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“The theory of symbolism’, a paper whose contribution undersiandably
has been overlooked. This prepares the way (in Chaprer 10) .on. pre-
senang the FB theory, highlightung s major propositions, m.ba‘amsmm.mﬂu
Ing its dependence on Freud’s general theory. In the final chaprter, H
defend the FB theory by setuing out the lomcal and psychological
requirements which any taeory of symbolism must meet, and showmg
now the FB theory, unlike s competitors, meets them.

7 The problem of the ‘system unconscious’

The first of the propositions which are o be rejected is the more prob-
lematic, bur 1s the one to which critics have given less arrennion; rhis is
that symbolism is the natural mode of expression of the ‘system uncon-
scious’, a system with 1ts own characteristics, contents, and modes of
operation.

The unconscious and repression are two central concepts i psycho-
analyne theory. Freud msisted that the ‘division of the psychical mto
what 15 conscious and what is unconscious is the fandamental premiss
of psycho-analysis® {1923d, p. 13}, he labelled the unconscious ‘the mwue
psychical reality” (1900, p. 613), and he identified repression as the
‘cornerstone on winch the whole structure of psycho-analysis rests’
(1914c, p. 16). As 15 well known, the treatment of the urconscious in
Freud’s wriungs underwent a number of changes, changes which
occurred over the course of the development of his ideas, partcularky
with the move from the ‘topographical’ to the ‘structural’ model of the
mind. Anyone who arternpts to present a systematic account of these
changes, and 1o state exactly what is involved at any parncuilar stage
of that development, soon discovers how inconsistent and confusing is
Freud’s matenal, and how difficult it 15 to trace the tortuous paths of
the changmg classifications of the unconscious (‘descriptive’, “dynamic’,
‘systemanc’), and its relauons to the conscious, the preconscious, the
id, the ego, the superego, and so on. Such an attempr, however, 15 formu-
nately not necessary n order to identify and evaiuate the inrersection
of the problems of symbolism with the theory of the unconscious. These
problems, 1 shall argue, begin with a parncular concepuon of the
UNConscious.

The qualitative (‘systematic’) view of unconscious
mentality

While 1t 1s often remarked that Freud neither invented nor discovered the
unconscious (see, e.g., Whyte 1960), it has been suggesied by his sup-
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& ongnality and imporance of his contribunon lay m his

porters that th
as a separate systeim, which obeys its own laws:

particular rearment ofit—~
careful smdents have percewved that Freud’s revolztionary congribution 1o psy-

o 1us demonstragmg the exisience of an UNCONSCIOUS.

chology was not so muc
as his proposition that there

and pernaps not even his exploration of its content,
are rwo fundamentaily different kinds of mental processes, which he ermed
primary and secondary respectively. The laws applicable fo the 1wo groups arc

so widely different. (Jones 1053, p. 436)

This gualitauve or ‘systematc’ view of unconscious mentality 15 one to
winch Freud himself became increasingly and more explicitly commit-
red, and winch has received considerabie support from others. Accord-
mg to this view, fhere is some essential, 1Rrinsic difference between
conscious and unconscions mental processes - UACONSCIOuS Processes
differ from conscious processes 11 kind, and not simply by the epistemic
fact of therr being unavailable o consciousness. Thus Fread:

differ widely from those of the conscious .
Unconsciousness seemed 10 us only an enigmaducal enaracteristic of a definite

psychical act, Now it means more for us. It is a izn hat ems act partakes of the

nature of a certain psycincal category known to us by other and more important

cnaracters and that it belongs to a system of psychical actwity which 18 deserving
of our fullest attention. (1912c, . 266)

the laws of unconscious acvity

¢ latent processes as having character-

analyne mvesigation reveais some of thes
to us, or even mcredible, and which

istics and pecularnies which seem alien
ran directely counter to the ariributes of consclousness with which we are famil-
jar. (1815¢, p. 170)

we cannot escape the ambigwty of usmg the words ‘conscious’ and ‘uncon-
SeioUS” SOMEHmES 1N 4 deSCrpLve and somennes n a systamanc sense, n which
latter they swgnify inciusion in particuiar systems and possession of certamn
characteristics. {ibid., p. 174)

The distincoon we have made benveen the fwo psychical SySlems recetves fresh

we observe rhat processes 1n the one System, the Ues., show

significance when
the system immediatety above

characteristics whicihh are not met with again in
1. (ibid., p. 1863

It is ti1e observation that UNCONSCIOUs Processes exhibit a number of pecul-
(ar charactenstics that reveals that they belong to a separate ‘system”. In
nis 1915 paper, “The unconscious’, Freud devotes a separate secnion to

“The special characteristics of the system Ues.™

rensinies [in the Ucs] are much more mobile. By the process
of disptacenment one 1dea may surrender 1o another its whole quota of cathexis;
by the process of condensaion 1t May appropriate the whole cathexs of several
orher 1deas. T have proposed fo regard fhese two Progesses as distnguishing
marks of the so-catled prunary psychical process. {1915c, p. 1B6)

The cathecnc in

To sum up: exempiion from ninal contradiction, prinary process (mobility of
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cathexes 1
carhe: es}, unmelessiess, and replacoment of external by psychical reality ~ these are
¢ characrenstcs which we may ex , :
St xpect 1o find 1n proce I
syocemn Ve, (bt o 187 processes belongmng o the

Mo WM umEdu Freud m<.m§..:mzw abandoned the ‘system Ues.® 1n favour of
& 'wl’, a move {orginally made in 1923, 1n The Epo and rhe Id) which
he felr was necessary in order to accommodate his discovery tl at

of the ego and the superego are also unconscious: Yo

We perceive
hat we have no ng
e Dorcpve that we have o right to name the mental region that 1s foreign to
_.m_wa._m?a sy €5, sinee the characrenstic of being unconscious 18 not
s ed 1o 1t. Very well; we will no longer use the rerm os:nn.ﬁﬁomw,.. m
e

systemarnic sense and we will \
give what we have hithe oo ;
name. (1933, p. 72) futherto so described a better

