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Preface to the 2025 Histria Books Edition


It was forty years ago that I published The Assault on Truth. But the issues it brought up continue to fascinate me. How did Freud manage to convince the entire world of psychology (psychoanalysis, psychiatry, and psychology) that women imagined their abuse, rather than experience it? Why did it take so long for this error (or myth, or male prejudice, call it what you like) to die? Moreover, it is not entirely gone. Recently there was a book where 25 authors talk about what we owe Freud, and what we would rather forget. I was astonished to see that the list of negatives did not include his views on childhood sexual abuse. 

I spent some time with Freud’s daughter, Anna. It was she who gave me permission to publish the entire correspondence between her father and his erstwhile best friend, Wilhelm Fliess. But she did more than that. She also allowed me to see a series of unpublished letters in Freud’s right-hand drawer of his desk. These letters were all about Ferenczi, and how angry Freud was that he wrote what I consider, the single best article ever written about child abuse: “The Confusion of Tongues Between Children and Adults.” (By the way, in this new translation you will find an improved translation of that important text). Freud’s dislike of this paper raises many questions: Was it a question of mauvaise foi? Did he realize that Ferenczi was simply carrying on Freud’s initial discoveries in a new and fascinating direction? Was he envious? Jealous? Or was he truly unable to see the value in Ferenczi’s magnificent contribution? It is strange: Freud was, without any doubt, a master writer/. Even when I disagree with his ideas, I cannot help but admire his style, in Dora, for example, which, as he acknowledged, reads like a short story (though he completely misunderstood her). Moreover, apart from being completely wrong about the value of Ferenczi’s paper, acknowledged universally as a masterpiece, he was also needlessly cruel to the man who had been his closest associate for many years. Even the fact that Ferenczi was close to an early death did not stop Freud from treating him with extreme coldness, a fact that I believe hastened his death, of, I would venture, a broken heart. 

The mystery of those 25 or so letters, that lay for so many years in Freud’s desk, unnoticed, haunts me even today. Who put them there, I asked Anna Freud? Your father, I asked? No she replied. Jones, “definitely not she said.” What I forgot to ask was the most obvious, but I did not see it at the time: “Did you, Miss Freud, put those letters there?” If she did, what would have been her motivation? Is it possible that she felt her father had been deeply unfair to women by accusing them of imagining abuse? Did she want someone (like me) to find those letters and publish them, to set the record straight? This may sound outlandish, given that Anna Freud, in her 7 volumes of collected writings, does not refer to the sexual abuse of children even once. That is true. However, a year before she died, in 1982, she published a very short piece, two pages long, in which she concludes that the sexual abuse of children, far from a fantasy, is the single worst thing that can happen to a child. What made her change her mind at the end of her life? 

Perhaps I am myself engaging in a fantasy. It is comforting to think that people can acknowledge they were wrong, especially about something that has had an impact on literally hundreds of thousands of women for nearly one hundred years.

I would like to add something about the effect of the announcement of these “discoveries” (they were more of Anna Freud handing over secret documents to me, for reasons that still remain puzzling – why me? – although to be fair to myself, I had shown an interest especially of a historic nature, into Freud’s change of mind, even visiting the Paris Morgue to see what Freud witnessed the day he was there, which pleased Anna Freud). Once the New York Times wrote about what I was researching, it is fair to say that all hell broke loose in the world of psychoanalysis. I was immediately fired from: My position as Projects Director of the Freud Archives (Kurt Eissler had asked me to take over the Archives, as he was feeling old) was immediately cancelled (Eissler said to me, practically in tears: How could you betray the family like this? Note the Italian connotation of la famiglia and omerta)? It still strikes me as strange, that a dispute about a historical reality should let loose such deep emotions. The position as one of the three directors (Masud Khan was the other) of the Freud Copyrights was taken from me. I would no longer be able to live in the Freud House in Maresfield Gardens, as had previously been decided (to turn it into a research center); and, lastly, but in many senses, more importantly, my membership in all psychoanalytic associations was forthwith cancelled: I was no longer a member of the Canadian Society, or the San Francisco Society, or the International Psycho-Analytical Association.

So from one day to the next, my entire life had changed. I had been counting on moving to London, and so had resigned my professorship of Sanskrit at the University of Toronto. I no longer had an academic appointment, nor did I have any obvious means of livelihood. The consolation I took then as I still do now is this:

This very thing happened to Freud in 1896 when he delivered his paper “On the Aetiology of Hysteria” to his colleagues, a beautiful paper in which he argued that his patients had all been sexually abused in childhood. They laughed at him, mocked him, humiliated him, and as he put it the next day in a letter that Anna Freud did not include in her first 1950 German edition of the Freud/Fliess letters: “A void is forming around me. I am totally isolated.”

Then it happened again to Sandor Ferenczi in 1932, when he told Freud that he was now convinced that sexual abuse was, indeed, the source of much if not most of human suffering. (Why men inflict this remains something of a mystery to this day: Witness the horror of the Pellicot case in France, and how it is changing, for the better, French society, especially French male society). Freud cruelly mocked him and locked him out of his affection, which I believe led to Ferenczi’s early and tragic death of heart failure.

Then of all people, Robert Fliess, who was Freud’s closest friend’s son, also revealed, in 1975, that his father had abused him, and that he did not believe that anyone fell ill because of fantasies, but only because of memories blocked by repression. He was supporting the early Freud, and Ferenczi, and the result was that, powerful as he was in the New York Psychoanalytic Society (he was the analyst of many people whose names are familiar today, e.g., Leonard Shengold who in turn analyzed Oliver Sachs), was forced to retire and move to upstate New York. I heard the whole sad story from his widow whom I visited and who was deeply grateful that someone in the analytic community, believed her late husband. In gratitude, she gave me her husband’s copy of the Interpretation of Dreams, signed by Freud, along with a handwritten poem from Goethe that Freud liked. 

So I was in good company! Still, I cannot pretend that it was easy: As you know, wherever I went in Europe, in 1984-1985, to talk about my book, I was met with disdain, ridicule and anger by Freudian analysts. There was no discussion of the documents, or of the historical facts, just ridicule for my person (very different from what Carlo Bonomi did: Respectful disagreement or rather, going deeper into some documents that I had not known about – a totally fine way of conducting serious discussion). The worst was in Italy, where the most prominent Freudian analyst (name??), told me at a debate, that I was a “fraud” since I was not even an analyst and had never been one, as I was not a medical doctor. This was definitely a low blow if not slander, as he knew perfectly well that you could become an analyst without a medical degree, and that I had spent 10 years in training to become one. Moreover, as I later learned, he himself did not have a medical degree! But he was charming, and eloquent, and he probably convinced most of the people present that I was a kind of charlatan. Painful for me. 

At a personal level, it was devastating: I lost my entire coterie of professional friends. For example, my closest friend in Toronto was Charles Hanly, whom some of you will know as the long-time president of the International Psycho-Analytical Association. He told me he could no longer be my friend, as our friendship was postulated on a mutual respect for Freud. We did not speak for 40 years. I am glad to say that just recently he has reached out (he is 94!) and wishes to renew our friendship. I say: let the past go! A much worse example involved the head of the adolescent psychiatry unit at the University of Munich. We too were friends. After I gave a lecture, about Ferenczi, in German (a friend translated it for me) — much like I am doing with Italian), he rose up and asked for a second psychiatrist to certify me as paranoid, so that I could be locked up in the psychiatric hospital “for paranoid beliefs, which is evidenced by his believing women who say they were abused, and Ferenczi, who said the women were correct.” I wonder what would have happened had a second psychiatrist raised his hand? I might still be locked up in Munich! I am not making this up! 

