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cur which can be explained only by presupposing other acts, of which, nevertheless, consciousness affords no evidence. These not only include parapraxes

and dreams in healthy people, and everything described as a psychical symptom or an obsession in the sick; our most personal daily experience acquaints
us with ideas that come into our head we do not know from where, and with

From The Unconscious

intellectual conclusions arrived at we do not know how. AU these conscious

Sigmund Freud

every mental act that occurs in us must also necessarily be experienced by us

acts remain disconnected and unintelligible if we insist upon claiming that
through consciousness; on the other hand, they fall into a demonstrable conWe have learnt from psycho-analysis that the essence of the process of re-

nection if we interpolate between them the unconscious acts which we have

pression lies, not in putting an end to, in annihilating, the idea which rep-

inferred. A gain in meaning is a perfectly justifiable ground for going beyond

resents an instinct, but in preventing it from becoming conscious. When

the limits of direct experience. When, in addition, it turns out that the as-

this happens we say of the idea that it is in a state of being 'unconscious',

sumption of there being an unconscious enables us to construct a successful

and we can produce good evidence to show that even when it is unconscious

procedure by which we can exert an effective influence upon the course of

it can produce effects, even including some which finally reach conscious-

conscious processes, this success will have given us an incontrovertible proof

ness. Everything that is repressed must remain unconscious; but let us state

of the existence of what we have assumed. This being so, we must adopt the

at the very outset that the repressed does not cover everything that is un-

position that to require that whatever goes on in the mind must also be

conscious. The unconscious has ch.e wider compass: the repressed is a pan of

known to consciousness is to make an untenable claim.

the unconscious.

We can go further and argue, in support of there being an unconscious

How are we to arrive at a knowledge of the unconscious? It is of course

psychical state, that at any given moment consciousness includes only a

only as something conscious char we know it, after it has undergone trans-

small content, so that the greater part of what we call conscious knowledge

formation or translation into something conscious. Psycho-analytic work

must in any case be for very considerable periods of rime in a state of latency,

shows us every day that translation of this kind is possible. In order that this

that is to say, of being psychically unconscious. When all our latent memo-

should come about, the person under analysis must overcome certain resis-

ries are taken into consideration it becomes totally incomprehensible how

tances-the same resistances as those which, earlier, made the material con-

the existence of the unconscious can be denied. But here we encounter the

cerned into something repressed by rejecting it from the conscious.

objection that these latent recollections can no longer be described as psychical, but that they correspond to residues of somatic processes from which
what is psychical can once more arise. The obvious answer to this is that ala-

I. Justification for the Concept of the Unconscious

tent memory is, on the contrary, an unquestionable residuum of a psychical

Our right to assume the existence of something mental that is unconscious

on the equation-not, it is true, explicitly stated but taken as axiomatic-of

and to employ that assumption for the purposes of scientific work is dis-

what is conscious with what is mental. This equation is either a petitio pn'n-

process. But it is more important to realize clearly that this objection is based

puted in many quarters. To this we can reply that our assumption of the un-

cipii which begs the question whether everything that is psychical is also nec-

conscious is necessary and legitimate, and that we possess numerous proofs of

essarily conscious; or else it is a matter of convention, of nomenclature. In

its existence.

this latter case it is, of course, like any other convention, not open to refuta-

It is necessary because the data of consciousness have a very large num-

tion. The question remains, however, whether the convention is so expedi-

ber of gaps in them; both in healthy and in sick people psychical acts often oc-

ent that we are bound to adopt it. To this we may reply that the conventional
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equation of the psychical with the conscious is rocally inexpedient. It dis-

sess a consciousness is an inference which we draw by analogy from their ob-

rupts psychical concinuities, plunges us into the insoluble difficulties of

servable utterances and actions, in order to make this behaviour of theirs in-

psycho-physical parallelism, is open to rhe reproach that for no obvious rea-

telligible to us. (It would no doubt be psychologically more correct to put it in

son it over-estimates the part played by consciousness, and that it forces us

this way: that without any special reflection we attribute to everyone else our

prematurely ro abandon the field of psychological research without being

own constitution and therefore our consciousness as well, and that this

able to offer us any compensation from other fields.
It is clear in any case that this question-whether the latent states of

identification is a sine qua non of our understanding.) This inference (or this
identification) was formerly extended by the ego to other human beings, to

mental life, whose existence is undeniable, are to be conceived of as con-

animals, plants, inanimate objects and ro the world at large, and proved serv-

scious mental states or as physical ones-threatens to resolve itself into a

iceable so long as their similarity to the individuaJ ego was overwhelmingly

verbal dispute. We shall therefore be better advised to focus our attention on

great; but it became more untrustworthy in proportion as the difference be-

what we know with certainty of the nature of these debatable states. As far

tween the ego and these 'others' widened. To-day, our critical judgement is al-

as their physical characteristics are concerned, they are totally inaccessible to

ready in doubt on the question of consciousness in animals; we refuse to ad-

us: no physiological concept or chemical process can give us any notion of

mit it in plants and we regard the assumption of irs existence in inanimate

their nature. On the other hand, we know for cenain that they have abun-

matter as mysticism. But even where the original inclination to identification

dant points of contact with conscious mental processes; with the help of a

has withstood criticism-that is, when the 'others' are our fellow-men-the

certain amount of work they can be transformed into, or replaced by, con-

assumption of a consciousness in them rests upon an inference and cannot

scious mental processes, and all the categories which we employ to describe

share the immediate cenaintywhich we have of our own consciousness.

