory of the instincts. This chapter will look to trace both the “developments” and “returns” in Freud’s changing theories of sadomasochism.

Origins: Krafft-Ebing on the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality

In his early work of literary theory entitled Beginnings, published a few years before the hugely influential Orientalism, Edward Said defined the “beginnings” of a discourse or body of knowledge as a complex and multifaceted process. For Said, The Interpretation of Dreams (Freud, 1900a) is a prime example of a work which has a (set of) beginnings, which are messy and rhizomatic, rather than an origin, which by their very nature artificially “announce” moments of origination that retroactively “create” their subject matter in an authoritarian linguistic gesture. “Origins” “cover-over” their sources of inspirations, whereas “beginnings” reveal them. Said’s codification could be extended across Freud’s oeuvre and is of particular relevance to his various theoretical positions around the notion of sadomasochism (Said, 1985, pp. 158–182).

Freud’s avowed figure of reference in his first foray into the theory of sadomasochism, the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, is the groundbreaking Psychopathia Sexualis, by Richard von Krafft-Ebing (1886). In the first essay describing the “sexual aberrations,” Freud defines sadomasochism as follows: “The most common and the most significant of all the perversions—the desire to inflict pain upon the sexual object, and its reverse—received from Krafft-Ebing the names of ‘sadism’ and ‘masochism’ for its active and passive forms respectively” (Freud, 1905d, p. 157). This definition has all the characteristics of an originating statement, the invocation of an authority (Krafft-Ebing) which subtly introduces a heuristic method of reasoning (“sadism” and “masochism” are opposites and they represent “active” and “passive” tendencies, respectively). Yet if, in the manner of Said, we were to attempt to uncover the “beginnings” of Freud’s reference, we come upon a less coherent and complementary narrative. Krafft-Ebing did not in fact coin the term sadism, but rather adopted it from the French lexicographer Pierre Boiste (1765–1814) (Van Haute & Westerink, 2017, p. 64). He is responsible for the first use of the term masochism, however, but in another “originating” act he declares and defines the term before announcing that it is in fact his coinage. Krafft-Ebing writes, “Masochism is the opposite of sadism. While the latter is the desire to cause pain and use force, the former is the wish to suffer pain and be subjected to force” (Krafft-Ebing, 1903, p. 131). In a later passage, we find the following:

I feel justified in calling the sexual anomaly ‘Masochism’ because the author Sacher-Masoch frequently made this perversion, which up to this time was quite unknown to the scientific world as such, the substratum of his writings. I followed the scientific formation of the term ‘Daltonism,’ from Dalton, the discoverer of colour-blindness. (ibid., p. 132)

This appearance of the term masochism in Krafft-Ebing can be regarded through Jonathan Lear’s analysis of Aristotle’s introduction of the concept of “the good” at the start of the Nicomachean Ethics. Here, Lear describes Aristotle’s tactic as one of an “inaugural instantiation,” in which “he is attempting to inject the concept of ‘the good’ into our lives—and he thereby changes our lives by changing our life with concepts” (Lear, 2000, p. 8). While the apparent symmetry of the sadism/masochism dyad allows for theoretical elegance, there are a number of loose threads in this formulation. Drawing on the literary heritage of these concepts, “originating” as they do from two novelists, Sade and Sacher-Masoch, Gilles Deleuze argues that “the concurrence of sadism and masochism is fundamentally one of analogy only; their process and their formations are entirely different” (Deleuze, 1991, p. 46).

Classificatory moments such as Krafft-Ebing’s, which underpin Freud’s definition of sadomasochism, contain repressive tendencies and repressed elements that will return across the course of Freud’s career-long struggle with sadomasochism, and particularly the “passive” form of masochism. Indeed, the phenomenon of masochism would remain a particular “problem” for Freud, holding an explosive force which its “concept” was unable to contain, until Freud’s attempt, after 1920, to reconceptualize it under the aegis of his newly determined “death instinct.”