I did survive (I am also 84 now!), and went on to a second career (3rd actually if you count Sanskrit), where I wrote a series of very successful books about the emotional lives of animals (When Elephants Weep was one, another one equally successful – both sold nearly one million copies, was Dogs Never Lie About Love — it would be worthwhile asking whether I turned to animals because I was disillusioned with humans!).

Moreover, I had the support of many feminists at the time: Florence Rush in New York, Judith Herman at Harvard, and others, and was phenomenally lucky in my personal life: I have a sister nearly my age living in London and we speak every week; I am the father of an incredibly wonderful 50-year-old daughter, who is a nurse-practitioner, of two grown sons, one of whom is a permanent official of the EU in Brussels, and the other a “genius” in math and computer science who is constantly being sought for work, all three of whom give me enormous pleasure all the time, and finally, I have been married for over 30 years to Leila, a German pediatrician (she works as one of the few integrative physicians in Australia), the only “perfect” human I have ever met: When I introduced her to my best friend at the time, Daniel Ellsberg, the whistle-blower of the Vietnam War, he took me aside, and whispered: “Jeffrey, she is not from this planet.” Fortunately, she is, actually from this planet, and is proof that the one thing that will save our planet, I hope, is “love” which she exhibits in abundance. We need that, now more than ever, desperately. 

 

Jeffrey Masson, Sydney, Australia, March, 2025

(my 84th birthday is in two weeks!)


 




Preface to the 2012 Edition


Probably nobody would admit to indifference to human suffering. When we see another person in pain most of us want to do something to relieve that pain. So when I was teaching Sanskrit at the University of Toronto, I was struck by how useless such historical scholarship seemed to me in a world full of sorrow. Surely I could find some profession that was more able to reduce human misery. 

Freudian psychoanalysis seemed just the thing. And so I entered an 8-year training program. It is no secret that after I finished my training and became a fully-fledged analyst, I was not happy with my new chosen profession (the profession was not very happy with me either as it turned out). 

The stated goal of analysis was, it is true, to remove suffering. But the idea of doing that by merely talking, always struck me as somewhat strange and unlikely to achieve its stated goal. I was always impressed with Marx’s epitaph for philosophy: “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.” 

In response, psychologists argued that insight was the key. But whose insight? The analyst’s insight or understanding of a psychological dilemma might not match that of the patient. Sometimes they can be so discordant as to inhabit entirely different universes. 

Case in point, as part of our training, we were taught that if a female patient described a memory of incest, we were to regard this as anything but a true memory: It could be a deliberate lie. It could be a self-deception. It could mask a wish for incest. It could be a delusion. It could be a false memory. It could be, in all its various forms, a mere fantasy. It could, in fact, be just about anything. The one thing it could not be, however, was a genuine memory. 

We were taught, in our seminars, that sexual abuse memories, particularly if they involve father/daughter incest, are almost always a wish, an impulse, a fantasy. I found this odd, even unbelievable. But what did I know, compared to the wisdom of thousands of Freudian analysts over the last 100 years of clinical practice? So I was told to bide my time until I had the necessary experience behind me. 

Instead, I decided to research the matter, since it was hardly a trivial one, involving as it did, the very deepest betrayal that any human can experience short of murder and torture that in fact it resembles. 

The results of my research are to be found in this book. When I first published it in 1984 the book generated an enormous amount of controversy, some in favor (mainly feminists) but most against (mainly the “healing” profession of psychoanalysts, psychiatrists and psychologists). I have told the story of my own psychoanalytic education and subsequent downfall in Final Analysis: The Making and Unmaking of a Psychoanalyst. I continued my research and my skepticism about the very possibility of therapy deepened, in A Dark Science, and Against Therapy. 

A year after the book came out, I published with Harvard University Press The Complete Letters of Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, including all the letters that had been omitted by Anna Freud in her original 1950 edition. Since now for the first time the entire correspondence was available, I hoped interested parties would be able to make up their own mind on the basis of these new documents. That was, alas, not to be. For reasons that remain mysterious to me, these letters in their only complete form, surely the single most important document in the history of psychoanalysis, was sparsely reviewed. I hate to believe it is because my name is attached to the volume, but this may well be the cause. In France it took from 1985 when the volume appeared in the United States, until 2008 for the letters to appear in France, and I am assured this was only because a way was sought, in vain, to detach my name from the book. My notes, however, were omitted. 

I fail to understand why I am regarded practically as the Anti-Christ in the Church of Psychoanalysis. Surely it is not because analysts believe I regard Freud as any kind of charlatan. I do not. I still, then, and now, all these years later, regard Freud with intellectual awe, as a great writer (indeed, in my view, the single greatest in the history of psychology), and an enormously intelligent, gifted, and even brilliant thinker. In a book published recently by Sterling Press, I say this in greater detail with regard to Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams. There are many other areas in which Freud is unsurpassed, for example, his writings about the mechanisms by which we defend ourselves, psychologically, from that which we would rather not acknowledge (denial, etc.). 

But when it comes to one major human experience, sexual trauma, Freud was right only briefly, and then, forevermore, wrong. Dead wrong. But let me hasten to add that I cannot claim to understand Freud’s state of mind when he changed his view, from one of believing sexual abuse to be true (say from around 1895-1903), to one of believing it to be false. Unless new documents come to light (unlikely), we will probably never know the true reasons Freud altered his opinion. 

Perhaps he simply believed it was true (this is what most analysts believe was his motivation). Perhaps he simply could not tolerate the heat he took for being so far in advance of his time (my view). Perhaps he was a typical male and could not stand up to his colleagues, many of whom by his early theory, had to be perpetrators of abuse themselves (feminists believe this and I do as well in part). Perhaps he felt he could no longer rely on recovered memories, or memories he believed he had suggested to his patients (this is the view of several researchers who are skeptical of the recovered memories of Freud’s patients). Perhaps he was a moral coward. Some who read my book thought I believed this; I did not and do not. Instead, I believe Freud lost his moral courage, which is slightly different. After all, at that time nobody had that courage except some women who were not listened to. Times have changed. 

What still baffles me is why analysts have showed so little interest in what has to be considered the single most important controversy in the history of psychology, ever. 

It puzzles me that a theoretical issue of such enormous practical significance can be so lightly dismissed or ignored by many within a profession where this issue always has and always will loom large. 

Strangely, nobody from within the profession has yet sought to come to terms with documents contained in this book. They are as fresh in 2012 as they were when I first made them pubic in 1984. The heart-breaking story of Sándor Ferenczi, Freud’s most beloved disciple, who had come to believe, at the end of his life, that patients were telling the truth about sexual abuse, and was shunned by Freud and others for this belief, is still awaiting a full exposure, a book of its own. 

The early French discoveries of child sexual abuse and murder that I write about here have not been properly acknowledged or further researched, in spite of their historical and present significance. 

