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Thy swevenes eek and al swich fantasie


Drif out, and let hem faren to mischaunce;


For they procede of thy melancolie,


That doth thee feele in slepe al this penaunce.


A straw for alle swevenes significaunce.


God helpe me so, I counte hem not a bene,


There woot no man aright what dremes mene.


For prestes of the temple tellen this,


That dremes ben the revelaciouns


Of goddes, and as wel they telle, iwis,


That they ben infernals illusiouns;


And leches seyn that of complexiouns


Proceden they, or fast, or glotonye.


Who woot in sooth thus what they signifie?


Eke othere seyn that thorugh impressiouns,


As if a wight hath faste a thing in minde,


That therof cometh swiche avisiouns;


And othere seyn, as they in bookes finde,


That, after tymes of the yeer, by kinde


Men dreme, and that th'effect goth by the moone;


But leve no dreme, for it is nought to doone.


Wel worth of dremes, ay, these old wyves,


And treweliche, eek, augurie of these foules;


For feere of which men wenen lese hire lyves,


As ravenes qualyn, or shryking of these owles.


To trowen on it bothe fals and foul is.


Allas, allas, so noble a creature


As is a man shal dreden swich ordure!


Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde, V: 358–385
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FOREWORD


Dream Life is the first and perhaps the only serious attempt to develop the early (mid-twentieth century) psychoanalytic approaches to symbol formation by means of integrating them with contemporary ideas about the origins and development of language derived from linguistic and aesthetic philosophy. Meltzer picks up Ella Sharpe's view of ‘poetic diction’ in a dream for its potential to build a ‘bridge to the field of aesthetics’ in general and, in addition to his own aesthetic picture of the psychoanalytic process, dovetails dream-diction with the conclusions of philosophers such as Cassirer and Langer. He also investigates the modern philosophies of language which seek to align the ‘deep grammar’ of symbolic forms with the evolution of human mentality, such as Chomsky's ‘universal generative grammar’. These fields of inquiry taken together support a far more complex and realistic psychology of dream life than that of early psychoanalytic theory, here set in its historical context. They also enable the modern psychoanalytic model to potentially integrate with longstanding artistic and literary ideas on symbol formation, though these are not the primary focus of this book.




Meltzer views dream life as a continuum within each personality, of which the psychoanalyst is offered a privileged sampling, just as the child analyst is presented through play with a picture of unconscious phantasy life. Dream life thus comes under the heading of the personality's dedicated search for the meaning of its emotional experiences through symbol formation. The mind is built, gradually and logically, through its capacity to receive thoughts about its own emotional conflicts. And in the post-Kleinian spatial-epistemological model, dream life is the place where such incipient thoughts are noted and processed, thus enabling the personality to come to know (‘become’) itself. It is the ‘theatre for the generating of meaning’ that governs our view of the worlds we live in. Intimate relations and art forms are parallel examples of the processing of dream life, and subsequent to Bion's work, all these intimate areas can be seen to contrast with the protomental or adaptational forms of existence which represent the equivalent of language's lexical or surface grammar rather than its poetic ‘deep’ grammar. Language, as a symbolic mode, has two functions and two roots: one concerned with communication of information, the other concerned with communicating states of mind.


In the late 1960s Meltzer was working with my father, Roland J. Harris (then teaching psycholinguistics at Brunel University), on a paper about the new ideas on deep grammar and their potential place in psychoanalytic thinking. The research was not completed owing to Harris's death but the work tracks its way throughout, especially in the chapters on the ‘interaction of verbal and visual language’ and on ‘signs and symbols’ which describe the two tiers of language acquisition – in a way which Dr Johnson also did, when he pointed out that once man has the idea of language it is possible to make infinite modifications and variations, but that that idea must in the first place have come ‘by inspiration’, that is (in psychoanalytic terms) through internal object relations. For symbols, as containers for ideas, are not just ways of communicating, but the means of mental growth; and their origin in the unconscious is bound up with the entire network of these object relations. Unlike any other type of association, dreams tell the truth about our emotional experiences even when their content is depicting the denial of emotional reality; and since Bion, it can also be seen how they depict thought processes or anti-thinking processes.