However, this move did not mvoive abandonme the notion of 2 :

systern, s&.o.ah contents were unconsclous, Mma which had Mwnm::m
characreristics. The *special characreristics’ and funcuons of the mm g e
Ucs. were now mhented by the id. In fact, Freud nobmm:mwmﬁnﬁ
occasion, to use the terms ‘uaconscrous’ and ‘id’ synonymously: >

We hav y :
bl mwon mm:za EE,.. processes n the unconscious or 1 the id obey different
105e i1 the Preconscious eg [
. We name these law i i
the primary process, 1 ] o e sovere oty
A + 1N CONEFast o the secoudary pro ]
7 cess which governs the

of events in the preconscious, in the ego. (1040, p. 164) ” o

Nux‘.\vm..hnumna 15 & w . (N
2 ¥ oFr the covcept of repression :mm SIVHCT i a DL
..\‘ »\v .\. HTd nOMuu N

/MMMH respect £o Em. concept of repression, the comparible compiement
,0m i he Dcwummmcm :.o;.mu\mmmﬂmznv view of unconscious mentality 15 a
tructural’” account of repression. According to this view, material
:..;ﬂo: 1s 1n the repressed unconscious 1s there because of its m:mms v
wnmwmnﬁmﬁmcnm. memw.nw than the unconscious being unconscious UmnMNMM
WM has been mﬂuﬂmwnau, the repressed 1s repressed because 11 15 unconscious
.o censor, no blocking mechanism, no dynamic force 1s required 8.
prevent the repressed from entering consciousness. It simply canmor
become conscious because it lacks the attributes or qualities of noc‘
SCIOUS processes. This account of repression is not in fact M.Sm. one @Jl
oured by Freud, yetit is required both by his support of the mﬁmﬂdmme
uNCoNSCious, and by his treatment of repressed ideas as wms.mﬂ.ﬂ und .n
gone various dissociative processes which must be reversed if mﬁ Mmmmm\wa
are to anawdn conscious. This view of repression could hardly be mﬁww
wdied once the systemanc view of unconscious mentality 1s adopted
Further, thus implicanion of the systemaric unconscious allows Hmmqw n
others after him) to reject the disnncuvely Freudian dynamtc Qw mub
of repression: "The form that dreams take 1s natural ro the c:nomnwwm

‘
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. Dreams do not guard sleep from what Freud called the “incompat-
ible wish” What he called *““disguise” is actually the shape all impulses
take ir: the unconscious’ (Jung 1964, p. 53). Indeed, one might suggest
that this step 15 equivalent to demolishing completely the concept of

repression.

The view of the unconscious as a separate system, with s strucrural
account of repression, has been attractive, and has featured m a number
of later deveiopments of Freudian theory, developments explicitly
devoted o elucidating the special charactenistics of unconscious pro-
cesses. There are three different versions of the attempt to reformuiate
the system unconscious, and each has been able to draw support from
Freud’s own matenal. The first is m terms of linguistic concepts, pre-
senting the unconscious as a ‘language’, with 1ts own syntactic and sem-
antic ruies (Edelson 1972; Foulkes 1978). The second is m terms of
logico-mathematical concepts, presenting the unconscious as consisting
of ‘infinite sets” and operating according to its own ‘logic® (Matte Blanco
1973). The third presents the unconscious as consisung of ‘pre-
proposiional’ mental siates, in contrast to the propositional mental
states of the conscious system (Gardner 1993).

However, from Freud’s original treatment onwards, the concept of
the ‘system unconscious’ has led to serious theoretical difficulnies and
confusions which, apart from obscuring the mnsights which are to be
found in Frend’s matenal. have left the unconscious vuinerable to the
kind of extreme verdict recerntly pronounced by Varela (1995); that we
have no choice but to abandon the conception of the unconscious as a
substannive, causal and lawful entry, and, together with it, any recon-
ceptualisation which stems from the Freudian original. To make martters
worse, many of the resulung tensions have spread so far into other
materal thar their ongins i the ‘system unconscious’ have gone
unrecogmsed. This 1s partcularly true in the case of symbolisin; the
anomalies 1n the Freudian material have been attacked by Freud’s crit-
ics. and Ius supporters are left struggling m vam to answer the criticisms
and to malke sense of Freud’s account.

Problems for the systematic unconscious and structural
repression
The major criticism of Freud’s formulation 1s that the purative pecniiar
‘meciianisms’, ‘charactenstics’ and “contents’ of the UNCOASCIous are

demonstrably not distincnve of unconsclous processes. To begin wath, sev-
eral scholars have pomnted to the unsustamnability of the notion that the
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modes of operation identified by Freud are peculiar to unconscious pro-
cesses. They are, on the contrary, just as familiar in conscious SmmmmH. 7
in the form of the linguistic devices of metaphor and metonymy Mm
m.ow_.ﬁnmn {1980) remarks: “The processes he [Freud] conceved c.m as
mwnﬁ.mn o B..ﬁ dream-work — condensation, displacement ~ have close
mmmEcmm with strictly linguistic devices (metaphor, metonymy, tropes)’
(p. 7). Homowoc {1982) relates this observation mvnnmmnm:{% SV symbol-
ism, pomung out that ‘the symbolic mechamsm that Freud has
described lacks specificity; the operanons that he identifies are sim Iy
%Om‘m‘ow any linguistic symbolism, as they have been invenroried mwwm.ﬁ
notably, by the rhetorical tradition’ (p. 248). In support, M,oa.owocwuoﬁwm
to a number of passages . The Inrerpretanon of Dreams where the con-
nection between symbolism and metaphor 1s closely drawn. Further, the
ubiquity of condensation and displacement in conscious ﬁmmnmmam las
been used to attack Freud's restriction of the concept of symbolism to
an unconscious E.oan of operation. This objecrion mﬁv:mw not Just to
the supposed mechanisms and characteristics of the unconscious, but
also to 1ts mzPuOmma ‘contents’. They too are not different m kind. /m\wuzm
certain nWowmsmmu wishes, etc. may typically be found in the unconscious

m,:m typicality of their occurrence there is attributable to the fact Emm
those wmw.mnc_mn thoughts and wishes tend 10 become the object of social
or moral censure, and so are more likely to be repressed. But if they
are not repressed, or if the repression 1s ‘lifted’, there is no impediment
o thew bemg or becoming conscious.