And Emma Eckstein, poor Emma Eckstein, the first victim of medical psychoanalysis, who paid with a facial disfigurement, the heroine of my book, has still not claimed her rightful place in the pantheon of psychoanalysis. She was the first and most prominent victim of false beliefs, but she was also, as has not been acknowledged, the first person to practice psychoanalysis after Freud, and she was the person who instilled in Freud the courage, alas only temporary, to acknowledge the reality of child sexual abuse. She deserves a place of honor in the history of great and important ideas that helped to relieve human suffering. 

I have come full circle; that is what I wished to achieve with my life, and in writing about its history, I have made a contribution, however small, to a world with less misery. 

 

Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson
Auckland, New Zealand, 2012

 




Introduction


In 1970, I became interested in the origins of psychoanalysis and in Freud’s relationship with Wilhelm Fliess, the ear, nose, and throat physician who was his closest friend during the years Freud was formulating his new theories.

For some time I had been corresponding with Anna Freud about the possibility of preparing a complete edition of Freud’s letters to Fliess, an abridged version of which had been published in 1950 in German and in 1954 in English as The Origins of Psychoanalysis (New York: Basic Books). This edition had been edited by Anna Freud, Ernst Kris, and Marie Bonaparte. In 1980, I met with Dr. K. R. Eissler, the head of the Freud Archives and Anna Freud’s trusted adviser and friend, and with Anna Freud in London, and Miss Freud agreed to a new edition of the Freud/Fliess letters. As a result, I was given access to this sealed correspondence (the originals are in the Library of Congress), which constitutes our most important source of information concerning the beginnings of psychoanalysis.

In addition to including all the letters and passages which previously had been omitted (which amounted to more than half the text), I thought it necessary to annotate the book fully. I would thus need access to other relevant material. Anna Freud offered her complete cooperation, and I was given the freedom of Maresfield Gardens, where Freud spent the last year of his life.

Freud’s magnificent personal library was there, and many of the volumes, especially from the early years, were annotated by Freud. In Freud’s desk I discovered a notebook kept by Marie Bonaparte after she purchased Freud’s letters to Fliess in 1936, in which she comments on Freud’s reactions to these letters, which he had written years before. I also found a series of letters concerned with Sándor Ferenczi, who was in later years Freud’s closest analytic friend and colleague, and with the last paper Ferenczi delivered to the 12th International Psycho-Analytic Congress in Wiesbaden. This paper dealt with the sexual seduction of children, a topic that had engrossed Freud during the years of his friendship with Fliess.

In a large black cupboard outside Anna Freud’s bedroom, I found many original letters to and from Freud written during this same period, letters that were previously unknown — a letter from Fliess to Freud, letters from Charcot to Freud, letters from Freud to Josef Breuer, to his sister-in-law Minna Bernays, to his wife Martha, and to former patients.

A short time later, Dr. Eissler asked me if I would be willing to succeed him as director of the Freud Archives. I agreed and was appointed provisional Projects Director. The Archives had purchased Freud’s house in Maresfield Gardens, and I was to convert the house into a museum and research center. Anna Freud gave me access to the restricted material she had already donated to the Library of Congress, to enable me to prepare a catalogue of all the Freud material at the Library (most of it from the Archives), which came to nearly 75,000 documents. The Library agreed to supply copies of these documents to the projected museum. I also became one of the four directors of Sigmund Freud Copyrights, which allowed me to negotiate with Harvard University Press for the publication of Freud’s letters in scholarly, annotated, complete editions.

As I was reading through the correspondence and preparing the annotations for the first volume of the series, the Freud/Fliess letters, I began to notice what appeared to be a pattern in the omissions made by Anna Freud in the original, abridged edition. In the letters written after September 1897 (when Freud was supposed to have given up his “seduction” theory), all the case histories dealing with sexual seduction of children were excised. Moreover, every mention of Emma Eckstein, an early patient of Freud and Fliess who seemed connected in some way with the seduction theory, was deleted. I was particularly struck by a section of a letter written in December 1897 that brought to light two previously unknown facts: Emma Eckstein was herself seeing patients in analysis (presumably under Freud’s supervision); and Freud was inclined to lend credence, once again, to the seduction theory.

I asked Anna Freud why she had deleted this section from the December 1897 letter. She said she no longer knew why. When I showed her an unpublished letter from Freud to Emma Eckstein, she said that she could well understand my interest in the subject, as Emma Eckstein had indeed been an important part of the early history of psychoanalysis, but the letter should nevertheless not be published. In subsequent conversations, Miss Freud indicated that, since her father eventually abandoned the seduction theory, she felt it would only prove confusing to readers to be exposed to his early hesitations and doubts. I, on the other hand, felt that these passages not only were of great historical importance, they might well represent the truth. Nobody, it seemed to me, had the right to decide for others, by altering the record, what was truth and what was error. Moreover, whatever Freud’s ultimate decision, it was evident that he was haunted by this theory all his life.

I showed Miss Freud the 1932 correspondence I found in Freud’s desk concerning his close friend Sándor Ferenczi’s last paper, which dealt with this very topic. Clearly, I thought, it was her father’s continued preoccupation with the seduction theory that explained his otherwise mysterious turning away from Ferenczi. Miss Freud, who was very fond of Ferenczi, found these letters painful reading and asked me not to publish them. But the theory, I insisted, was not one that Freud had dismissed lightly as an early and insignificant error, as we had been led to believe.

Anna Freud urged me to direct my interests elsewhere. In conversations with other analysts close to the Freud family, I was given to understand that I had stumbled upon something that was better left alone. Perhaps, if the seduction theory had really been only a detour along the road to truth, as so many psychoanalysts believe, it would have been possible for me to turn my attention to other matters. But the seduction hypothesis, in my opinion, was the very cornerstone of psychoanalysis. In 1895 and 1896 Freud, in listening to his women patients, learned that something dreadful and violent lay in their past. The psychiatrists who had heard these stories before Freud had accused their patients of being hysterical liars and had dismissed their memories as fantasy. Freud was the first psychiatrist who believed his patients were telling the truth. These women were sick, not because they came from “tainted” families, but because something terrible and secret had been done to them as children.

Freud announced his discovery in a paper which he gave in April 1896 to the Society for Psychiatry and Neurology in Vienna, his first major public address to his peers. The paper — Freud’s most brilliant, in my opinion — met with total silence. Afterwards, he was urged never to publish it, lest his reputation be damaged beyond repair. The silence around him deepened, as did his loneliness. But he defied his colleagues and published “The Aetiology of Hysteria,” an act of great courage. Eventually, however, for reasons which I will attempt to elucidate in this book, Freud decided that he had made a mistake in believing his women patients. This, Freud later claimed, marked the beginning of psychoanalysis as a science, a therapy, and a profession.

It had never seemed right to me, even as a student, that Freud would not believe his patients. I did not agree that the seduction scenes represented as memories were only fantasies, or memories of fantasies. But I had not thought to doubt Freud’s historical account (often repeated in his writings) of his motives for changing his mind. Yet, when I read the Fliess letters without the omissions (of which Freud, by the way, would undoubtedly have approved), they told a very different, agonizing story. Moreover, wherever I turned, even in Freud’s later writing, I encountered cases in which seduction or abuse of children played a role.