Meltzer once said that the only talent he had discovered in himself was the ability to read dreams. Transforming the visual into the verbal has special problems and epistemological challenges. And perhaps dream-reading cannot be taught where there is no innate talent, any more than can poetry or music. But far more relevant, in Meltzer's view, is for analysts to be aware of the emotional difficulties encountered in their countertransference response to patients’ dreams. For the sampling of the patient's dream life is an intimate and therefore disturbing affair, requiring reciprocity from the analyst who is in turn exposed to hitherto unknown aspects of self-analysis. Rather than interpretation he proposes ‘formulation’ that covers and contains the imagery of the dream. Above all however he stresses ‘exploration’ of the dream and describes the intensifying interest as the sense of being in the presence of an aesthetic object becomes more powerful. Perhaps it would be hard for a dream-analysis to be interminable; either it would be interrupted owing to retreat from aesthetic conflict, or it would progress to ‘weaning’ and internalisation of the analytic process, something Meltzer describes at the end of the book.


Above all, Dream Life is a passionate apologia for the nature of dreams as foundational features of our humanity. It is dreaming – not speech, political organisation, or standing on two legs – that makes us what we are. Supported by Emily Bronte's ‘wine through water’, Meltzer declares: ‘When such a dream has visited our sleeping soul, how can we ever again doubt that dreams are “events” in our lives?’


Meg Harris Williams













PART A


THEORETICAL BACKGROUND













CHAPTER ONE


Freud's view of the dream as the guardian of sleep


Unless it commences on a firm ground of Freud's pioneer work, no undertaking to examine dreams and dream-life from the psychoanalytical point of view can go any considerable distance into the problem without creating more confusion than clarity. But a truly critical, rather than merely appreciative, view of his accomplishment runs almost immediately into the problem, writ large in the early days of his psychological career, of a baffling division between his tendency to form and prove rigid theories, and his extraordinary capacity for observation and imaginative speculation.


Before we can proceed with an examination of the rich and fascinating array of observations and conjectures, it is necessary to state and examine the less interesting theory, mainly in order to set it aside in our future exposition. The brevity may seem dismissive, but this would be unjust. There cannot be the slightest doubt of the historical importance of the theory and the groundwork it laid for the evolution of clinical practice. And much can be salvaged that is enduringly interesting, such as the concepts of censorship and dream-work. But the basis of the theory is so deeply rooted in a neurophysiological model of the mind, with its mind–brain equation, that it will not bear the weight of investigations into the meaning of the meaning of dreams.


The guardian of sleep


None of the evidence that Freud brought to bear in this respect argues any more strongly for the thesis that dreams are the guardians of sleep than that they are its destroyers. The hypothesis was bound so completely to the assumption that sleep is a purely physiological process, that waking and sleeping stand in relation to the brain as catabolism and anabolism do to the body as a whole. No other purpose could possibly be assigned that would see dreams as valuable to the organism in the Darwinian sense.


Consequently Freud had only two choices: to view dreams as the protector or as the disturber of the physiological event. The same problem can be seen to have exercised physiologists in regard to physical pain. At a time prior to the discovery that pain is transmitted by particular fibres to particular centres of the central nervous system, it was quite natural to assume a quantitative basis for the differentiation of pleasurable and painful stimuli. And Freud adopted this same view in regard to mental pain. The whole model of the mind was unfavourable to the consideration of processes from a qualitative standpoint and Freud's wide experience in the neurophysiology laboratory disposed him naturally to a quantitative view. That it was the most respectable view in the medical profession could not have failed to move him, as so many of his own dreams in the Traumdeutung strongly confirm. But in the world of Romantic literature and art a very different view was equally respectable. In the world of the ‘romantic agony’ characters were repeatedly being depicted as haunted by their dreams, fearful of sleep lest they be repeated.