Despite m:w.mm crincisms 1n the literarure, thewr implicatons have not
Jmmn . m:.:ﬁs home: if the unconscious as a system cannor be dis-
Emmﬁm:ma from the conscious n terms of its “‘characteristics’. ‘mechan-
HmEm. or ‘contents’, then the ciaim that any particular kind mm material
Mwu our case, symbolism) belongs to the peculiar mode of operation of
&m_,mmwwmwg UNCconscious cannot be upheld; rhere simply 1s no such pecul-

M;Em same objecnon likewise undermines the more recent artempts
to elaborate or reformulate the systemauc unconscious.

The unconscions is a langnage

”ﬁwm reformulation of the ‘system unconscious’ in linguistic terms is
E:mﬁm.ﬁmmm mn Edeison’s (1972) attempr, supported by Foulkes (1978)
10 assumilate Freudian dream theory (with s larent and Bmm%wmm
content} to Chomskyan linguistic structuralism {with 1ts deep and sur-
face structures). The starting point 1s Freud’s comment that ‘the dream
content seems like a transcript of the dream thoughts into another mode
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of expression whose characters and syntactic laws 1t 1s our business to
discover by comparing the original and the ransiation” (1900, p. 277).
While it 15 raken for granted that the unconscious and the conscious are
separate systems, the problem 1s that of their obvious interaction. This
probiem is parncularly acute if the unconscious 15 concetved of as con-
sisting of non-cognitive instinctual drives. As Foulkes remarks, ‘50 long
as the unconscious is viewed as a repository of biological entities, its
integration with thought or image justifiably will appear to contempor-
ary cognitivists as exceedingly difficult” (1978, p. 22}, The solution,
according to Edelson and Foulkes, 1s to treat the URCONSCIOns as con-
sisung of ‘a finite set of underlying, personally significant propositions’s
which, in dreaming, are transformed into the ‘infinirely various forms
of dream imagery’ (Foulkes 1978, p. 17) by ‘a syntacuc mechanism, a
“parser” which . . . assigns visual constifuents 1o verbally coded prop-
ositions’ (ibid., p. 174). Thus, says Edelson, what distinguishes the
anconscious from the conscious is that the former consists of the deep
strucrures from which are generated the surface structures of the latrer,
the dream-work processes beng analogous 1o generanve transform-
ationai rules. As for repression, it is argued that the primary motwve for
dream distoruon (i.e., for manifest content) is not censorship, but the
intrinsic constraints of the representational medium n which that con-
tent is found. Distortion 1s a natural resuit of the characteristics of the
system unconscious, for ‘if the special characteristics of the dream can
be explained by other considerations (necessary from the pomnt of view
of the nature of a symbolic system), such as economy and rep-
resentability, without recourse to the postulation of a “censor”
operating 1n the sleeping state - . - then it might be more parsimonious
to accept such an explanation’ (Edelson 1972, p. 268).

Now, while 11 15 2 considerable conceprual advance to recognise the
cognitive nature of the unconscious (that amongst 115 ‘contents’ one may
find, so to speak, unconscious knowings and Unconscious believings),
and it is thus leginmate 1o describe 1t as consisting of a set of ‘personally
significant propositions’, 1t 1s not at all clear that such proposimions
(basically, rhoughts) require translanon m order to become conscious.
The propositional nature of thinking does not, of course, make cog-
mtion Fngisuc in nature ~ but this confusion (which 1s addressed n the
next chapter) 18 not relevant here. What is relevant 1s that, yust as Chom-
sky’s deep struceures are not of a form which cannor appear n surface
strucrures {e.g., the sentence ‘the short happy boy who wanted 0 go
to the store went with his mother® 1s supposedly derived from simpler
underlyig structures of the form ‘the boy was short’, ‘the boy was
happy’, ‘the boy wanted 10 go to the srore’, eic.), so latent or uncon-
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sc1ous thoughts (such as the Rat Man’s ‘T hate my father”) may, under
certam conditions, appear consciously m exactly the same form. As for
the version of structural repression, cast in terms of the constramts on
possible representations, the obvious objection 15 that, whatever restric-
tions on the dream images arse from the peculiar nature of the represen-
Emonmm medium, they cannot account for the conscious/unconscious
distinction, because they cannot account for the direcrion of the substi-
TUhon, mow the occurrence of the manifest, in piace of the latent, content.
Ina &mm.w:u Omm.Eum_ dream, for instance, the presence of the queen might
be a ‘disguise’ for the mother. Bur the conditions of picronal rep-
resentability are equally applicable 1o each of these; it 15 no more difficulr
to represent the mother via a visual image than it is to represent the
queen. Why one image, then, and not the other, appears in the dream
must be explamed in some other way,

The wnconscions has us own loge’

On occasion, Freud’s characterisation of the system unconscious
focused on the peculiar ‘logic’ of its operations:

The logical faws of thought do nor apply in the 1d, and this 15 wae above all of
the law of contradicuen . .. There 1 nothing n the 1d that could be compared
w1 neganon; and we percelve with surprise an exception to the philosophical
wwahw.una that space and nme are necessary forms of our mental acts. (1933, pp.
73

The governing rules of logic carry no weight in the uneconscious; 1t might be
called the Realm of the Hlogical. (1940, pp. 168-9) _ i}