Muriel Gardiner, a psychoanalyst and a friend of both Anna Freud and Kurt Eissler, supported my work both financially and by giving me every possible encouragement. She asked me to go through the unpublished material she had in her home concerning the Wolf-Man, one of Freud’s most famous later patients, who had been financially supported by Dr. Gardiner and Dr. Eissler. There I found some notes by Ruth Mack Brunswick for a paper she never published. At Freud’s request, she had re-analyzed the Wolf-Man and was astonished to learn that as a child he had been anally seduced by a member of his family — and that Freud did not know this. She never told him. Why? Did Freud not know because he did not want to know? And did Ruth Mack Brunswick not tell him because she sensed this?

In my search for further data, I tried to learn more about Freud’s trip to Paris in 1885-1886. I visited the library of his early teacher, Charcot, in the Salpệtrière, and that led me to the Paris morgue, for I knew that Freud had attended autopsies performed there by a friend and collaborator of Charcot’s, Paul Brouardel. Hints dropped by Freud indicated that he had seen something at the morgue “of which medical science preferred to take no notice.” At the morgue, I learned that a whole literature of legal medicine existed in French devoted to the topic of child abuse (especially rape), and Freud had this material in his personal library, though he did not refer to it in his writings. I discovered, moreover, that some of the autopsies attended by Freud may have been autopsies done on children who had been raped and murdered.

I found myself in a strange position. When I became a psychoanalyst, I believed that Freud had fearlessly pursued truth, that he wanted to help his patients face their personal histories, and the wrongs inflicted on them, no matter how unpleasant. My analytic training taught me early on that these ideals were not shared by the profession at large. But I did not think they had altogether vanished from the science; surely there were still people who uncompromisingly sought out truth. That is why, I argued to myself, I had been encouraged in my research; no restrictions had been placed on it.

The information I was uncovering, I felt, was vital to an understanding of how psychoanalysis had developed, and I reported the results of my research to those responsible for it in the first place, Anna Freud, Dr. Eissler, and Dr. Gardiner. I thought that although they might not agree with my interpretations, they would not discount the significance of my discoveries.

My disappointment with psychoanalysis as I knew it was well known, and in fact it was shared by many of my colleagues. In this connection, one meeting with Anna Freud seems to me important enough to merit recounting. Generally, my relations with Miss Freud were formal, confined to discussions of research matters. One afternoon, however, we both began to talk more personally. I told her how disillusioned I was with my training in Toronto, and said that I had not found much improvement in San Francisco and I doubted it would be different anywhere else. I asked her whether, if her father were alive today, he would want to be part of the psychoanalytic movement, or even would want to be an analyst. “No,” she replied, “he would not.” Anna Freud, then, understood my criticism of psychoanalysis as it is practiced today, and seemed to support me in this criticism. However, when my research carried me further back, to Freud himself, this support ceased.

Indeed, what I was finding pointed back to Freud’s early period, 1897-1903, as the time when fundamental changes set in that would, in my opinion, undermine psychoanalysis. With the greatest reluctance, I gradually came to see Freud’s abandonment of the seduction hypothesis as a failure of courage. If I was wrong in my view, surely I would meet with intelligent rebuttal and serious criticisms of my interpretation of the documents. Wherever it lay, the truth had to be faced, and the documents I found had to be brought out into the open.

At the invitation of Anna Freud, I presented a preliminary account of my findings to a meeting of psychoanalysts at the Hampstead Clinic in London in 1981. The participants had been invited by Anna Freud to a conference on “Insight in Psychoanalysis,” and many of the leading analysts from around the world were present. The negative response to my paper alerted me to the political overtones of my research, to the possibility that it would have an adverse effect on the profession. But I dismissed such considerations as not worthy of attention by a serious researcher.

In June 1981 I was asked to make a more detailed presentation of the documents and their implications before a closed meeting of the Western New England Psychoanalytic Society in New Haven. The paper I gave was entitled “The Seduction Hypothesis in the Light of New Documents.” The anger aroused by this paper, most of it directed at me rather than focused on the documents I had uncovered, brought home the realization that my views would not be treated simply as one man’s attempt to come closer to the historical truth behind Freud’s abandonment of the seduction theory. The truth or falsity of my research was not questioned, only the wisdom of making the material available to the public. My interpretations, the critics seemed to feel, put in jeopardy the very heart of psychoanalysis.

It was my conviction that what Freud had uncovered in 1896 — that, in many instances, children are the victims of sexual violence and abuse within their own families — became such a liability that he literally had to banish it from his consciousness. The psychoanalytic movement that grew out of Freud’s accommodation to the views of his peers holds to the present day that Freud’s earlier position was simply an aberration. Freud, so the accepted view goes, had to abandon his erroneous beliefs about seduction before he could discover the more basic truth of the power of internal fantasy and of spontaneous childhood sexuality. Every first-year resident in psychiatry knew that simple fact, yet I seemed incapable of understanding it. And I now claimed that this accepted view actually represented a travesty of the truth. The prevalent opinion in psychotherapy was that the victim fashioned his or her own torture. In particular, violent sexual crimes could be attributed to the victim’s imagination, a position held by Freud’s pupil Karl Abraham and enthusiastically accepted by Freud himself. It was a comforting view for society, for Freud’s interpretation — that the sexual violence that so affected the lives of his women patients was nothing but fantasy — posed no threat to the existing social order. Therapists could thus remain on the side of the successful and the powerful, rather than of the miserable victims of family violence. To question the basis of that accommodation was seen as something more than a historical investigation; it threatened to call into question the very fabric of psychotherapy.

When a series of articles in The New York Times in August 1981 reported on my findings, the resulting wave of protest culminated in a demand for my removal from the Archives. I was dismissed, to the evident relief of the analytic community; the reason offered was that I had shown “poor judgment” in expressing opinions before a non-professional audience.

Here, then, is the story of Freud’s abandonment of the seduction theory, including the documents and my interpretations. My pessimistic conclusions may possibly be wrong. The documents may in fact allow a very different reading. However they are evaluated, I believe that anybody who reads them will come away with a new understanding of psychoanalysis.

It might be helpful if the reader, before proceeding, would at this point turn to Freud’s 1896 essay “The Aetiology of Hysteria,” which will be discussed often in the pages that follow. It is reproduced in Appendix B.
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“The Aetiology of Hysteria”


I had shown them the solution to a more than thousand-year-old problem — a caput Nili.

 — Sigmund Freud, 1896

On the evening of April 21, 1896, Sigmund Freud gave a paper before his colleagues at the Society for Psychiatry and Neurology in Vienna, entitled “The Aetiology of Hysteria.”[1] (The paper has been included below as Appendix B.) Freud realized that in giving this paper he would become “one of those who had disturbed the sleep of the world.”[2] The address presented a revolutionary theory of mental illness. Its title refers to Freud’s new theory that the origin of neurosis lay in early sexual traumas which Freud calls “infantile sexual scenes” or “sexual intercourse in childhood.” This is what later came to be called the “seduction theory” — namely, the belief that these early experiences were real, not fantasies, and had a damaging and lasting effect on the later lives of the children who suffered them.