Freud and Fliess: Gender and bisexuality in the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality

In the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Freud maintains Krafft-Ebing’s position that sadism and masochism are opposites, with sadism being defined as the “active” desire to “inflict pain” on the sexual object and masochism as its “passive” counterpart. Freud’s definition signposts the direction of his analysis. Sadism, the active aspect, will be treated as the primary model of the perversion and is associated with male sexuality, while masochism will be dealt with as its negative and is associated with female sexuality. The roots of sadism are, according to Freud, relatively straightforward: “The sexuality of most male beings contain an element of aggressiveness—a desire to subjugate; the biological significance of it seems to lie in the need for overcoming the resistance of the sexual object by means other than the process of wooing” (Freud, 1905d, p. 158). If the source of sadism lies in the “biological” impulse that humans share with other species, as its male members take an active role in the propagation of the species, the moment when this activity presents itself as being representative of the specifically human sexual instinct of sadism, is when the “aggressive component of the sexual instinct … has become independent and exaggerated and, by displacement, has usurped the leading position” (ibid., p. 158). As cruelty and aggression play a role in male sexuality per se, strictly speaking, only “cases in which satisfaction is entirely conditional on the humiliation and maltreatment of the object” should be regarded as representative of the perversion of sadism (ibid., p. 158). Crucial to Freud’s argument here is the fact that sadism is described as an “exaggerated and displaced” aspect of “normal” male sexuality. Despite tendencies in Krafft-Ebing toward a continuity between normality and perversion, unlike Freud, he remains an advocate for the idea that the causes of sadism and masochism lie in “hereditary degeneration” (Van Haute & Westerink, 2017, p. 72).

Freud manages to explain the case of sadism in relatively straightforward terms; the aggressive element of the sexual instinct has become split off, inflated, and directed away from the normal sexual aim. In the case of masochism, the process is much more obscure. In fact, masochism seems to be so far removed from the normal sexual aim, that “it may be doubted at first whether it is a primary phenomenon or whether, on the contrary, it may not invariably arise from a transformation of sadism” (1905d, p. 158). In this manner, “it can often be shown that masochism is nothing more than an extension of sadism turned round upon the subject’s own self, which thus, to begin with takes the place of the sexual object” (ibid., p. 158). Freud’s use of qualifiers and double negatives here betrays an uncertainty that is reflected in the addition of a footnote added in the 1924 edition, stating his change of mind over the primary nature of masochism after his theoretical breakthroughs in the 1920s. This also evidences the scientific method outlined in “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), the willingness to work with uncertainties and to adopt conceptual “conventions” in search of scientific advancements. Even though Freud was unsure as to whether there was such a thing as a “primary masochism,” he was convinced that masochism was always present as a “passive” element alongside the “active” aspect of sadism. Thus the “active and passive” forms of this perversion are “habitually found together.” Freud writes that a “sadist is always at the same time a masochist, although the active or the passive aspect of the perversion may be the more strongly developed in him and may represent his predominant sexual activity” (1905d, p. 159). The existence of the pair of opposites, sadism/male/active and masochism/female/passive, is contingent upon the notion of bisexuality, which Freud described as the “decisive factor” without which it would “scarcely be possible to arrive at an understanding of the sexual manifestations that are actually to be observed in men and women” (ibid., p. 220).

In the 1905 edition of the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Freud explicitly references Wilhelm Fliess as the individual who first introduced him to the theory of bisexuality (1905d, p. 71), although he removes this reference in later editions. The first edition of the Three Essays was published only a year after the final exchange of letters between Freud and Fliess, in which Fliess accuses Freud of passing his ideas of bisexuality onto a patient, which led to them appearing uncredited in Otto Weininger’s Sex and Character (1903, pp. 459–468). The letter exchange over the subject of bisexuality between the two former friends bears all the marks of regret over a lost intimacy, and the theory of bisexuality, so crucial to Freud’s early conception of sadism and masochism was at the center of it. Freud had previously reflected in the Psychopathology of Everyday Life a conversation that he had had with a colleague in which he put forward the idea that the problems of the neuroses can be solved if we assume an original bisexuality to be present in individuals, to which his friend replied that he had told him the very same thing on a walk two and a half years earlier, and Freud had rejected the idea (1901b, pp. 143–144). Freud’s analysis of this incident of forgetting describes the pain involved in giving up one’s originality, and the psychical mechanisms that are at work in order to avoid it. Even though the reference to Fliess’ theory of bisexuality is excised from later editions of the Three Essays, it makes an uncanny return in one of Freud’s most remarkable footnotes in his late masterpiece Civilization and Its Discontents (1930a). Here Freud would stress the point that even though anatomy may distinguish between male and female, psychology cannot, although rather than maleness and femaleness it tends to think in terms of “activity” and “passivity.” However, despite the passing of twenty-five years between the publication of the Three Essays and Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud would admit that “The theory of bisexuality is still surrounded by many obscurities and we cannot but feel that it is a serious impediment in psycho-analysis that it has still not yet found any link with the theory of the instincts” (Freud, 1930a, p. 106). Although Fliess is not mentioned here, Freud goes on in this footnote to discuss the sexual function of the sense of smell, an idea that can certainly be traced back to his passionate exchanges with the Berlin ear, nose, and throat doctor. The problem of bisexuality, and the charged personal circumstances that surrounded its discussion, were still haunting the margins of Freud’s text in the 1930s.