The dream as wish-fulfilment


It is not possible to derive from Freud's writings any clear conception of what he means by ‘wish’. Intention, motive, plan, desire, impulse, expectation? Considering it as related to desire, is it only temporarily unfulfilled or is there some impossibility, opposition, conflict? Considering it as an intention, is there any plan of action which could reasonably be expected to lead to its fulfilment? As desire or motive, is it necessarily positive, or may it equally be negative, that some event should not occur? The suspicion is aroused that he was working without a concept of omnipotence and meant something like the following: a wish is something that envisages its fulfilment without consideration of the means required for its accomplishment. If this is the case then the differentiation between night-dream and day-dream is eliminated in respect of mental functioning as a whole. Indeed one's final impression of Freud's attitude towards dreams is that they are of little interest to the dreamer himself, except in so far as they throw light upon his unconscious mental life in the same way that they are of interest to the psychoanalyst. They are to be taken as of evidential interest but not as life-events. But can one escape the impression that, say, ‘the dream of Irma's injection’ was an event in Freud's life and deeply disturbed him, not just for the light it shed on his character but because it happened?


Manifest and latent dream-content


The great undertaking of demonstrating that dreams were not nonsense seems to have led Freud into a type of logical error, namely of confusing obscurity of meaning with cryptic or hidden meaning. He states clearly:


The dream-thoughts and the dream-content are presented to us like two versions of the same subject-matter in two different languages. Or, more properly, the dream-content seems like a transcript of the dream-thoughts into another mode of expression, whose characters and syntactic laws it is our business to discover by comparing the original and the translation. (Freud, SE IV, p. 277)


Of course the great difficulty is to obtain ‘the original’, by which he means the thoughts being represented in the manifest content. In so far as he follows this mode of procedure, he is able to make wonderful headway in elucidating the dream-work, except when he insists on his cryptographic intent. We can see clearly that the two intentions, to understand and to solve (as a puzzle or even as a crime) conflict seriously with one another and lead to all sorts of tricks for undoing the supposed trickiness of the dreamer vis a vis the dream censor.


The dream-censor


It is difficult to remember that the enormously subtle and complex modes of thought which went into the works from Mourning and Melancholia onwards were not as yet in the character of the 44-year-old Freud, struggling with his own neurosis, isolated by his interests, clinging to the man, Fliess, who is so often and singularly referred to in these volumes as ‘my friend’ while everyone else is only ‘a friend’ or ‘a colleague’. The man of the Traumdeutung was a Victorian, a Jew struggling for a place in the sun, taking for granted the mores and values of his community. The idea of conflict could not as yet find a place in his theories because there is no neurophysiological basis for such an idea. Accordingly the idea of a dream-censor was a very radical one indeed and suggested a mental structure for which no possible anatomical basis could be imagined. One must not think that he meant anything like the mental structure that would later be called ‘superego’. Consider what a difference in conceptual framework is indicated by the addition (in brackets) made eleven years later to the following sentence:


Thus the wish to sleep (which the conscious ego is concentrated upon, and which, together with the dream censorship and the ‘secondary revision’ which I shall mention later, constitute the conscious ego's share in dreaming) must in every case be reckoned as one of the motives for the formation of dreams, and any successful dream is a fulfilment of that wish. (p. 234)


A ‘wish to sleep’ and a ‘conscious ego which is concentrated upon a wish to sleep’ belong to very different models of the mind. A wish is no longer, in 1911, a physiological tendency whose fulfilment is sought; it is now something that an ego is ‘concentrated upon’. Furthermore it can be seen as operating in conjunction with a dream-censor, not merely using devices to evade it.


But that is 1911; in 1900 the dream-censor is a rather fanciful term for the excesses of stimulation that could disrupt the sleep, as in unsuccessful dreams. In other words the argument is fairly tautological. If the dreamer remains asleep, the dream has been successful, which means that the dream-censorship has been evaded. If the thief enters and the dog does not bark at No. 45 as it did at No. 35, the thief has been quieter…or perhaps there is no dog at No. 45. But that is not possible in a neurophysiological model; every house must have a dog.


This, in essence, is the theory, qua theory, the conceptual framework around which the wealth of observations and imaginative conjectures of this epoch-making book are woven. But as with the Three Essays on Sexuality, the editors of the Standard Edition have introduced historical confusion by coalescing the various editions through interpolation, even though they have usually indicated the dates of the later additions in brackets, or sometimes in footnotes. These latter are always referred to at the end of the added paragraph or section, so that it is not clear where they start on the page. This creates great conceptual confusion, because the Freud who made additions (and possibly deletions – this is not made clear) in 1908, 1911 or 1914 is a very different man in more respects than theories. It is an enigma of psychoanalytical history that the theory of dreams, which is in so fundamental a way non-psychoanalytic, should have been preserved through the years in word while dishonoured in deed in every session where a dream plays a part. For there are no ‘Freudians’ in the 1900 sense at the present time, so great has been the development in conceptual framework, most of it inaugurated by Freud himself in the transformation into structural theory.