Freud uses various words to describe these “infantile sexual scenes”: Vergewaltigung (rape), Missbrauch (abuse), Verfiihrung (seduction), Angriff (attack), Attentat (the French term, meaning an assault), Aggression (aggression), and Traumen (traumas). All of these words explicitly state something about the violence being directed against the child expressed in the sexuality of the adult, with the exception of the word “seduction,” which was an unfortunate choice, since it implies some form of participation by the child. These terms, used by Freud in his early papers, are replaced in his later writings, in the overwhelming majority of cases, by the word “seduction.” In Freud’s later theories and in psychoanalytic theory after Freud, this ambiguity inherent in the word is exploited. The implication is that the “seduced” child is also the seducer and has brought on the sexual act by his or her behavior. However, in this early paper, there is no doubt as to what Freud meant by a sexual seduction: a real sexual act forced on a young child who in no way desires it or encourages it. A seduction, in this context, is an act of cruelty and violence which wounds the child in every aspect of her (or his, though Freud makes it clear that usually it is a young girl who is the victim) being. Her body is not ready for the adult act of intercourse (which is often an actual rape with life-threatening consequences), nor are the child’s emotions prepared either for the immediate impact of the sexual passion of the adult or for the later inevitable feelings of guilt, anxiety, and fear. The adult is venting his own sexual and emotional unhappiness on a child too frightened to protest, too weak to defend herself, and too dependent on the continuing care of the adult for her very survival to seek any form of redress. The imbalance in the relationship and the sadistic willingness of the adult to exploit his power over the child are made explicit by Freud in these searing words, which have lost none of their truth today:

All the strange conditions under which the incongruous pair continue their love relations — on the one hand the adult, who cannot escape his share in the mutual dependence necessarily entailed by a sexual relationship, and who is at the same time armed with complete authority and the right to punish, and can exchange the one role for the other to the uninhibited satisfaction of his whims, and on the other hand the child, who in his helplessness is at the mercy of this arbitrary use of power, who is prematurely aroused to every kind of sensibility and exposed to every sort of disappointment, and whose exercise of the sexual performances assigned to him is often interrupted by his imperfect control of his natural needs — all these grotesque and yet tragic disparities distinctly mark the later development of the individual and of his neurosis, with countless permanent effects which deserve to be traced in the greatest detail.[3]

One wonders how the medical journals reported Freud’s lecture, and whether they were in any way aware of the theoretical impact of the address. Since I had found no reference in the psychoanalytic literature to any mention of the paper by the medical community, when I was in Vienna I went through the medical journals in an attempt to find out what the response had been. I was startled to discover something that had gone unnoticed: in the Wiener klinische Wochenschrift, published weekly in Vienna, on May 14, 1896, three papers were reported from the April 21 meeting (p. 420). Two of the papers were reported in the usual manner. (Generally — in fact, invariably — the practice was to give the title of a paper, a brief summary of its contents, and an account of the ensuing discussion.) But in the citation of the last paper, there was a break with tradition. The report read as follows:

Docent Sigm. Freud: Uber die Aetiologie der Hysteric (Sigmund Freud, lecturer: On the Aetiology of Hysteria.)

There was, I found, no summary and no discussion.

Nor did any member of the audience leave for posterity an account of what was heard that night. But five days later, on April 26, Freud wrote a letter to his closest friend which speaks of the events of that evening. This letter, to the Berlin ear, nose, and throat specialist Wilhelm Fliess (1858-1928), was omitted from the published edition of Freud’s letters to Fliess. Max Schur, however, included it in his book Freud: Living and Dying. From this letter we learn that Baron Richard von Krafft-Ebing (1840-1902), the distinguished professor and head of the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Vienna, was in the chair that evening. Freud reports:

A lecture on the aetiology of hysteria at the Psychiatric Society met with an icy reception from the asses, and from Krafft-Ebing the strange comment: It sounds like a scientific fairy tale. [Es klingt wie ein wissenschaftliches Märchen.] And this after one has demonstrated to them a solution to a more than thousand-year-old problem, a “source of the Nile”![4]

But Schur did not include Freud’s final sentence, in which he expresses open contempt for his colleagues: “They can all go to hell.” (Sie können mich alle gern haben.) Freud evidently felt that his discoveries were important enough for him to risk the displeasure of his colleagues. The prospect of being ostracized by medical society was negligible in the face of his knowledge that he had discovered an important truth. Freud’s female patients had the courage to face what had happened to them in childhood — often this included violent scenes of rape by a father — and to communicate their traumas to Freud, no doubt hesitating to believe their own memories and reluctant to remember the deep shame and hurt they had felt. Freud listened and understood and gave them permission to remember and speak of these terrible events. Freud did not think they were fantasies:

Doubts about the genuineness of the infantile sexual scenes can, however, be deprived of their force here and now by more than one argument. In the first place, the behavior of patients while they are reproducing these infantile experiences is in every respect incompatible with the assumption that the scenes are anything else than a reality which is being felt with distress and reproduced with the greatest reluctance.[5]

Nor are these memories mere intellectual insights, the product of quiet reflection. Freud’s patients recalled their traumas “with all the feelings that belonged to the original experiences,” that is, the permission to remember seemed also a permission to feel, and the feelings apparently absent from the original assault were now experienced; the anger, the disgust, the sense of helplessness and betrayal, all these powerful emotions surfaced. Freud must have felt like an explorer who has chanced upon a long-submerged world.

Freud knew how reluctant his colleagues were to think about truths of this nature, having encountered a similar reluctance in himself and his teachers:

…the singling out of the sexual factor in the aetiology of hysteria springs at least from no preconceived opinion on my part. The two investigators as whose pupil I began my studies of hysteria, Charcot and Breuer, were far from having any such presupposition; in fact they had a personal disinclination to it…[6]

Freud was admitting here that he too had to overcome resistances before accepting the unpalatable truth. So he was not unprepared for the reaction of his colleagues. However, we did not know the full extent of Freud’s isolation, because Freud’s words to Fliess of May 4, less than two weeks after he gave the paper, were omitted from the published edition of the Freud/Fliess letters:

I am as isolated as you could wish me to be: the word has been given out to abandon me, and a void is forming around me.

It must have come as no great surprise to Freud, then, when ten days later he opened the Wiener klinische Wochenschrift — a journal he suspected of anti-Semitic leanings[7] — to see that his paper was listed by title alone, without summary or discussion, without even the remark that it would be published. On May 30, Freud wrote to Fliess: “In defiance of my colleagues I have written down in full my lecture on the aetiology of hysteria.”

He published it a few weeks later.[8] We are fortunate that he did, for in a few years Freud would wish he had not been so hasty. The early traumas his patients had had the courage to face and report to him he was to later dismiss as the fantasies of hysterical women who invented stories and told lies. He was to view his own courage in reporting these findings as rash:

I believed these stories, and consequently supposed that I had discovered the roots of the subsequent neurosis in these experiences of sexual seduction in childhood. …If the reader feels inclined to shake his head at my credulity, I cannot altogether blame him.[9]

Freud was to retract his views on the etiology of hysteria, the belief that external, real sexual traumas lay at the very heart of neurosis. His patients, he now felt, had been lying to themselves and to him:

…I was at last obliged to recognize that these scenes of seduction had never taken place, and that they were only fantasies which my patients had made up.[10]

These patients, primarily women, were laboring under a common fantasy, one that, moreover, dominated their entire lives:

Since childhood masturbation is such a general occurrence and is at the same time so poorly remembered, it must have an equivalent in psychic life. And, in fact, it is found in the fantasy encountered in most female patients — namely, that the father seduced her in childhood. This is the later reworking which is designed to cover up the recollection of infantile sexual activity and represents an excuse and an extenuation thereof. The grain of truth contained in this fantasy lies in the fact that the father, by way of his innocent caresses in earliest childhood, has actually awakened the little girl’s sexuality (the same thing applies to the little boy and his mother). It is these same affectionate fathers that are the ones who then endeavor to break the child of the habit of masturbation, of which they themselves had by that time become the unwitting cause. And thus the motifs mingle in the most successful fashion to form this fantasy, which often dominates a woman’s entire life (seduction fantasy): one part truth, one part gratification of love, and one part revenge.[11]

Giving up his “erroneous” view allowed Freud to participate again in a medical society that had earlier ostracized him. In 1905 Freud publicly retracted the seduction theory. By 1908, respected physicians had joined Freud: Paul Federn, Isidor Sadger, Sándor Ferenczi, Max Eitingon, Karl Jung, Ludwig Binswanger, Karl Abraham, Abraham Brill, and Ernest Jones. The psychoanalytic movement was born but an important truth had been left behind.