From the Three Essays to “Instincts and their vicissitudes”

Component instincts

Freud’s development of the theory of sadomasochism, grounded in the theory of bisexuality, and the resultant active/male passive/female dyad, provide him with a framework to support a number of conceptual claims that are found in their nascent form in the 1905 edition of the Three Essays and in a more fully developed form in the 1915 edition. Like The Interpretation of Dreams (1900a), the Three Essays was a text that Freud kept on revising, making additions not just in footnotes but adjusting the text itself, and the most radical of these changes took place in the 1915 edition which was edited under the influence of Freud’s meta-psychological masterpiece “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” published in the same year. One subject which is explored across these two texts is that of the composite nature of the sexual instinct and its relation to the anal-sadistic formation. In the Three Essays, Freud suggests that a study of the perversions has led him to the conclusion that, as they can be “taken to pieces,” they must be of a “composite nature.” Following this, he makes the remarkable suggestion that, “[T]his gives us a hint that perhaps the sexual instinct itself maybe no simple thing but put together from components which have come apart again in the perversions” (Freud, 1905d, p. 162). Therefore, the study of the perversions gives us an insight into the “pre-genital” developmental stages that lead to the appearance of “normal” adult sexuality, which is defined by Freud as “genital” in which the “pursuit of pleasure has come under the sway of the reproductive functions” (ibid., p. 197).

All instincts are characterized by four distinctive factors: the “pressure” that the instinct exerts, the “source” or zone of the body from which they originate, the “object” to which they are cathected, and the “aim” that the instinct seeks to achieve (satisfaction). The perversion of sadomasochism is reflected in the infantile pregenital organization of “anal sadism.” Here, Freud argues, we already find the opposing currents of “activity” and “passivity” that run through all sexual life and will later be able to be described as “masculine and feminine” (ibid., p. 198). The anal-sadistic organization operates actively in an “instinct for mastery” which is expressed through the “agency for the somatic musculature,” while the passive sexual aim is represented in the “erotogenic mucus membrane of the anus” (ibid., p. 198). So, the “active” perversion of sadism can be related to the pregenital instinct for mastery which finds its source in the anal zone and its “passive” (masochistic) sexual aim in the pleasure connected to the mucus membrane of the anus.

Reflexivity and pleasure in pain

This mechanism defines the autoerotic nature of the pregenital organization, which helps us to understand the ambivalent relation to the object that prevails in the perversion itself (why would we seek to harm the object that satisfies our desire, or in the case of masochism, why would we seek to harm our self as object). In “Instincts and their vicissitudes” Freud builds on the implications of this ambivalence towards the object by arguing that the case of sadism is illustrative of a vicissitude that all instincts are liable to undergo, that of reversal into their opposites (here, masochism). Freud suggests that this process involves two separate stages: first the reversal of the aim, from one that is active (the desire to torture) into one that is passive (the desire to be tortured). Freud compares this to the reversal of aims in case of scopophilia (the active desire to look at) and exhibitionism (the passive desire to be looked at). The second stage is the reversal of content, in this instance turning from “love” to “hate” (Freud, 1915c, p. 127).

Freud’s analysis of this process extends further still, introducing an in-between “reflexive” stage in the turning of sadism into masochism. First, Freud maintains that the “turning around of the instinct onto one’s self” makes sense because “masochism is actually sadism turned around upon the subject’s own ego” (ibid., p. 127). The masochist therefore “shares in the enjoyment” of the “assault upon himself” (ibid., p. 127). What begins as an active aim in sadism (the desire to torture) and turns into a passive aim in masochism (the desire to be tortured) is effectively conditioned by a change of “object” (which becomes the subject’s own body)—essentially then the “aim” remains the same. In order to clarify this issue, Freud atomizes the relationship between sadism and masochism into three distinct stages. First, sadism describes the “exercise of violence or power over some other person as object.” Second, the object is “given up and replaced by the subject’s self.” This act effects the change from the active to the passive instinctual aim. Third, another person is sought to be the object, although because of the fact that the instinctual aim has become a “passive,” this other person is in fact the “subject” in the relationship, rather than the object (they are the “agent” or instigator) (ibid., p. 127).