In mnmom..amsnn with these remarks, a reformulation of the Freudian
UNCONSCIOUs 1N ferms of ‘logico-mathemarncal’ concepts has been
omqﬁ.mnw by Matte Blanco (1975) i The Unconscious as Infimre Sers: An
Essay i Bi-Logic. The term ‘Bi-Logic” 1s used to mdicate that the mind
operates according to two, radically different, systems of logic ~ con-
SCIOUS processes according to normal, ‘asymmetrical’, Anstotelian logi-
cal principles, and unconscious processes according to ﬁmwaawﬂmwm_
logic® (whose two principles are ‘generalisation’ and ‘symmerry’).
.H,.,ﬂnzaum ‘system Urs.” thus becomes renamed the ‘symmetrical mode of
pemg’. From ‘symmerrical logic’, m which asymmetrical relations are
treated as if they were symmetrical, follow all the characreristics of the
system to whuch Freud pointed. For exampie, if A follows B, the uncon-
SC10US freats this as if the relanon were symmetrical, and m.mmEﬂWm that
B also follows A. This means that it cannot recognise a succession of
movements; hence, the unconscicus 1s characterised by ‘absence of
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ume’ Symmetrical relations lie at the heart of symbolism, for symbolism
involves a belief in the idennty of symbol and symbolised. Now, because
the unconscious 'does nor know individuals bur only classes or propositional
Junctions which define the class’ (Matte Blanco 1973, p. 139, italics n
origmal), whenever we desire anything, we desire the whole class of
things which resembie the object of desire. In the case, for example, of
the unconscions symbolic representation of the breast, this object, by
vireve of the infintte number of objects which bear some similarity 1o
it, becomes an ‘open ciass’ with an ‘infinite number of elements’; so
that: “In rhese circumstances {i.¢. being “breast-oriented™) 1t is our of
the question that something may be mciuded mn the list . .. and have
ar the same time the possibility of either bemng or not being a breast for
the unconscious’ (ibid., p. 316). Structural repression 1s guaranteed by
the face that the ‘quality’ of bemng unconscious is a consequence of the
different logical structure of unconscious processes, with the resuit that
‘fus mode of being cannot directly enier CONSCIOUSNESS: CONSCIOUSRESS
does not have the dimensions 1o contam 1t* (ibid., p. 69). According to
Marte Blanco, there is no need for a dynamic process to keep something
out of consciousness, because ‘there 15 an wrinsic tmipossibility of u
entermyg divectly mnto couscionsness, and this seems 10 be a point which has
siewer been clear m psychoanalyric thinking” (imd., p. 84, ralics in oniginal).
But this version of the systemanc unconscious and structural repression
fares no better than the previous one, because the operations identified by
Marte Blanco as belonging 1o the ‘symmerrical mode of being’ are merely
relationships between proposinens {wiuch are the objects of the prop-
osironal atritudes held by the person), such that the reasoning which
moves from one such proposition to another is logically nvalid. To believe
that if A follows B then B follows A is simply to reason invalidly. And it 15
nor ‘the unconscious’ which reasons thus, but the person. Furthermore,
such reasoning 1s not distmctive of, because 1t 15 manifestly not restricted
to, unconscious thinking. A considerable body of literature in psychology
atrests to the ubiquity of the conscious drawing of invalid inferences, and
the prevalence of the failure to observe the law of non~contradictton.
These objections reveal that the structural account of repression, accord-
ing to which the unconscious cannot become coOnscious by virtue of its
nature or strucmre, must also fail, for that structure turns out not to differ
from the structure of the conscious.

The 1wiconscious consists of ‘pre-proposmional’ menral siates

The most recent version of Freud’s *system unconscious’; developed by
Gardner (1993), presents rhe unconscious as consisung of ‘pre-
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proposittonal’ mental states, 1 contrast to the proposinional menta]
stares of the conscious system. Briefly, Gardner's proposal is an attempt
to defend, in the face of Sartre’s (1956) crinque of mental plurality and
_.awnmz:n repression, the ability of psychoanalytic theory to explain
human wrrationality. He argues that the only defence 15 a strucrural
account of repression and a systematic account of unconscious men-
tality. This means that unconscious mental states cannot be assimilated
to conscious mental stares, since the two are different m: kind. Thus. the
:s:ﬂmwwnmma view of the nature of Freud’s postalanon of zunc:mn.pomm
motives — as simply transposing ordinary psychology into an uncon-
scious key' (1993, p. 7) 1s erroneous. Instead, unconscious mental
states, wﬂnm pre-proposiiional, are ot species of, or combinanons of,
beliefs or desires (smce these Iatter are propositional, and so belong to
H.Wm conscious system), but they are, nevertheless, psvchological. There is,
therefore, ‘a psychological swarum intervening berween bare behaviour
and complex attributions of belief and desire’ (ibid., pp. 232-3). From
this, the structural account of repression follows naruraily. .@Smﬂ is
repressed 1s ‘repressed’ because ‘the thought self can not be manifested in
consciousness® (ibid., p. 103, malics m origmal). Within this context,
Gardner provides an account of symbolism which avoids the notorious
ﬁﬂ.o‘EwE of the censor, and depends, instead, on the notion of uncon-
scious, pre-proposinonal ‘seeing-as’. This process does not involve belief
(and so, a forzior, does not 1nvelve belief in the 1dentity of symbol and
symbolised), but s, rather, a ‘non-cogmuve’ kind of Humean symbol/
mmbo:mna ‘association’. Thus, the subsututon of the symbol for the
symbolised occurs ‘on the border of the proposiuonal and the pre-
Huaomu.ommwommﬁu where ‘the relevant symbolic subsutution does not
require an act of thought’ (ibid., p. 134). Sublimation 1s identified by
Q.maa:mm as ‘an important specific form of unconscious secing-as’, in
which the seemg-as is ‘correlated with the acknowledgement of psychic
mnm.:ﬂm“ Taking Segal’s (1958) distinction between *symbolic represen-
taton’ and ‘symbolic equation’, exemplified i the difference berween a
man who sublimates his masturbatory phantasy mn dreammg that he s
Emﬁﬂm a violin duert with his lover, and a schizophrenic who cannot play
the violin 1 public because thar would be equivalent to masturbation