What had happened? Why did Freud abandon the “seduction theory”? What caused this momentous about-face that would affect the lives of countless patients in psychotherapy from 1900 to the present? Psychoanalysts have not been overly curious about the reasons for Freud’s change of heart, even though they, along with Freud, are convinced that, without the abandonment of this theory, the development of psychoanalysis would not have been possible. The standard explanation that clinical experiences taught Freud that he had made a mistake is not a very satisfying one. The purpose of this book is to make public evidence hitherto unknown, ignored, or discounted that would point to a more illuminating explanation for the single most important step Freud took, one that helped shape the world we live in.

It seemed to me that one reason we could not satisfactorily explain the abandonment of the seduction theory was that we had no explanation either from Freud himself or from later historians of how Freud came to develop the theory in the first place. We did not know what experiences played the key role. Until we understood these questions, we had an account of the origins of psychoanalysis, but no real history. To find the real history, it seemed to me necessary first of all to reexamine Freud’s stay in Paris, for he had hinted, in later years,[12] that the time he spent in Paris was critical to the development of psychoanalysis.
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Freud at the Paris Morgue


Ambrise Tardieu and the Literature on Rape 
and Other Violent Acts Against Children

In 1885, when Freud was twenty-nine years old and just finishing his medical studies, he made a study trip to Paris, to work under the great Jean Martin Charcot (1825-1893), France’s most illustrious neurologist, defender of hypnosis, and physician of hysteria, at the celebrated Salpeệtrière hospital. Ernest Jones, in his authorized three-volume biography of Freud (1, p. 227), writes of this period:

Charcot was then at the zenith of his fame. No one, before or since, has so dominated the world of neurology, and to have been a pupil of his was a permanent passport to distinction.

It is well known that Freud admired Charcot — Freud’s obituary of him speaks of the magic that seemed to radiate from his person.[1]

It is not surprising, then, that a number of studies have been devoted to Freud’s relationship with Charcot, and to the influence Charcot may have had on Freud’s later thinking. Little that is new has come from these studies. There is not much in Charcot’s writings that could illuminate the origins of psychoanalysis. Freud, however, hints that the seeds of his new science were sown in Paris, though so far the evidence for this has remained elusive.

I believe that I was able to fill in the lacunae of these years with two startling discoveries: Freud was exposed to a literature attesting to the reality and indeed the frequency of sexual abuse in early childhood (often occurring within the family); furthermore, in all probability, he witnessed autopsies at the Paris morgue performed on the young victims of such abuse. This was unsuspected by historians of psychoanalysis and consequently any new evaluation of Freud’s stay in Paris must take into account an entirely new body of literature, the importance of which has not been previously recognized.

This literature deals with both physical and sexual abuse of children. The French authors were the first to write on these subjects, and though they were unable to draw any psychological conclusions from the material at their disposal, they did not hesitate to recognize its reality.

In 1860, an article was published in the distinguished Annales d’hygiène publique et de médecine légale which catalogued in horrifying detail the brutal abuses suffered by children at the hands of their caretakers, often their own parents. The title of the article was “Etude médico-légale sur les sévices et mauvais traitements exercés sur des enfants” (A Medico-legal Study of Cruelty and Brutal Treatment Inflicted on Children).[2] The author, Ambroise Auguste Tardieu (1818-1879), was professor of legal medicine at the University of Paris, dean of the Faculty of Medicine, and president of the Academy of Medicine in Paris, “the most eminent representative of French legal medicine.”[3] What Tardieu discovered, and what he had the courage to describe for the first time, in the precise terms of the legal physician working under the directions of a court of law, was the full range of abuses that adults, most often parents, inflict on young and helpless children. The article deals with thirty-two cases that Tardieu was commissioned by the court to examine from a medico-legal point of view.

The cases reveal some important facts that had not been previously acknowledged:[4] the perpetrators of these crimes are, more often than not (in twenty-one cases), the parents of the child; the children are often very young; the cruelty inflicted on them can result in death. What Tardieu does not tell us, but what a careful reading of the article allows us to infer, is that he was often charged with performing autopsies at the Paris morgue on children who had died as a result of “accidents,” and that only his astute observations permitted a correct diagnosis of the cause of death. Tardieu begins his article fully aware of the importance of what he is bringing to light:

Among the numerous and very diverse facts which make up the medico-legal history of blows and wounds, there is one that forms a group completely separate from the rest. These facts, which until now have remained in total obscurity, deserve, for more than one reason, to be brought to the light of day. I am speaking of the facts of cruelty and brutal treatment of which children are particularly the victims and which derive from their parents, their teachers, from those, in a word, who exercise more or less direct authority over them.

Tardieu says that he can understand the inflexibility of a teacher, or the hardness of a greedy employer, or even the aversion of a cruel stepmother,

but that, from the most tender age, those defenseless unfortunate children should have to experience, every day and even every hour, the most severe cruelty, be subjected to the most dire privations, that their lives, hardly begun, should be nothing but a long agony, that severe corporal punishments, tortures before which even our imagination recoils in horror, should consume their bodies and extinguish the first rays of reason, shorten their lives, and, finally, the most unbelievable thing of all, that the executioners of these children should more often than not be the very people who gave them life — this is one of the most terrifying problems that can trouble the heart of man (pp. 361-362).

Tardieu was aware that society at large, and medical practitioners in particular, preferred to deny the reality of what he observed. Participating in this denial, strangely enough, was the victim. But the denial was not total — somewhere these children kept their knowledge of the horrible crimes that had been committed on their bodies sealed off from the world. Tardieu noticed that this recognition of what had been done to them was sometimes apparent in the eyes of these children:

Their features reveal the deepest sadness; they are timid and apprehensive, often they look dazed and the expression in their eyes is lifeless. But sometimes, often in fact, it is very different: they have a precocious intelligence which only reveals itself in a dark fire in their eyes (p. 365).

Tardieu goes on to say that these same children will alter their expression when they perceive acts of kindness and tenderness to which they have become unaccustomed (p. 365). He notes (p. 370) that the vicious parents who torture their children in this way do not hesitate to claim that in so doing they are merely exercising their parental rights, that the child deserves such treatment because of his “bad disposition,” and they are only teaching the child to behave. Tardieu recognized the absurdity of such statements.