The introduction of the second, reflexive stage in this schema is crucial for Freud’s understanding of obsessional neurosis, the role of fantasy and the innovations that he introduces concerning the intrapsychical relations between the different mental agencies in The Ego and the Id in 1923. In the Three Essays, Freud had argued that not only were the perversions patterned on infantile pregenital formations, but they were also to be viewed as the “positives” of the neuroses. “Thus, symptoms are formed at the cost of abnormal sexuality; neuroses are, so to say, the negative of perversions” (Freud, 1905d, p. 165). Here, Freud describes masochism proper as being defined by the final stage of this process; “here too satisfaction follows along the path of the original sadism, the passive ego placing itself back in phantasy in its first role, which has now in fact been taken over by the extraneous object” (Freud, 1915c, p. 129). Masochism here is modelled on the “original sadism” and Freud maintains the position, as stated in the Three Essays, that it is unlikely that there exists such a thing as “primary masochism.” The existence of the second stage that Freud describes is predicated on the “behaviour of the sadistic instinct in obsessional neurosis.” The turning around upon the self has taken place without the “attitude of passivity towards another person.” The desire to torture has turned into the desire to self-torture, without progressing to the stage where the desire to be tortured by another person has developed. The “active” voice has become “reflexive” rather than “passive.”

While the introduction of the “reflexive” voice in this schema helped to add nuance to the relationship between perversions and neuroses that Freud introduced in the Three Essays, one aspect of his discussion of the mechanics of masochism is carried over relatively intact to “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” and that is what would become known as “erotogenic masochism.” In the earlier text, Freud describes how many emotions have a “sexually exciting effect” which is produced even by experiences that are themselves “unpleasurable,” and that is why we continue to seek experiences, particularly through the medium of art and the imagination, that objectively we might describe as unpleasurable. “If we consider,” writes Freud, “that a similar erotogenic effect attaches even to intensely painful feelings” we might shed light on the “routes of the masochistic-sadistic instinct” (Freud, 1905d, p. 204). This suggestion is reflected in “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” where Freud writes that, “[W]e have every reason to believe that sensations of pain, like other unpleasurable sensations, trench upon sexual excitation and produce a pleasurable condition, for the sake of which the subject will willingly experience the unpleasure of pain” (Freud, 1915c, p. 128). Reading retroactively, it appears that this discussion contains the seeds of the theory of a potential primary masochism that will not be fully conceptualized by Freud until his late paper on “The economic problem of masochism” in 1924.

“A child is being beaten”: Fantasy and the centrality of the Oedipus complex in masochism

Freud’s introduction of the “middle reflexive” voice in the formation of neurotic symptoms, bridging the gap between the “active” enjoyment of sadism and the “passive” pleasure of masochism, is essential for an understanding of the self-criticism and self-reproaches that continue to occur in the case of Ernst Lanzer, known as the “Rat Man.” Here, in an important footnote, Freud suggests it is the “nuclear complex of the neuroses,” which “comprises the childhood impulses, alike tender and hostile, towards its parents and brothers and sisters,” that sets the pattern for later sexual development. Freud will go on to assert the “uniformity of the content of the sexual life of children” accounts for the “constant sameness” which tends to characterize the phantasies that are “constructed around childhood, irrespective of how greatly or how little real experiences have contributed towards them” (Freud, 1909d, p. 208). Although Freud was convinced that feelings of love towards the mother and jealousy towards the father were a “universal event in childhood” as far back as October 1897 (Freud, cited in Masson, 1985, p. 272), here we have one of the first examples of an attempt to codify of the Oedipus complex, avant la lettre. In the footnote, Freud also states that it is the father who characteristically takes on the role of the “sexual opponent” and brings an end to the child’s “auto-erotic sexual activities” (Freud, 1909d, p. 208). It would not be until the 1920 edition of the Three Essays that Freud would famously describe the Oedipus complex in a footnote as the “shibboleth that distinguishes psycho-analysis from its opponents” (Freud, 1905d, p. 226); however, as early as 1910 we have the assertion that phantasies around the “nuclear complex” present a uniformity, even in the face of experiential difference. In his key text on beating fantasies, entitled “A child is being beaten” (1919e), Freud would bring the oedipal situation to bear on the recurrent masochistic fantasies of his patients, a move which would have significant consequences for his theory of masochism.