Gardner says: u

/xqr.mm disunguishes sublimanon 1s a negauve belief, expressing the Reality Prin-
ciple, to the effect that S # X: a realisation that § is only 2 symbol. When the
unconsclous seemg of S-as-X 1s brought up agmnst an appreciation of their real
non-dentry, that soructure 1s not abolished, but rather robbed of irs wrauonal
coercive power . .. The corrective belief constmunive of sublimation nesd not,
of course, take an explicit form . .. (Gardner 1003, p. 168) )
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Now, this account appears to involve a contradiction, Uwoamnnmw by the
claim thart “seeing-as’ does not involve a pelief 1n 1dentiry. If sz:ﬂmBn:
18 to be disanguished from ordinary symbolism via a ..noﬁmnmﬁn\ U@W.nm
in the non—idennry of S and X, such a belief can on._w‘cm pnoﬂ.mnm,:\m if,
afrer all, there #s a belief (albeir unconscious) Hanzcg.. Hrﬁwu he use
of the term ‘seeing-as’, which 1s supposed to indicate a _au& Om.‘amm.wmw
process different from believing, 15 merely a way of mmx.msm.gmﬂ “E.n
person ‘believes bur does not really believe’. The term ‘seemng-as’ 1s
arrractive because if can disguise the contradiction involved, and so
evade the probiemauc implication of mental plurality. EOnm.HEwOHT
antiy, 1T suggests that the unconscious does melude waovoﬁsomm_ Ennﬁa
states such as beliefs. Indeed, this conclusion s borne out by a consider-
atton of Gardner’s own examples. I do not have the space here to argue
the case in the necessary detail. But, briefly, it 1s based on .mgm following
points. Firstdy, it is quite unclear what OE.me.vm.omD&mmmmm for pre-
propositionality are. In his explicit statement o.m Em. thesis, 9@% are .EEW;
fulfilment and phantasy (as expounded by Klen), .UE he also nominates
“ideas’ (the components supposedly left belund in .m.am unconscious afrer
repression}, on other occasions ‘thoughts' (‘the thought iself can not
be manifested in consciousness’), and, on yet other occasions, emotons.
When each 15 considered in turn, it 13 not clear do@ any of 5m.5 can
escape propositionality. Indeed, there are wmﬂom‘m. difficulues with the
notion of pre-proposttionat menral content, of the idea of a level Um‘ﬂ_cnmw
‘bare behaviour’ and ‘proposivenal attitudes’ wluch s nevertheless
mental. But, even if that notion were salvageable, 1t appears not 1o serve
Crardner’s purpose. Either his examples (such as the Wum.?ampﬁm URCOn-
scious hatred of lus farher) acrually bewray a content which 15 fully prop-
osintonal {and so no different from conscious content}, or, even if it
were granted that the propositional status of E.n mental contents in
those exampies s uncertamn. these contents are demonstrably w.am dis-
uncave of unconscious mentality, and so cannot illustrate the difference
berween unconscious and CONSCIOUs states. .

These crincisms all point te the same conchusion. The failure of
attempts to show that unconsclous mentality differs Hw.og .\uomf.mn”ocm
mentality in non-epistemic, gualitative respects, suggests that the “strac-
ture’ of unconscious mentality {whether 1n terms of the m&.mcommg@
benween proposinons, i.e., mn terms of the validity or invalidity of the
reasoning mvolved, or m terms of the status of the ogmnﬁm as mnw?
osiiional or not) 15 not, and cannot be, different from the ,m.ﬁ.ﬂnﬁ.ﬁm of
conscious mentality, Thus, the ‘systern unconscious’ cannot be mdepen-
dently, intrinstcally, characterisable. There 13, Emm.nmo:u., no mcm.w._ mu\mmmw..r

Yet all 15 not lost. We are by no means forced to agree with Varela
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(1995) that the concept of the unconscious showld be abandoned. There
is a solanon at hand - wronically, in Freud’s own wrinngs. It has not
been generally recognised rhat Freud actually presents rwwo basie fbug
meompatible) views of the unconscious, and rwe basic (bur
incompatibie) views of repression. Alongside the qualiratve or system-
anc unconscious (whose complemen: is the strucrural account of
repression) 1s a second view, one which has been overshadowed and
largely neglected, both by Freud and by posi-Freudian theorists. This
second approach may be called the relational (or ‘epistenuc’) view of
uncenscious mentality, and 1ts complement is a ‘dynamic’ approach to
FEPIressIon.

The relational ‘epistennc’) wview of unconscions menraliny

This alternative view 15 seen m Freud’s characterisation of unconscious
mentality in what he calls the ‘descriptive’ sense {Freud 1912¢, 1915¢,
19234, 1933). It mcludes both the repressed unconscious (the
‘dynamic’  unconscious), and the unrepressed  unconscious  (or
‘pre-conscious’). On this account unconscious mental states are ciaimed
to differ from conscious mental srates only by the fact of their being
unconscious, which fact 15 relanonal, not qualitative (although Freud,
misleadingly, tallks of unconsciousness as a ‘quality’ 1n thts context, ang
does not explicitly idensify and emphasise the relational natare of his
‘descriptive’ characterisaton. This mappropnate use of the word ‘qual-
1y’ 1s adopred by many post-Freudians.). So, a mental state 15 uncon-
scious if it is inknorwn, While thig may not be so clear from the English
word ‘unconscious’, it is in keeping with the passive participal foree of
the German word used by Freud, whether in 1ts adjecrival form
(weizbezousst), or 1n 1ts substantival form {das Unbetwusstey. This view of

unconscious mentality 18 crysral clear in the following statements from
Freua:

Now let us call ‘conscious’ the conception which 15 present to our consciousness
amd of which we are aware, and ler tis be the only meaning of the term ‘con-
sclous’. As for larent conceptions, if we have any reason to suppose that they
exist 1t the nund .. et them be denored by the term ‘unconscious”.