A summary of one of Tardieu’s cases will provide the reader with a more concrete idea of the material. It is the most elaborate case in the article, with thirteen pages devoted to it (pp. 377-389), and the only one involving sexual abuse. For Tardieu, physical abuse is the larger category; he regards sexual abuse as a kind of physical abuse, as is evident from his inclusion of this case history in the article.

The criminal court at Reims, on December 3, 1859, heard the case of Adelina Defert, seventeen years old. Dr. Nidart, a physician in Sainte-Ménehould, was commissioned by the court to examine this girl. She lived in the house of her maternal grandfather until she was eight. Upon her return to the home of her mother and father a life of torture began. What Dr. Nidart discovered, to his evident puzzlement, was that Adelina would “invent stories” of what had happened to her, in order to cover up the crimes of her parents against her own person, “imagining” falls and accidents, rather than allow others to know the horrible truth of what had been done to her. As we shall see, her parents had kept her literally hermetically sealed off from the real world outside, and in a pathetic, heartbreaking gesture of tenderness toward her own tormentors, she wished to protect them, too, from the world. Dr. Nidart, none too eager himself to uncover the truth, was nevertheless forced by the court to pay a visit to the Deferts’ home. There he found the world of Adelina: a small wooden chest. Dr. Nidart provides exact measurements: it was 1 meter 86 centimeters long, 48 centimeters high, and 70 centimeters wide. It was fastened shut by a heavy chain and lock. There was a small hole in the chest barely large enough to let in sufficient air to sustain life. The box was lined with straw mixed with thistles and nettles. The straw had never been changed and was teeming with insects. Rags, soaked with pus, served as blankets. An indentation in the straw betrayed the contours of an undersized human body. It gradually dawned on the good doctor that a human being had been sleeping in this coffin. Only later did he learn that most of her day was spent in the coffin as well.

Dr. Nidart wrote the first of two reports on July 22, 1859. He discovered that Adelina Defert had been tied to a wooden bench, that after beating her with a strap, her father took red-hot charcoals and rolled them along her back and legs, rekindling them in a fire of live coals as they cooled. Her neck had already been burned in this way. She was then put to bed in her coffin. The next evening she was taken out, again tied to the bench, and again whipped with a strap. Her mother came into the room with a sponge dipped in nitric acid tied to the end of a stick, and washed the wounds of the night before with this hellish medicine. The neighbors could hear the girl screaming for hours. She “admitted” that her father then made “cynical advances” of a “vulgar” kind, and had tried to engage her in conversations that referred to “knowledge of a whole order of ideas that should have been kept carefully secret from her.” He had even tried to touch her — but here her confessions ceased, and she could not be persuaded to say anything further (p. 379). One evening her parents had her lie on a table and tied one leg to the table and the other to a door handle, thus lifting her legs and spreading them apart. Her father, aided by her mother, then forcibly inserted a block of wood from an elder tree into her body. The piece of wood was found and “the physician was able to observe the strange disorders to which this barbarous act had led.” Nidart is a physician of his time: he inserts his finger into her vagina, and reports: “Medically, Adelina has been deflowered, but it is possible that this tearing of the hymen is the result of manual and personal masturbation” (p. 383).

In his second report, on July 29, Dr. Nidart gives a detailed account of the scars and wounds on Adelina:

Her lower back, buttocks, and thighs presented one immense wound, secreting daily at least one liter of pus; for one must not forget the dimensions of this frightening wound: 44 centimeters by 24 centimeters. During this time Adelina lay on her stomach, not able to make the slightest movement…without experiencing the most agonizing pain. She was not able to urinate or defecate without experiencing indescribable torture…. A similar wound in the hands of an experienced surgeon would require a minimum of 40 days of treatment in bed with absolute immobility…. The pain suffered by this unfortunate child surpasses the most atrocious punishment the mind is capable of imagining (p. 388).

This article was not referred to in the later literature, but Tardieu decided to reproduce it in his book on wounds published nineteen years later, in 1879, the year of his death. The chapter is identical with the article except for one passage. Tardieu laments the fact that in the intervening years his article had not awakened the indignation and interest he had expected:

This study, undertaken eighteen years ago, is the first to have been attempted on this subject, about which writers in the field of legal medicine have subsequently remained completely silent (p. 70).

The singular importance of this work has been ignored[5] for more than 120 years. No trace of any influence it may have had has survived in any direct form (it was never quoted in the subsequent literature on infanticide,[6] for example, which became a popular theme in European medico-legal literature of the late nineteenth century). The work which brought Tardieu temporary fame, his Etude médico-légale sur les attentats aux moeurs[7] (A Medico-legal Study of Assaults on Decency), first published in 1857,[8] has never been quoted in the psychoanalytic or psychiatric literature. It was the first such book written in Europe.

In this book, and in its six later editions (the last appeared in 1878), Tardieu drew attention to the frequency of sexual assaults on children, especially young girls. The statistics he provides are chilling: on p. 62 of the last edition, Tardieu gives the figures for 1858-1869 in France. In all, there were 11,576 cases of people accused of rape or attempted rape during this time. Of these, 9,125 were accused of rape or attempted rape of children. Tardieu points out that almost all the victims are girls. By children he means those under the age of sixteen, though in the vast majority of cases he describes, the victims are between the ages of four and twelve. The book, in effect, is about sexual abuse of children.

On p. 8 of the fifth edition (1867), Tardieu explains that the histories that follow are based on the analysis of 616 cases which he personally examined as medical expert. Later (p. 14), he states that of these 616 cases, 339 were of rape or attempted rape of children under the age of eleven. On pp. 158 and 159, Tardieu presents cases of rape committed by fathers on their daughters, and on p. 170, a case of rape of a seven-year-old girl which resulted in her death. Whether Tardieu himself recognized a link between his earlier work on the physical abuse of children and this later work on the sexual abuse of children is not known. But it was evident to Tardieu that a sexual assault on a young child, like a physical assault, was a violent act which could and did result in death.

In his preface, Tardieu explains that he is breaking with tradition in not reverting to the obscuring blanket of Latin. He says plainly (in the 1878 edition, p. 62) that fathers often abused their daughters:

What is even sadder is to see that ties of blood, far from constituting a barrier to these impardonable allurements, serve only too frequently to favor them. Fathers abuse their daughters, brothers abuse their sisters. These facts have been coming to my attention in increasing numbers. I can count twelve more cases since the last but one edition of this book.

By and large, Tardieu is convinced that those accused — the number of accused is always smaller than the actual number of those guilty of such crimes — actually did what their accusers said they did. He has a chapter entitled “Simulation” (pp. 131 ff.), for many authorities were convinced that children pretended to have been abused or harmed. (It is of interest that nobody thought that these tales of rape and seduction were fantasies, but rather conscious attempts to extort money or gain some material advantage from the accused.) Tardieu believed that the vast majority of the cases he investigated could not have been simulated. He gives simple reasons: There were anatomical changes that could not be imagined — anal fissures and other physical evidence of violent attacks on the sexual parts of young girls. He points out that the children who accused their fathers did so very reluctantly, and with great fear. They provided details which were decisive, and furthermore, in almost every case they suffered the physiological effects of the act, often with fatal results. Some of the case histories he gives (in particular, on pp. 144-145; 148-149, and 150-151 of the last edition) are of girls as young as four and five who were both anally and vaginally raped. In one case (p. 145) he notes the following:

From the information provided by the child in the midst of hesitations and tears, it turns out that the accused engaged in violent attempts on her, that, notably, on the tenth of January he lured her into his room, and after throwing her on his bed, he lay on top of her. He then introduced a piece of very hard wood between her buttocks, and remained in this position for about a quarter of an hour. Finally she felt something wet on her sexual parts. She added that she suffered and the pain caused her to scream.