Freud begins his paper by remarking that he is surprised by how often, when he is treating hysteria or obsessional neurosis, patients admit to having “indulged” in the phantasy “A child is being beaten” (ibid., pp. 178–179). While this recurrent phantasy was always connected to a high degree of pleasure, it is only confessed to “with a degree of hesitation” in analytic sessions. The first appearance of this fantasy is “recollected with uncertainty,” and its elaboration is met with “unmistakable resistance” and accompanied by a higher than usual quota of feelings of shame and guilt. Freud’s paper is “based on an exhaustive study of six cases (four female and two male)” (ibid., p. 182). Through the course of analysis Freud engages in what John Forrester describes as a “propositional analysis”; he describes how the phantasy in its final stage, expressed in the proposition, “A child is being beaten,” is dependent on two other propositions; first, “My father is beating the child whom I hate” and second, “I am being beaten by my father” (Forrester, 1980, p. 145; Freud, 1919e, p. 185). Forrester compares Freud’s “propositional analysis” in “A child is being beaten” to the method of reasoning that he adopted in “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” where the verb changes tenses from active (sadism) to reflexive (self-reproachful obsessional neurosis) to passive (masochistic). Here the middle “reflexive” position, which is related to neurosis, bears a temporal relation to its other two propositions; the “original” mode is an “active sadism” which changes into its “passive counterpart” masochism, or is transformed via repression into the obsessional neurotic formation. In “A child is being beaten,” as well as this temporal transformation we also have a transformation in terms of “depth” (Forrester, 1980, p. 161). The central and crucial proposition, I am being beaten by my father, according to Freud “has never had any real existence, it is never remembered, it has never succeeded in becoming conscious. It is a construction of analysis but is no less a necessity on that account” (Freud, 1919e, p. 185). It is the unconscious masochistic desire toward the father, having undergone repression, that produces the eponymous fantasy. The fantasy, in both men and women, is characterized as “female” and is conditioned by the ambivalent feelings of love and hate that are directed to towards the father. Through the act of repression, the phantasy represents a regression to the anal-sadistic phase, thus it is, “not only the punishment for the forbidden genital relation, but also the regressive substitute for that relation” (ibid., p. 189).

Freud’s discussion of this recurrent “beating fantasy” allows him to come to terms with the specter of Fliess’ theory of bisexuality; by postulating the centrality of the Oedipus complex as the “nucleus of the neuroses,” Freud defines Fliess’ theory “in simple terms” in that, “with men, what is unconscious and repressed can be brought down to feminine unconscious impulses; and conversely with women” (ibid., p. 201). What Freud’s analysis of beating fantasies has determined is that the “unconscious repressed” aspect of the beating phantasy is of a “feminine masochist” nature in both men and women. In this move then, Oedipus vanquishes Fliess, at least for the time being. The analysis of the beating phantasy is a moment in which Freud seems to start to come to terms with the complexity of the notion of masochism. Even though he still maintains the primacy of the sadism over masochism, he suggests that this transformation (from sadism to masochism) “appears to be due to the influence of the sense of guilt which takes part in the act of aggression” (ibid., p. 194), thus paving the way for the development of the notion of “moral masochism” which will appear in “The economic problem of masochism” (1924c).

Beyond the Pleasure Principle: The death drive and intimations of a “primary masochism”

A cursory glance at Volume 24 of the Standard Edition of the Complete Works of Sigmund Freud, which is a series of indices to the twenty-three volumes of his writings in English, will show that, across the course of his career, his attention shifts from the topic of sadism towards the topic of masochism. In “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” Freud states the importance of “dissecting an instinct” as far as possible in order to reach its “primary expression.” Only the primary instincts can “lay claim to importance” (Freud, 1915c, p. 124). As Freud gives primacy to the “active” sadistic side of the component instinct, it is little wonder that, in the early part of his career, he should devote more ink to its description than he would to the topic of masochism. The emergence of masochism from under the shadow of sadism in Freud’s work is not only a consequence of the newfound complexity Freud ascribes to it after the paper on beating phantasies, but also because it becomes an expression of the new “meta” instinct, the death instinct, which Freud posits in his speculative masterpiece Beyond the Pleasure Principle in 1920. From this point on, masochism can be thought of as something “primary” and therefore worthy of greater attention for the psychoanalyst.