In thus setting aside the ‘theory of dreams’ as essentially uninteresting to practising psychoanalysts, it might be worthwhile to cite a single example of the insights which utterly negate the theory:


The content of all dreams that occur during the same night forms part of the same whole; the fact of their being divided into several sections, as well as the grouping and number of those sections -all of this has a meaning and may be regarded as a piece of information arising from the latent dream-thoughts. (p. 333)


Such a conception of dream-continuity (see Chapter 11 below) cannot be brought into line with the momentary function of preserving sleep attributed to dreaming in the ‘theory’. It is important to remember that what Freud means by ‘dream thoughts’ are those thoughts of the ‘day-residue’ of waking life which, by virtue of their link with early developmental history, have a special disturbing effect on the dreamer's unconscious state. In this way dream-thoughts are taken as prior in existence to the dream itself. This is in keeping with a static conception of the unconscious because memory, as a mental function, is taken to mean something like ‘storage’ in the modern sense of computer construction. Yet Freud himself had discovered, at the time of the collapse of the ‘seduction theory’ of hysteria, that memory, unlike recall, is dynamic and reconstructive, subject to all manner of incompleteness, distortion, coalescence and addition.


Perhaps it would not labour the argument too much to cite one other factor in Freud's thinking that may help us to understand his attitude to dreams in 1900:


What representation do dreams provide for ‘if’, ‘because’, ‘just as’, ‘although’, ‘either-or’, and all the other conjunctions without which we cannot understand sentences or speeches?…our answer must be that dreams have no means at their disposal for representing these logical relations between the dream-thoughts…The plastic arts of painting and sculpture labour, indeed, under a similar limitation…(p. 312).


He might just as well have added music if he thought that all music was ‘programmatic’ as he seems to have thought of the plastic arts as telling a story. We can see that thought and language were quite indistinguishable to him and that verbal thought stood as the primary symbolic form for representing meaning. In fact in the text he promptly goes on to illustrate the many ways in which dreams do in fact represent logical relationships between the individual thoughts.


All in all the essential poverty of the theoretical framework of the book is due mainly to preconception and seems to contrast with the astonishing richness of the observations and ideas thrown up around them. One is reminded of the story of the slothful sons whose father, in leaving them his lands, told them that his gold was buried somewhere one foot underground. Freud, in his search for ‘security, wealth and lasting fame’, seems to have behaved like these sons. The real harvest of the Traumdeutung is to be found in Chapter VI on the ‘dream-work’ to which we may now turn our attention with pleasure and relief.


The dream-work


Chapter VI of the dream book is of endless fascination for its wealth of observation and acute thought, marred only by the editorial hodge-podge and perhaps the paternalistic handing out of honours to the faithful and the scourging of poor Stekel. But Freud-the-person obtrudes in a most disturbing way through the presentation of his own dreams and the associations connected with them. One is always inclined to point to this aspect of the Traumdeutung as an example of Freud's fearlessness in pursuit of the truth and perhaps to place him analogically with those great medical pioneers who first experimented upon themselves at the risk of their very lives. Doubtless there is truth in this and it does no more dishonour to him to consider other aspects than it would to suggest that some depressive conflict operated in Koch or Pasteur. For one is also struck with Freud's naivety in revealing so much of his private mental life. Itis true that he never reveals any event that would place him in disrepute, but he does reveal weaknesses, anxieties, motives and emotions of which no person could be proud. To what purpose? He had ample supplies of dreams and analyses thereof to fill out his book. Surely there was no special validity to be claimed from investigation of his own dreams; in fact, on the contrary, they were open to the charge that all the forces of the censorship would be operative in the form of resistance in the waking Freud. Indeed the impression is very often quite distinct:


It is to be observed that the dream was allowed to ridicule my father because in the dream-thoughts he was held up in unqualified admiration as a model to other people. It lies in the very nature of every censorship that, of forbidden things, it allows those which are untrue to be said rather than those which are true. (p. 437)


What then are we to make of these autobiographical sallies? They are not so surprising in a senior and distinguished person writing his memoirs, where such revelations of weakness only highlight the many virtues coyly hinted at. But in this isolated and lonely man of 1900, it seems incomprehensible. His character was already considerably under attack from establishment figures and even his mentor, Breuer, had turned away, as the dream just mentioned above clearly reminds us, for Breuer is the figure of ridicule screened by the unreservedly admired father. One answer to this enigma is hinted at above, namely that Freud had the idea that dreams could never speak the truth directly – only indirectly, like a newspaper under a tyrannical regime. But probably the more important answer is that he did not believe that dreams could say anything new at all.


It is for this reason that the discussion of the dream-work in Chapter VI seems so often paradoxical in its development. In al most every section the theoretical statement that introduces the subsection is then refuted by the examples that follow. In a sense it would almost qualify for the term ‘absurd’ as Freud uses it to describe the apparent paradoxes and nonsensical aspects of the manifest content of certain dreams, such as the one about ‘his father's drunkenness in 1851’ from which the quotation above has been taken. Thus from the standpoint of the ‘theory of dreams’ the chapter on dream-work is an investigation of a meaningless process, one in which meaning is, if anything, destroyed rather than created or augmented.


Perhaps this enigma, of Freud's insistence that all intellectual activities that appear in the manifest content of dreams are de rived from the fragments of waking thoughts that lie behind, is most striking in the analysis of the dream of ‘the dissection of his own legs’ (p. 453). The use of autobiographical material in his work, that is, his self-analysis itself as well as the bits of it revealed in his writings, is here represented as his having to dissect his own legs under the order of his laboratory chief from neurophysiology days, Brücke. Clearly in the analysis of the dream his bitterness about this degree of invasion of his own privacy and the exposure to ridicule to which it, along with the theories themselves, was exposing him, finds a virulent expression. But he also traces the infantile root to hatred of the parents for excluding the small child from their sexual intimacy. Does it all perhaps suggest the continued submission to a neurophysiology-father whose tyranny is still active in the 46-year-old Freud? The fact that this dream took place during a train journey links it with the travel phobia to which he makes reference in many places. At any rate we can conjecture that it cost him some considerable internal struggle to liberate himself from the neurophysiological preconceptions of the Fliess period and the Project for a Scientific Psychology in order eventually to emerge as a phenomenological psychologist who could acknowledge that the past was present in the structure of the personality and not merely buried as ‘recollections’ in the repressed unconscious.


Section H of the chapter on the dream-work comes to the heart of the matter, ‘Affects in dreams’, and clarifies Freud's theoretical position on affects better than anywhere else in his writings. It is clear that he viewed affects as manifestations of meaning and not as containers of meaning. In this he was following the Darwinian line which traced emotions in man to the expression of emotions in more primitive animals, and thus seriously confused the experience of emotion with its communication:


Our feelings tell us that an affect experienced in a dream is in no way inferior to one of an equal intensity experienced in waking life, and dreams insist with greater energy upon their right to be included among our real [my italics] mental experiences in respect of their affective than in respect of their ideational content. In our waking life however, we cannot include them in this way because we cannot make any psychical assessment [my italics] of an affect unless it is linked to a piece of ideational material. If the affect and the idea are incompatible in their character and intensity, our waking judgment is at a loss. (p. 460)


Clearly ‘our feelings tell us’ something very different from our’ ‘waking judgment’ and the problem lies in the decision about priority in mental functioning between ‘feelings’ and ‘waking judgment’. Freud deprives feelings of the significance of judgment and therefore cannot allow affects, whether dreaming or waking, the status of ‘mental experiences’ in themselves, but only as derivatives of ‘ideational material’. It is natural for him therefore to deal with affects as something that can be separated from its appropriate ideational content, the latter being subjected to displacements and distortions, thus creating paradoxical conjunctions of the two: ‘Analysis shows us that the ideational material has undergone displacements and substitutions whereas the affects have remained unaltered’ (p. 463; Freud's italics).