conscious mental acts, such as ideas, purposes, resolutions and so on, can be

Psycho-analysis demands nothing more than that we should apply

applied ro them. Indeed, we are obliged to say of some of these latent states

this process of inference to ourselves also-a proceeding to which, it is true,

that the only respect in which they differ from conscious ones is precisely in

we are nor constitutionally inclined. If we do this, we must say: all the acts

the absence of consciousness. Thus we shall nor hesitate to treat them as ob-

and manifestations which I notice in myself and do not know how to link up

jects of psychological research, and to deal with them in the most intimate

with the rest of my mental life must be judged as if they belonged to some-

connection with conscious mental acts.
The stubborn denial of a psychical character to latent mental acts is ac-

one else: they are to be explained by a mental life ascribed to this other per-

counted for by the circumstance that most of the phenomena concerned have

terpret in other people (that is, how to fit into their chain of mental events)

son. Furthermore, experience shows that we understand very well how to in-

nor been the subject of study outside psycho-analysis. Anyone who is igno-

the same acts which we refuse to acknowledge as being mental in ourselves.

rant of pathological facts, who regards the parapraxes of normal people as ac-

Here some special hindrance evidently deflects our investigations from our

cidental, and who is content with the old saw that dreams are froth ['Triiume

own self and prevents our obtaining a true knowledge of it.

sind Schilwme'] has only to ignore a few more problems of the psychology of

This process of inference, when applied to oneself in spite of internal

consciousness in order to spare himself any need to assume an unconscious
mental activity. Incidentally, even before the time of psycho-analysis, hyp-

opposition, does nor, however, lead to the disclosure of an unconscious; it
leads logically to the assumption of another, second consciousness which is

notic experiments, and especially post-hypnotic suggestion, had tangibly

united in one's self with the consciousness one knows. Bur at this point, cer-

demonstrated the existence and mode of operation of the mental unconscious.
The assumption of an unconscious is, moreover, a perfectly legitimate

which irs own possessor knows nothing is something very different from a

one, inasmuch as in postulating it we are not departing a single step from our

consciousness belonging to another person, and it is questionable whether

customary and generally accepted mode of thinking. Consciousness makes

such a consciousness, lacking, as it does, irs most important characteristic,
deserves any discussion at all. Those who have resisted the assumption of an

each of us aware only of his own states of mind; that other people, too, pos-

tain criticisms may fairly be made. In the first place, a consciousness of
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unconscious psychiml are not likely ro be ready to exchange it for an uncon1.

scious consciousness. In the second place, analysis shows that the different latent mental processes inferred by us enjoy a high degree of mutual indeI

Does this view seem more or less correct early in the twenty-first century?

pendence, as though they had no connection with one another, and knew
nothing of one another. We must be prepared, if so, to assume the existence

2..

in us not only of a second consciousness, but of a third, fourth, perhaps of

In a passage that presages the cognitive revolution in psychology (see

the introduction to Chapter 7), James speaks of "fiXed ends" with

an unlimited number of states of consciousness, all unknown to us and to

one another. In the third place-and this is the most weighty argument of

Why did James argue that "a certain amount of brain-physiology must

be presupposed or included in Psychology"? What did he mean by this?

r.:

"varying means." What point is he trying to make?
'\

all-we have to take into account the fact that analytic investigation reveals

3· Freud's central claim is that "all conscious acts remain disconnected

some of these latent processes as having characteristics and peculiarities

and unintelligible if we insist upon claiming that every mental act rhar

which seem alien to us, or even incredible, and which run directly counter to

occurs in us must all necessarily be experienced by us through con-

the attributes of consciousness with which we are familiar. Thus we have

sciousness." Drawing on this, and the selection as a whole, explain

grounds for modifying our inference about ourselves and saying tharwhar is

Freud's view on the importance of the unconscious for understanding

proved is not the existence of a second consciousness in us, bur the existence

psychology.

of psychical acts which lack consciousness. We shall also be right in rejecting the term 'subconsciousness' as incorrect and misleading. The wellknown cases of 'double conscience' (splitting of consciousness) prove nothing
against our view. We may most aptly describe them as cases of a splitting of
the mental activities into two groups, and say that the same consciousness
turns ro one or the other of these groups alternately.
In psycho-analysis there is no choice for us bur to assert that mental
processes are in themselves unconscious, and ro liken the perception of them
by means of consciousness to the perception of the external world by means
of the sense-organs. We can even hope to gain fresh knowledge &om the comparison. The psycho-analytic assumption of unconscious mental activity appears to us, on the one hand, as a funher expansion of the primitive animism
which caused us to see copies of our own consciousness all around us, and, on
the other hand, as an extension of the corrections undertaken by Kant of our
views on external perception. Just as Kant warned us not to overlook the fact
that our perceptions are subjectively conditioned and must not be regarded as
identical with what is perceived though unknowable, so psycho-analysis
warns us not to equate perceptions by means of consciousness with the unconscious mental processes which are their object. Like the physical, the psychical is not necessarily in reality what it appears to us to be. We shall be glad
to learn, however, that the correction of internal perception will tum our not
to offer such great difficulties as the correction of external perception-that
internal objects are less unknowable than the external world.