Thus an unconscious conception 15 one of which we are nor aware, but the
exisience of which we are nevertheless ready to admit on account of other proofs
or signs. (1912c, p. 260, walics mine)

atl the categories which we employ to describe conscious mental acts, such as
ideas, purposes, resolunons and so on, can be applied to them [i.e.. unconscious
mentai acts]. Indeed, we are obliged o say of some of these iatent states rhar
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the only respect m which they differ from consclous states 1s precisely mn the
absence of consciousness. (1915c, p. 168)

jarge portions of the cgo and super-ego cai remain unconscions and are nor-
mally unconscious. That 18 o say, the individual knows nothing of thewr con-
tents. (1933, pp. 69-70)

We call a psychical progess unconscious whose existence we are obliged 10
assume . . . but of which we know nothmg. (ibid., p. 70}

In accordance with this view, Freud is acknowledging a logical pomt
when hie asserts that every mental process must begin as an Unconscious
one. This 1s because it requires a second mental act m order for the
frst to become conscious — that 18, & mental act becomes ‘conscious’
(i.e., known) only when 1t becomes the object of a further mental act:

every psychical act begins as an UNCONSCIOus ONe, and it may either remaln so
or go on developng N0 CONSCIOUSNESS. {1912e, p. 264)

every a..w—ummw wuH.Dﬂnmw ... BXISIS TO Unm:u with i an unconscious stage or ﬁﬂuwn.
(1916/17, p. 205)

there 15 no cholce for us but to assert that mental processes are in themselves
unconscious, and to liken the perception of them by means of consciousness to
the perception of the external world by means of the sense-organs. (1915c, p.
171

Psycho-analysss regarded everythmg mental as bemg in e first Instance Uncon-
scious; the further quality of ‘consciousness’ nught aise be present, or agmn 1t
nught be absent. (1925d. p. 31

This approach to unconscious menzality 1s consistent with the view
of mentality (conscious or unconscious) which regards mental processes
{knowing, believing, percetving, remembernng, ete.) as relanons U.mm&mn:
a cognising subject and a state of affairs cognised. Such a H.m_mco.s&
aceount has a long tradition and can be traced nistoricaily in a number
of separate 1deas: Aristotle’s notien of the mpog 1t (ftowards m@mﬂnmﬁnmd
of mentality, which was developed, via medieval scholasticism, Lo
Brentano's identification of the “intentionality’ of mental states; Thomas
Rewd’s alternative 1o the intermediary ‘ideas’ m T.ocke’s account of
mind; and William James’s funcrionalist rejection of ‘muind stuff’. It also
forms a central part of the realist, relanional account of mentality devel-
oped mn the school of ‘Andersonian Realism’ (see Baker 1086) by Ander-
son (1927, 1929, 1930) and. for example, Passmore (1962}, Maze
(1983, 1991), and Michell (1988). This account emphasises the disting-
won berween relations and qualites, arguing that any reificanion of
mental relations (inclnding ‘bemng aware of’ or ‘beng conscious of’) 15
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logically mcoherent. Accordingly, the substanpve ‘consciousness’ and
‘unconsciousness’, bemg just such reificatons, must be rejected.

This view of unconscious mentality 1s also consistent with Freud’s
rejection of the Cartesian notion of consciousness as transparent to
stself, If my knowing that p (or being conscious that p, or being aware
of p), 15 a relanion, then, for that knowing 1o be conscious (i.e., known)
1t must itself become the object of a separate knowmng relation. In that
case, the object of the second relation (i.e., my knowing that p) is planiy
different from the object of the first relation (i.e., p). Further, although
the second act often does occur, 1t 18 clear that such an occurrence 1§
not entajled by the first act, and so s not & necessary or automatic
accompaniment, as Descartes clmmed. Tlus is exactly the point made
by James when he suggests that the stream of consciousness 1§ more
accurately described as a stream of “Sciousness pure and simple’, because
the ‘knowing s not immediazely known. It is only known in subsequent
reflection’, and so the stream of thought must not be conceved as
‘fhinking 1ts own existence along with whatever else 1t thinks’ (James
1590, vol. 1, p. 304).

To identify a particuiar mental act as unconscious, then, 1s not to say
anything about its intrinsic nature, but only to say something about 1ts
relations (i.e., that it 15 not known). Naturally, the relatonal view must
mciude as unconscious any mentat state which is unknown for any
reason; that 1s, 1t mncorporates both the repressed unconscious, and the
‘latent’ unconscious (or pre-conscious). The fact of a parucular mental
state’s being unconscious does not imply anything about why 1t 15 so:

the disinction benrween conscious and unconscious 1§ 10 the last resort a gues-
uon of percepnion, which must be answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and the act of percep-
tion itsell rells us nothing of the reason why a thing 1s or is not percewved. (Freud
1923d, pp. 15-16)

Implications for the concept of vepression: the ‘dynannc’ approach

The relational or epistemic view of unconscious mentality 1s compatible
with a ‘dynamic’ account of repression, according to which an uncon-
scious process 15 blocked or prevented from becoming conscious by a
part of the mmd which finds the content unacceptable: ‘the essence of
repression lies sumply o1 turmg someriung away, and keepimg 1t ar a distance,
from the conscious’ (Freud 1915b, p. 147, italics in origmal). This 1s the
account of repression which appears throughout Freud’s writngs.
According to this view, the repressed uUnconscious 1s UNCONSCIOuS
because 1 has been repressed, and can become consclous as a result of
the ‘lifting’ of repression. Of course, thus may be a complex process:
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Freud himself commented on the apparent paradox, according to which
informing the pauent that he or she holds unconsciously a particular
belief does not necessarily lead to the lifting of repression. An expla-
nation of this fact would require sophisucated working out, would prob-
ably mcorporare the thesis of mental plurality, and would certainly
requure a major overhauling of Freud’s discussion of ‘thing presen-
tatrons” and ‘word presentations’, and their relanonship o the dis-
sociation and re-combination of ‘ided’ and ‘affect”. However, the
mmportant point here 1s that, if the repression s lifted, the unconscious
states will become conscious, bur, since thus 1s a relational change, the
nature of those states will not change: ‘we are inclined . . . to forget too
readily that repression . . - i fact interferes only with the relation of the
mnstinctual representative to one psychical system, namely to that of the
conscious” (Freud 1915b, p. 147). The mregranon of this view of
repression with the relationat view of uncenscious mentality 1s clear:

Psycho-analysis leaves no room for doubr thar the repuision frem uncoenscious
tdeas 1 only provoled by the tendencies embodied 1 their contents . . every
psychical act begms as an unconscious one, and 1 may either remain $o or go
on developing 1nto consciousness, according as 1t meets with resistance or not.
(Freud 1912¢, p. 264)

With respect to Freud’s theory of symbolism, the extension of this
stance s seen m: what Todorov (1982) calls Freud’s ‘anti-romantic’,
‘realist’ nsistence that, insofar as the symbeol 1s the manifest, and the
symbolised the latenr, content, what the symbol stands for in symbol-
18, what is disguised, s not “ineffable’ or i any way essennally differ-
ent from whar mught, given different conditions of socialisation and
repression, not be disguised. Herein lies a major disuncton between
Frend and Jung, a disuncuion which is necessarily eroded if the dynamic
view of repression 1s abandoned.