Let us examine this idea in action in the brilliant analysis of the ‘open-air closet’ dream. It runs thus: ‘A hill, on which there was something like an open-air closet: a very long seat with a large hole at the end of it. Its back edge was thickly covered with small heaps of faeces of all sizes and degrees of freshness. There were bushes behind the seat. I micturated on the seat; a long stream of urine washed everything clean; the lumps of faeces came easily away and fell into the opening. It was as though at the end there was still some left’ (p. 468). His associations and interpretations trace the megalomania about his discoveries of the infantile aetiology of the neuroses, thus comparing himself with Hercules in the Augean stables, with Gulliver in Lilliput, etc. But also he sees the Gargantuan theme of revenge upon the audience to his lecture of the previous day as representing the forces determining his ‘grubbing about in human dirt’, epitomised by one flatterer who indeed had compared him with Hercules – to Freud's great revulsion:


The content of the dream had to find a form which would enable it to express both the delusions of inferiority and the megalomania in the same material. The compromise between them produced an ambiguous dream-content; but it also resulted in an indifferent feeling-tone owing to the mutual inhibition of these contrary impulses. (p. 470)


The presentation of this little gem is preceded by the qualification, ‘a short dream, which will fill every reader with disgust’. In saying this Freud immediately confuses the reader and the dreamer, but also the waking Freud with the sleeping man having a ‘real mental experience’. What he calls an ‘indifferent feeling tone’ is surely the consequence of his comparing the complacency of the dream-micturator with the emotional response to the image in the waking man. What man, after all, has not noticed the complacency of a little boy in himself as he lavaged with some success a soiled lavatory pan? The adult man of the previous day had noticed in himself the interplay of megalomania about his achievements and revulsion at the work from which it was derived. But what he had not noted, and what the dream revealed, was the infantile complacency of successfully sweeping away all the rubbish that had been written on the subject by the ‘great’ figures of his science. Well, almost swept away, for ‘there was still some left’. Complacency, after all, is the prime affect inhabiting the correspondence of mutual commiseration between himself and Fliess of this period.


So we might suggest that Freud has seized upon the wrong problem in presenting this dream. It is not ‘Why did I feel no disgust during this dream?’ (p. 468), but ‘How has the dream-work found such a telling representation for the affect of complacency?’ In order to ask that question the waking examiner of the dream would need to start with two ideas which were indeed foreign to Freud. One would be the acknowledgement that dreaming is in deed a mode of ‘real experience’ of life, and the other would have to be the acceptance of affects as genetically prior to ideational content. Neither of these was available to him because of his preconception about the waking origin of all the dream-thoughts: ‘Whenever there is an affect in the dream it is also to be found in the dream-thoughts. But the reverse is not true. A dream is in general poorer in affects than the psychical material from the manipulation of which it has proceeded (p. 467; my italics). This is his primary thesis, that dreams merely manipulate prior psychical material and the conclusion concerning affects follows with logical force: ‘The inhibition of affects, accordingly, must be considered as the second consequence of the censorship of dreams, just as dream distortion is its first consequence’ (p. 468). Here, it might be suggested, is the clearest revelation of the tautological nature of Freud's ‘theory of dreams’ and the most impressive explanation for the absence of a substantial theory of affects throughout his work.


Before we can close this discussion of the concept of the dream-work, with its four categories – displacement, condensation, symbol formation and secondary revision – it is necessary to backtrack to those aspects which we have skirted around in order to consider the central theme of the role of affects. Having done this, and having considered Freud's view of affects and his virtual incapacity to form a theory of emotions, we can look backwards and forwards, bringing together the ideas of displacement, condensation and secondary revision in a more coherent manner. The most disappointing aspect of Freud's thought lies in this sphere: ‘Things that are symbolically connected today were probably united in prehistoric times by conceptual and linguistic identity’ (p. 352). Clearly symbols are being given the same paleontological treatment that affects have been given, that is, they are to be treated as mere replacements of A by B on the basis of anachronistic non-thought, a kind of mental appendix, a codification trick for evading the censorship: ‘As a rule the technique of interpreting according to the dreamer's associations leaves us in the lurch when we come to the symbolic element in the dream-content’ (p. 353). The reason is that ‘they frequently have more than one or even several meanings and as with Chinese script, the correct interpretation can only be arrived at on each occasion from the context.’