What the book does not do, nor does any other book in this tradition or of this time, is mention the psychological effects on the children.[9]

On the basis of Tardieu’s book (which, unlike the more passionately written article, was not ignored), an entire literature sprang up and a tradition was established, quite consciously based on this pioneering work. Alexandra Lacassagne (1834-1924), who held the chair of legal medicine at the University of Lyon, founded the Archives d’anthropologie criminelle et des sciences pénales and encouraged his students to write on the topic of sexual assaults on children. His valuable collection of 12,000 works, which was given to the Bibliothèque de la Ville de Lyon, contains many works in this area.[10] In the very first issue of his journal, in 1886, he published an article, “Attentats à la pudeur sur les petites filles” (Sexual Assaults on Young Girls),[11] in which he noted that in the criminal courts often one third of the cases involved this crime (p. 59) and that “more than two thirds of the cases related to assaults on virtue have to do with sexual assaults on young girls” (p. 60). He stresses the fact, which the courts ignored, that “sexual assaults, even when repeated over a long period of time, and frequently engaged in, are capable of leaving absolutely no trace” (p. 67) — in other words, that the fact that a child shows no physical sign of having been sexually abused does not mean that the child was not so abused in actuality.

The same issue contains an article by R. Garraud, who was professor of criminal law at the Faculty of Law in Lyon, and Paul Bernard: “Des Attentats à la pudeur et des viols sur les enfants. Législation-statistique” (Sexual Assault and Rape Committed on Children: Legislation and Statistics).[12] In the same year, 1886, Paul Bernard (1828-1886) published Des Attentats à la pudeur sur les petites filles (Sexual Assaults on Young Girls).[13] According to the tables published at the end of this book, between 1827 and 1870 in France there were 36, 176 reported cases of “rape and assaults on the morality” of children fifteen years and under (the corresponding number reported for adults is much lower: 9,653). Some of Bernard’s observations are worthy of note: on p. 49 he remarks that children are vulnerable to these sexual attacks as early as the age of four. When they occur, “parents would rather remain silent.”

One might have thought that rape was exclusively the province of single men. But Bernard is surprised to discover that

the influence of the family does not make itself felt to any significant degree, and it would seem that, on the contrary, children living at home constitute rather a stimulus to evil acts. In our observations, we have been struck by the large number of cases of incest that figure in them (p. 65).

What Bernard finds “most astonishing” is that

the number of individuals with a higher education who have been charged with sexual assaults on children has been increasing regularly up to 1880, when it reaches its maximum (p. 68).

The most important aspect of the book, for our purposes, is the faith its author places in the truthfulness of the children, no doubt following the example of his teacher Lacassagne. For he quotes Lacassagne (p. 108) as saying: “The experiences we have undergone confirm this manner of seeing things and prove the truth of the assertions of the child.” An example of a case where one might have disbelieved the child is given on p. 114. A man was accused, in 1884, of having attempted rape on two girls. One of the girls was nine, the other eleven. Both of them claimed that he had something colored (one said it was bright blue, the other bright red) on his penis. Lacassagne was instructed by the court to examine the accused. Sure enough, the thirty-three-year-old man had “a tattoo drawn on the back of his penis representing a horned devil whose cheeks and lips were colored red” (p. 113). Lacassagne restricts himself to recounting only the physiological facts, and concludes: “If there was an assault on the children such as they tell it, it has left no trace” (p. 116).

But Bernard (p. 138) is less cautious and more logical when he points out that the fact that the children remembered the peculiar nature of his penis was enough to establish the identity of the guilty party who had lured the girls to him by saying that he intended to show them the devil. And then Bernard, departing somewhat from his teacher, quotes Tardieu and says:

The medical examiner should never forget the sound advice of Tardieu. In cases where the examination is inconclusive, the physician should not be satisfied with pointing out negative signs when it is possible that the act took place without leaving traces; to be completely truthful it is necessary to indicate at least the possibility of the act [having taken place] even in the absence of positive signs (p. 139).[14]

Bernard reaches the following conclusions:

Sexual acts committed against children are very frequent, especially in highly populated areas and industrial centers.

Those charged with this sort of crime are most often men of mature age or elderly men, and one can say that the age of the aggressor is almost always in inverse proportion to that of his victim.

Education does not seem to be an inhibiting factor in the commission of this criminal act (p. 141).

***
Freud, Charcot, and Paul Brouardel

Freud was in Paris from October 3, 1885, until February 28, 1886. He had gone there to study under Charcot, but seemed unaware that Charcot had written directly about sexuality. Alerted by E. Gley’s article[15] cited by Freud in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality,[16] I found that, in collaboration with Valentin Magnan (1835-1916), a well-known French psychiatrist, Charcot had written an article in 1882 entitled “Inversion du sens génital et autres perversions sexuelles” (The Inversion of the Genital Sense and Other Sexual Perversions).[17] In the second part of that article (p. 300), the authors make a plea for taking into account madness as a factor in sexual assaults:

Physicians interested in legal problems who have had to occupy themselves with sexual assaults, and before whose eyes essentially vicious individuals have appeared, have seemed, until now, little disposed to attribute to mental illness the share it deserves in these matters.

They then cite Tardieu’s book on attentats aux moeurs, which, they say, “barely touches on the question of madness.” The people accused of sexual assaults are usually what they call fous lucides (lucid lunatics), whose “appetites and instincts dominate their will and push them to the irresistible satisfaction of their morbid needs” (p. 301). Charcot and Magnan wished to establish that people with perverted sexual appetites are capable of intellectual achievements but are what Magnan calls elsewhere dégénérés supérieurs. The cases they presented are of psychological interest (e.g., pp. 307-314), though they are not given for that reason.

One case reported in the article (p. 321) is that of a twenty-nine-year-old woman who lives under a continual irresistible urge to sleep with her nephew, who is three years old. She has constant fantasies of seeing him naked in front of her, and of his lying on top of her, his small penis on her vagina. These fantasies are so intense that they often reach the point of an actual hallucination, and she must then anxiously ask her neighbors whether they saw her so engaged. When the family meets for dinner, she sees to it that the boy is seated as far from her as possible, but nonetheless the very sight of him is enough to produce “spasmes et sécrétions vaginales.” This same case was reported by Magnan in a number of his other publications as well.[18] Thus, for Charcot and Magnan (no doubt under the influence of Tardieu), sexual impulses (which often led to sexual acts) on the part of adults toward children were real.

On January 13, 1885, Magnan gave a widely reported lecture at the Académie de Médecine,[19] entitled “Des Anomalies, des aberrations et des perversions sexuelles” (On Sexual Anomalies, Aberrations, and Perversions). In this article (p. 65) Magnan mentions that Charcot and he visited a patient together, and it is therefore clear that Charcot was aware of cases involving sexual perversions, although he does not betray any interest in the etiological significance of sexuality in his better-known articles on hysteria. It is possible that Freud heard Charcot lecture on some of these cases.
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