That the dynamic account of repression reguires some kind of mental
plurality 18 obvious. Freud limself recognised this:

a dreamer m relation o his dream-wishes can only be compared 1o an amalga-
manon of nwvo separate people who are linked by some important common
etement. {191%a, n. p. 581}

We shoutd long ago have asked the question: from ewhar part of his mumnd does
an unconscious resiseance like this arse? (1933, p. 68)

It is rhis view of repression wiich was subject to the famous critique
by Sarrre (1956), whose attack is considered by Gardner {1993) to be
successful enough to warrant abandonmg the thesis of mental plurality.
However, if the strucrural account of repression fails, and the dynamic
account 18 adopted, and if mental plurality is in any case necessitated
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by other considerations, then rhe supposed unplications of Sartre’s crit-
CISmMs Would requure re-examinarion.

Clarifications and answers to crificisms

The maonmow of the refational view of unconscious mentality and the
dynamic account of repression allows us to reply to a number of hitherro
unanswered criticisms, and to clarify several importanr aspects of the
Freudian material, This clarification is necessary if the Freudian theory
of symbolism is not to be left open to certam difficulties, which have
arisen as a result of adherence to the notion of the SySIemaric uncon-
m_E.osm. Both the critics and the supporters of Freud fail to appreciate
that these problems originate in the concept of the unconscious as a
Separate system, and, as a result, their artempred solutions are unsags-
factory, sometimes serving only to exacerbate the imnal problems.

The supposed failure of disgunse

To begin with, we can rebur Hall’s ( 1953) attack on Freud’s concept
of disguise in a dream. Hall insists thar he obyects not to the idea thar
the dreamer uses symbotls in the dream but, rather, to Freud’s theory
that the symbols hide something objectionable. One of Hall’s reasons
for this rejection 15 that the dreamer may one mght have a disgmsed
ncestuous dream, and the next night have an open, undisguised dream
on the same theme; m other words, for any parbcular person, what
15 jarent content on one occasion may be manifest (more accugrately,
undisguised) content on another. Hall comments: “What 1s the sense of
preparmg an eiaborate disguise m one dream when it is discarded n
another dream? I have not been able to find a convineng answer to this
question m Freudian theory’ (1953, p. 943,

As 2 matter of fact, Freud does address this question, pomung o
Jocasta’s wwgmﬂw to Oedipus that many young men dream undisguisedly
of lying with therr mother. True, says Freud, but ‘I can say with cer-
tainty that disgiused dreams of sexual mrercourse with the dreamer’s
mother are many oimes more frequent than srraghrforward ones’ (Freud
1909c¢, p. 398). Now, according to the relational view of unconscrous
mentality, since there is nothing about the content per se winch requires
that 1t be unconscious, the occurrence of openly meestuous dream con-
tent 1s not ruled our. Further, according to the dynamic account of
n..mwnmmmﬁ? whether or not a parricular content is stibject to repression
depends on motvational forces, which are Hable o vary. Such varation
18 perfectly familiar to us in the non-psychoanalytic phenomenon of
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desensitisation: a person may be desensmnsed to a partcular owwmnmon-
able content, as a result of which the resistance to that content Is
{temporarily or permanently) decreased or removed. Since objecting to
something 15 a relation, and nothing can be objectionable in itself, what
15 affected by rthe process of desensinsation is the person’s refanon to
the mentai content, not the content itself. Psychoanalynic theory does
not hold that the same content is always equally objectionable and
equally repressed, so a dreamer may very well have a disguised Oedipal
dream one might, and on the next night an undisgiised Oedipal dream.
Rather than undermining the psychoanalyric theory, such facts under-
score the contribunion of that theory, which lies in elucidaung boih the
general processes by which parocular mental contents become
repressed, and the reasons for vanauon on different occasions. In fact,
the interchangeability of disgused and undisguised content keeps faith
with Freud’s realism with respect to the latent content {it is not merin-
sically different from manifest content, and so not incapable of const-

tuting the manifest content).

Frend’s ‘illegiimare’ parallel berween conscrons and unconsctons

processes

Another major criticism which can be answered s the artack by Maemil-
tan (1991) on Freud’s supposedly illegitimate "playing on’ the ‘postu-
lated resemblance’ between unconscious and conscious mental pro-
cesses. Macmillan argues that we accept Freud's theory of the
unconscious because we are seduced by his claim thar irrational, inex-
plicable mental processes may be understood by analogy with rational,
explicable processes:

A further aspect of the appeal of the mrauonai is what Wirtgenstem called the
charm of psycho-analysis, a charm comung from the resemblance which Freud’s
unconscious menvanonal explanatons have to ordinary ones. For all Freud’s
talls of a chaouc and rrrattonal primary process, the unconscious wishes and
motives with which he explains dreams or slips of the rongue seem just like
ordinary ones, acting m exactly the same way a5 their CONSCIOUs COUNLETPATES.