Freud begins Beyond the Pleasure Principle by wondering whether, if psychoanalysis is correct in its assertion that psychical life is governed by the pleasure principle, in that the function of our mental apparatus is to reduce the “tension” related to the experience of unpleasure, we account for the many physical and psychical acts that we undertake which seem to be productive of unalloyed unpleasure. Freud here draws on his experience of treating victims of war neurosis (what would become known as post-traumatic stress disorder) after the First World War, and the repetition of the traumatic experiences that soldiers experienced during the conflict in their symptoms and dreams. He then recounts the famous example of the fort–da game, in which a young child (who was in fact Freud’s own grandson) seems to repeatedly re-enact the traumatic withdrawal of his mother in a game with a cotton reel and thread. Although these examples of repetition are explained by Freud as expressions of the instinct for mastery, in that the psyche has to repeat a traumatic experience in order to take an “active” position with regard to it in the same manner that sadism is related to an instinct to master the object of desire, the instance of the repetition of traumatic dreams does leave Freud musing over the “mysterious masochistic trends in the ego” (Freud, 1920g, p. 14).

His inquiries into the possibility of the discovery of something that operates “beyond” the dictates of the pleasure principle lead him to explore these “mysterious masochistic trends” in the ego, the existence of which do not seem to be adequately explained by his former instinctual schematic of the sexual and ego instincts. As a result of his postulating the existence of a “death instinct” working in opposition to Eros, Freud suggests that we are in a better position to develop an understanding of the tendency towards masochism that had proved so elusive. Here he begins by focusing on the sadistic instinct, which had previously been described as a component instinct that came under the conceptual umbrella of the sexual instinct. After refiguring the sexual instinct under the broader instinctual category of Eros, Freud asks whether we might not now regard sadism as one of the death instincts, which has been “forced out of the ego” and has consequently only emerged in relation to the object (ibid., p. 54). How else can we understand the fact that the sadist seeks to injure the object from which they derive pleasure? Freud’s repositioning of sadism under the auspices of the death instinct also prepares for a reordering of the sadism/masochism dyad in terms of primacy. If sadism appears once the death instinct is “forced away from the ego to the object,” then its original appearance is clearly related to the ego, which would suggest that masochism (the desire to cause injury to the ego), could be viewed as primary to sadism (the desire to cause injury to the object). Here, sadism emerges as an example of the death instinct which has been “displaced.” To this effect, Freud asserts that, “[M]asochism, the turning round of the instinct upon the subject’s own ego, would in that case be a return to an earlier phase of the instinct’s history, a regression” (ibid., pp. 54–55). This observation leads Freud to suggest that “there might be such a thing as a primary masochism,” which, due to the operation of the pleasure principle, he had previously contested (ibid., p. 55). It is not until four years later that Freud finally attempts a definitive definition of the various manifestations of masochism, in “The economic problem of masochism.”

“The economic problem of masochism”

Primary masochism and the death instinct

The specifically “economic” problem of masochism is defined by Freud in reference to the pleasure principle. If the “aim” of the mental apparatus is governed by the “avoidance of unpleasure and the obtaining of pleasure” (Freud, 1924c, p. 159), then the phenomenon of masochism seems to be “incomprehensible” (ibid., p. 159). The problem of masochism from an “economic” point of view is described as “mysterious” by Freud, echoing the word he had used in Beyond the Pleasure Principle regarding the masochistic trends in the ego. Here then, Freud will attempt to tie up the loose ends that had previously been unraveled by his discussion of masochism in the text written four years previously. In the same manner in which he addressed the nature of the instincts in “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” Freud begins by attempting to elaborate upon the aims of the mental apparatus in human life. In “Instincts and their vicissitudes,” he had described the pleasure principle, which aims to avoid unpleasure by reducing psychical tension, as working in tandem with (and perhaps even being equated with) with the principle of constancy, which aims to keep excitation continually at the lowest possible level. In “The economic problem of masochism,” Freud remodels this relationship firstly by reconfiguring the pleasure principle itself, a move which had already been effected in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. It is clear, he argues, that some pleasure, such as sexual pleasure, is contingent upon an increase of psychical tension. Freud introduces the concept of time and rhythm into the equation in order to solve this conundrum, in stating that, “[P]erhaps it is the rhythm, the temporal sequence of changes, rises and falls in the quantity of stimulus” that define the working of the pleasure principle (ibid., p. 160).