A similar situation exists with the concept of condensation. Items in dream-thought are condensed, in Freud's view, merely by some semi-mechanical process of superimposition on the basis of similarity overall, or identity of items. There is no concern for meaning in this condensation but only for form and representability:


Yet in spite of all this ambiguity, it is fair to say that the productions of the dream-work, which, it must be remembered, are not made with the intention of being understood [Freud's italics] present no greater difficulties to their translators than do the ancient hieroglyphic scripts to those who seek to read them. (p. 341)


This seems strange when one remembers how incomprehensible were the Egyptian hieroglyphics prior to the discovery of the Rosetta Stone. But the two images, of Chinese pictographic script and hieroglyphics, make it clear that Freud views the problem of understanding symbols as one of re-translation, since symbol formation itself is seen as a process of translation, movement in form without alteration or increment in meaning: ‘Indeed, when we look into the matter more closely, we must recognise the fact that the dream-work of this kind [symbolisation] is doing nothing original in making substitutions [my italics] of this kind’ (p. 345).




Having thus imposed a wallowing theory on a resistant material, so buoyant because the penetrating observations are so often coupled with brilliant clinical intuitions, Freud is forced to caulk the whole leaky structure with a shameful trick concept, that of ‘secondary revision’. You might say he makes a virtue of his own pretension, the kind of hypocrisy wittily called ‘preaching what you practice’:


The thing that distinguishes it [secondary revision] and at the same time reveals this part of the dream work, is its purpose [Freud's italics]. This function behaves in the manner which the poet maliciously ascribes to the philospher: it fills up the gaps in the dream-structure with shreds and patches. (p. 490)


And here he finds himself suddenly in deep water indeed, having to consider the day-dream, unconscious day-dreams, unconscious thinking together with the evidence for the incredible speed at which the dream content unfolds. The neurophysiological model, having at its root the well-known slow rate of nerve-transmission, cannot cope with this speed. Of course in our own day espousal of the neurophysiological model, and the mind–brain equation, has recourse to the speed of the computer to bypass this question, forgetting this knowledge that nerves do not transmit in the manner of electric wires with the speed of light. Freud's tricky solution envisages, in relation to Maury's famous ‘guillotine dream’:


…a phantasy which had been stored up in his memory for many years and which was aroused – I would rather say ‘alluded to’ – at the moment at which he became aware of the stimulus which woke him [the piece of wood which fell on his neck]. The key-phrase serves as a port of entry through which the whole network is simultaneously put in a state of excitation. (p. 496)


We cannot take leave of the Freud of 1900 without some examination of the revision of his ideas which followed later in his life, and in doing so to take note of the famous Chapter VII. Perhaps the transitional period of circa 1914 illustrates the dilemma in which he found himself with respect to his original theory. The irritability with which he resisted recognising the need for revision highlights the central problem. The 1914 addendum to Chapter VI includes a discussion of Silberer'swork on ‘the very act of transforming dream-thoughts into images’ in which that author divided the phenomena he observed into two categories, ‘functional’ and ‘material’, the former expressing the state of mind of the dreamer, and the latter his dream-thoughts in the sense of day-residues.


Freud writes, after citing some examples, that ‘The “functional phenomenon”, “the representation of a state instead of an object”, was observed by Silberer principally in the two conditions of falling asleep and waking up. It is obvious that dream-interpretation is only concerned with the latter case.’ That is, it is obvious if one starts with the premise that the function of dreams is to prevent the sleeper from awakening. It is worthwhile quoting at length the irritable refutation of Silberer's claim to attention:


Silberer has given examples which show convincingly that in many dreams the last pieces of the manifest content, which are immediately followed by waking, present nothing more nor less than an intention to wake or the process of waking. The representation may be in terms of such images as crossing a threshold (‘threshold symbolism’), leaving one room and entering another, departure, homecoming, parting with a companion, diving into the water, etc. I cannot, however, refrain from remarking that I have come across dream-elements which can be related to threshold symbolism, whether in my own dreams or those of subjects whom I have analysed, far less frequently than Silberer's communication would have led one to expect.