This move does allow Freud to decouple the principle of constancy that had previously been yoked to the workings of the pleasure principle, and place it under the concept of “Nirvana principle,” which he had adopted form Barbara Lowe in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, to define the principle by which the recently discovered death instinct operates. Thus, the pleasure principle represents the instinct of Eros (the demands of the libido) and the Nirvana principle “expresses the trend of the death instincts” (ibid., p. 160). This principle, taken to its logical conclusion, aims toward the ultimate quiescence of the inorganic. The Nirvana principle, as expressive of the death instinct, is the “older” or “primary” principle, which “has undergone a modification in living organisms through which it has become the pleasure principle” (ibid., p. 160). This modification is brought about by the operation of the life instinct (Eros), and crucially for Freud is an example of the “fusion” of the instincts which will be central to his development of the theory of masochism in the later part of the paper.

Having established the primacy of the death instinct, before it becomes fused with Eros, Freud would go on to return to the theory of erotogenic masochism that had appeared as early as the Three Essays, but this return involves a transformation as it is now contingent upon a “primary” masochism which is conditioned through the operation of the death instinct. The term “erotogenic masochism” is used by Freud both in its previous incarnation and in our current text, to describe the feeling of “pleasure in pain.” Quoting directly from the Three Essays, Freud refers to the proposition that, “in the case of a great number of internal processes sexual excitation arises as a concomitant effect, as soon as the intensity of those processes passes beyond certain quantitate limits” (ibid., p. 163). Therefore, if the quantity of excitation is of a certain intensity, the individual will experience pleasure, even if this is predicated on feelings of pain. Freud unravels this apparent paradox by suggesting that in multicellular organisms, there is originally an instinct for death, which seeks to “disintegrate” the organism, which is then met by the libido, which directs this instinct towards the external world in the form of aggression and therefore safeguards the integrity of the organism. Freud goes on to say that a portion of this instinct is “placed directly in the service of the sexual function,” which denotes the “appearance of sadism proper,” while another portion is kept inside the organism, is libidinally bound there, and becomes recognizable as the “original erotogenic masochism” (ibid., pp. 163–164). Therefore, sadism, which had previously been seen as primary, is dependent on a primary masochism, which can be defined under the terms of the death instinct. To this extent, Freud suggests that “it may be said that the death instinct that is operable in the organism—primal sadism—is identical with masochism” (ibid., p. 164). That Freud is returning to the method of speculation that had been a feature of his analysis in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, is evidenced not only by the qualifier, “maybe,” but also by the words preceding these, where he writes, “If one is prepared to overlook a little in exactitude.” The death instinct only appears when it is “admixed” or “fused” with the libido, and yet, there seems to be a temporal ordering that posits a primary masochism, propelled by the force of the death instinct which can be inferred from the existence of erotogenic masochism.

The sadism, which seems to “rescue” the organism by projecting a portion of this self-destructive force towards the external world, can also be introjected, in which case a “secondary masochism” is introduced, reinforcing its primary forebearer. Freud’s speculative attempt to redefine the boundaries of the concept of masochism here, and the reordering of the relation between sadism and masochism to that of masochism and sadism, allows him to trace an erotogenic masochism through the psycho-sexual phases, not just relating it to the anal-sadistic phase. He writes that, “[E]rotogenic masochism accompanies the libido through all its developmental phases and derives from them its changing psychical colourings” (ibid., pp. 164–165). The fear of being eaten by the totem (father) at the oral stage, the wish to be beaten by the father at the anal-sadistic phase, the appearance of castration in “masochistic phantasies” at the phallic phase, and the situation of being copulated with at the phallic phase (ibid., p. 165), all bear the hallmarks of erotogenic masochism. Having defined the original “erotogenic” masochism, which is produced through the death instinct and reverberates throughout the psychical life of the subject, he will go on to describe its two core manifestations, the familiar concept of feminine masochism and the newly conceived concept of moral masochism, which will prove to be central to an understanding of the workings of civilization through the guilt engendering aspects of the Oedipus complex.

Feminine and moral masochism

From the very beginning of his discussion of sadomasochism, Freud had defined this instinct as being constituted of an “active” male aspect (sadism) and a “passive” female aspect (masochism). Despite the later appearance in a footnote in Civilization and Its Discontents questioning the equivalence of the masculine to the active and the feminine to the passive (Freud, 1930a, p. 106), this distinction holds for the most part throughout Freud’s oeuvre. In “A child is being beaten,” he had re-emphasized the “feminine” character of masochism, so that even in masochistic men, “their masochistic attitude coincides with the feminine one” (Freud, 1919e, p. 197). In “The economic problem of masochism,” Freud was to further explore the link by offering that, although at first sight the fantasies and performances of masochists might suggest that the subject desires to be placed in an infantile position of humiliation and impotence, analytic experience has taught him that the underlying factor at work is the placing of the individual in a characteristically feminine position, such as that of “being castrated, being copulated with, or giving birth to a baby” (Freud, 1924c, p. 162). How Freud justifies this “superimposed stratification of the infantile and the feminine” (ibid., p. 162) is by arguing that beating fantasies and their enactments in reality are determined by a wish to be beaten by the father, which is in fact a regressive distortion of the wish to have a “passive (feminine) sexual relation to him” (ibid., p. 162). This is an echo of the argument in “A child is being beaten,” whereby the repression that is visited upon the desire for the father produces the regression of that desire to the anal-sadistic phase, and the masochist pleasure that is thus encased with the fantasy. The “pleasure in pain” that this feminine masochism produces is also due to the fact that it is “entirely based on primary, erotogenic masochism, on pleasure in pain” (ibid., p. 162).

If feminine masochism, in Freud’s most detailed analysis of it, is founded on the principles of erotogenic masochism, then so is the concept of moral masochism, which arises at the end of Freud’s discussion and is illuminated through the lens of the Oedipus complex and in turn helps to illuminate the inner processes and mechanisms of civilization. Drawing on theoretical advances made in the Ego and the Id (1923b), in which Freud introduces the structural model of the mind, consisting of the id, ego, and superego, Freud suggests that moral masochism arises out of an “unconscious sense of guilt,” which is more accurately termed a “need for punishment” which arises out of the tension between the superego and the ego (Freud, 1924c, pp. 166–167). The appearance of the superego in the psyche is the result of the outcome of the Oedipus complex, in which the ego introjects its “first libidinal objects,” the parents. In this process of introjection, the objects are “desexualized”—this amounts to a “defusion” of the instincts, so that the superego retains all of the “strength, severity, and inclination to supervise and punish” that the parental objects had, but without the libidinal aspects. Indeed, in this “defusion” of instinct, Freud suggests that the severity of the superego is increased, describing how it can become “harsh, cruel and inexorable against the ego, which is in its charge” (Freud, 1919e, p. 167). While Freud is particular here in his notion that it is the introjection of the “parents” into the ego that is formative of the superego, in his later work this would become more and more associated with the “father,” so that by the time of Civilization and Its Discontents, in 1930, it is the introjection and identification solely with the father which is constitutive of the superego. In moral masochism, this harsh and overbearing agency, founded on the “resolution” of the Oedipus complex through the introjection of the father (or paternal representative/principle), can take on a sadistic attitude to the ego, which in turn becomes masochistic. Freud suggests that the sadism of the superego is mostly “glaringly obvious,” while the masochism of the ego is “as a rule concealed from the subject and must be inferred from his behaviour” (ibid., p. 169). This “unconscious” nature of the ego’s masochism gives Freud a hint as to the mechanism at work here. Freud has shown that the instigation of the superego (the introjected father) was accompanied by a “defusion” of the instinct, and he has also shown that in beating phantasies, the desire to be punished by the father was a derivative of a repressed sexual desire for him. Building on these two positions, Freud suggests that while conscience came about through the “desexualisation” of the Oedipus complex, moral masochism appears as morality “becomes sexualised once more,” the “Oedipus complex is revived,” and “the way is open for a regression from morality to the Oedipus complex” (ibid., p. 169). Thus, the superego takes on the role of the sadistic punitive father, and the ego enjoys the (unconscious) masochistic pleasure which ensues. The sadism of the superego and the masochism of the ego create a powerful structure which explains why renunciation of an instinct only ever seems to lead to further demands for renunciation from the superego, thus propelling the sense of guilt which would logically have been allayed by the renunciation. The discovery of moral masochism would lead Freud to his crucial analysis of the way in which the sense of guilt underpins civilization, through the operation of the Oedipus complex. Moral masochism then is a perfect illustration for Freud of the “fusion of the instincts,” and its danger lies in the fact that it “originates from the death instinct.” However, since this part of the death instinct also “has the significance of an erotic component, even the subject’s destruction of himself cannot take place without libidinal satisfaction” (ibid., p. 170), a notion perfectly encapsulated with the description of the masochistic phantasies that fill the pages of the novelist Yukio Mishima, who committed seppuku at the age of forty-five on the completion of his tetralogy, The Sea of Fertility.
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