It is by no means inconceivable or improbable that this threshold symbolism might throw light upon some elements in the middle of the texture of dreams…in places, for instance, where there is a question of oscillation in the depth of sleep and of an inclination to break off the dream. Convincing instances of this, however, have not been produced. What seems to occur more frequently are cases of overdetermination, in which part of a dream which has derived its material content from the nexus of dream thoughts is employed to represent in addition some state of mental activity.




This very interesting functional phenomenon of Silberer's has, through no fault if its discoverer's, led to many abuses; for it has been regarded as lending support to the old inclination to give abstract and symbolic interpretation to dreams. The preference for the ‘functional category’ is carried so far by some people that they speak of the functional phenomenon wherever intellectual activities or emotional processes occur in the dream thoughts, although such material has neither more nor less right [sic!] than any other kind to find its way into a dream as residues of the previous day’.


We are ready to recognise the fact that Silberer's phenomenon constitutes a second contribution on the part of waking thoughts to the construction of dreams; though it is less regularly present and less significant than the first one, which has already been introduced under the name of ‘secondary revision’. (p. 504)


Freud then goes on to try to subsume the whole phenomenon under the rubric of self-observation and the concepts he had recently put forward in the paper ‘On narcissism’, thus bypassing the central problem of the symbolic representation of states of mind in the sleeper as a dream-activity which could not possibly be attributed to the mere finding of pictorial representation for day-residues. There can be little doubt that Silberer's evidence that the sleeper had a state of mind and that it found symbolic representation in the dream-process threatened the whole structure of Freud's theory that the ‘dream-work is doing nothing original’.


It seems fairly certain, judging from the fact that he continued to revise the Traumdeutung as late as 1925, that Freud never completely resigned the preconceptions upon which his theory of the dream-process was founded. Although it is hedged again and again in footnotes and later writings, as we shall soon discuss, so much of his model of the mind was founded upon the cross-reference between dreams and the psychoneuroses, that he could hardly have abandoned one without the other toppling over from lack of support. The basic thesis of the ‘two principles of mental functioning’ (as he later called it) that is, the economic principles of pleasure and reality, plus the essential distinction between the primary process in the unconscious (the systematic unconscious as distinct from the dynamic or descriptive unconscious) and the secondary process in the conscious and preconscious, found a clear-cut expression in Chapter VII which he was never to abandon.


Having skilfully ‘been able to find a place in our structure for the most various and contradictory findings of earlier writers’ (p. 592), Freud goes on in the section on ‘Primary and Secondary Processes’ to stake out his position that ‘everything that we have described as the ‘dream work’ seems to depart so widely from what we recognise as rational thought-processes’ as the basis for characterising the mentality of the unconscious. In doing so it is as if he has forgotten that the basis for this conviction is fundamentally two-fold. In the first instance it is based on the hypothesis of an (invisible) dream-censor, for whose existence he has in fact adduced no evidence, and in the second on the equally unsubstantiated hypothesis that dreams are the guardians of sleep, against which he himself acknowledges the mass of evidence. Add to these two hypotheses the strong evidence for day residues and for infantile memories, and one has a perfect recipe for a tautological argument. It would go something like this: since we find that the manifest content of dreams has discernible links with some events of the previous day and with childhood, as demonstrated by the patient's associations, it follows that these residues and memories are creating a tension in the system which must be relieved by some means if sleep, which we assume is a state of mental quiescence and withdrawal from external stimuli, is to be preserved. But how is this to be done without action, unless some trick is used to deceive the system in tension into the belief that its direction of striving has been satisfied? As there is a censor who will not allow even such stimulated gratification, these in their turn must be disguised to appear absurd. But this would not satisfy the requirements of the organ of consciousness in its craving for logical narrative structure, so a secondary revision is further required to make the dream acceptable to all parties concerned.


We can say therefore that it is a theory built upon a neurophysiological, energetic model of the mind, that it treats its hypotheses as if they were observed facts and clings to its untenable position with all the tricks that it attributes to the dream-work itself. It is not a theory of dreams, it is a theory of personality functioning in a complex social situation and will later be restated as the structural theory in The Ego and the Id.
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