{(Macmiilan 1991, p. 603}

The arguments presented earlier indicate that Macmillan is correct 1o
doubt the supposedly distncuve *chaotic and rrauonsal’ processes 1n the
unconscious, but he fails to appreciate the evidenual weight of thus for
the soundness of Freud’s parallel. Instead:

Comung ro Freud for the first rime, we find we atready understand the purely

consclous mstances of motivated forgertning and have litde difficulsy with the
preconscious ones. It 18 then but a short step to accepung Freud’s examples of
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unconscious mouves along with the rest of the theory, When, in urn, we come
1o supposed unconscions Jusis and hatreds, we have been readied to find they,
too, resemble our conscious drives. Our self-applicanons, now casily made, pro-
duee a high fevet of convicuon. {ibid., p. 608)

Thus, according to Macmillan, Freud fabricares the similarity benweesn
conscious and unconscicus mentality:

Frend may have been aware of the charm and power of his conceprualisation
of unconscious processes, Cerramly he frequentiy capitalised on the postulated
resemblance berween them and conscious processes .. As Freud ser it our,
slips of e tongue varied berween those supposedly produced by counter-
mtentions of which we are aware at the nme 1o those produced by repressed
unconscious impulses. In between are those produced by the preconscious
monves or counter-intentions we can fairly readily bring back 1o conscrousness.
But, whatever thewr rype, and wherever they are located, these counrep-
mientions act on the pnmary mtenoon 1n exactly the same way. We also fing
Freud piaying on the conscious-unconscious parailel in the Droducrory Loctures.
(ilnd., p. 606)

But on the relanional view of unconscious menral processes, this resem-
blance and parallelism 1s exactly what should be expected. Macmillan
simply asserts that ‘the appeal of Freud’s parallel is mversely relared to
the strength of its logical foundations® {ilmd.), and he points 1o obser-
vanons by others that ‘many of Freud's mterpreratons of parapraxes
depend on a verbally competent unconscious and so contradicr his basic
postulate that unconscious processes are irrationsl and non-verbal’
(ind.). True; there 1s a contradiction here. But it suggests that the ‘basic
postulaze’ 1s false, and that there is, after all, a parallel between ron-
scious and unconscious processes. The recognition of a verbally com-
perent unconscrous 15 evidence against the ‘systematic’ difference
between conscious and unconscious. For, once again, a ‘verbally com-
petent’ unconscious 15 exactly what would be expected {consider, for
example, the famous case of ‘Bridey Murphy’ (Bernstem 1956), who
knew cersam lingusstic expresstons and their meanings, yet had come
to forget tha: she knew rhem).

Clarifying the ‘characteristics® of wunconscions thinkig

Adopang the relational view of unconscious mentality does not prevent
us from accommodating some of the insights offered by Freud in s
discussion of the ‘special characteristics of the SYSIETN UNCOnsclous’,
even if those characteristics cannot be special to the unconscious. It will
be recalled that Freud lists these as: exemption from mutuai contradic-
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tion, primary process {displacement and condensation), timelessness,
and replacement of exrernai by psychical reality. . )

Firstly, ‘exemption from mutual contradiction’ arises m the context
of two refated observanons. Instncmual drives, representing conflicuing
nrerests, coexisr in the orgamsm and simultaneously press for mm.‘mmmu
canon. These droes, of course, are not contradictory, but the results .2.
therr conflicting mterests can somenmes be expressed in terms of pairs
of contradictory assertions such as ‘I hate my father” and ‘1 do not hate
my father” Similarly, the explanation of behaviour n terms of the causal
nmmnmnw of repressed, UNCONSCIOUS MEntal processes omwnb En_‘cmg the
person’s mamtaining contradictory propositional attitudes, at least one
of which is typically unconscious. Secondly, the so-called ‘primary pro-
cess” mechanisms of condensation and displacement, while not peculiar
t0 unconscious processes, are undoubtedly involved in the complex of
conscious and unconsclous processes which produces substiture forma-
tions of the kind on which psychoanalysts focus. Thirdly, ‘imelessness’
can be taken to refer to two separate facts. The first 1s that e
instinctual drives themselves are, so 1o speak, umeless; they are contini-
ous forces pressing always for gratificanion (not necessarily i the sense
that one is always, say, hungry, but more m the sense that one’s ?::mﬁ.
drive 1s always alert to, and capabie of reacting to, informarion which
1 relevant to s own gratification, present or future). The second fact
is that whar is mmportant m early childhood, particularly if it has been
subject to Tepression, remans impostant n later life, and, munrs,mn.. 15
typically not acknowledged as belongmg to the past. For m.ﬁ:ﬁﬁmmu n
the phenomenon of transference, the patient does not realise that he or
she 18 re-enacting the past in the present. Finally, ‘replacement of exter-
nal by psychical reality’ 15 a general statement regarding the mmportance
and causat efficacy of wishful thinlking, phantasy, delusion, halluck-
nation, eLc., which may replace versdical perception of reality, and, pi-
cally, do so unconsciously. One way of summarising these observations
1s thar it s not rhar the unconscious 1s ‘umeiess’; ‘exempt from contra-
diction’, erc., but simply that the mexorability of time, the fact of contra-
diction, efc., are often unconsciously ignored or denied.

Implicanons for the disuncrion bereen primary and secondary
processes
Adopting the notions of the relational unconscious and dynamic
repression also provides a framework for dispeliing some of the con-

fustons, and answering some of the cniuicisms, surrounding the supposed
disunction berween ‘primary’ and “secondary’ processes, both as they
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apply to thiking in general, and to symbolism in particular. This dis-
anction 15 the one which Jones (1953) 1dentified as Freud’s "revolunon-
ary contribution to psychology’ (p. 436). On exarmnanon, however, the
distinction 1s, ar best, misleading.

Freud claims that the unconscious (or the wd) 15 charactensed by the
‘primary process’, which 18 ‘irranional’, and whose *mobility of cathexes’
is provided by the mechanmisms of condensanon and displacement.
These two processes are ‘distinguishung marks of the so-called pronary
psvclneal process’ (1915¢, p. 186). The term ‘primary process’ 15 also
used to refer to primunve, infantile, halluciarory attempts at insonctual
gratification {(in accordance with the Pleasure Principle), before the
Reality Principle comes to promprt the infant ro engage in the ‘secondary
process’ of ‘reality testng’, ie., to search the environment for reai
objects which will provide real gratificanon. In contrast o primary pro-
cesses, secondary processes are ‘rational’;, ‘hound’ (i.e., msuncrual
cathexes are less mobile), and involve the ‘replacement of psychical by
external reality’

This characterisation of the primary/secondary process distinction,
related as 1t 1s to the systematic unconscious, fails on two counts, Firstly,
as has already been shown, whether we are considering the mechanisms
of condensation and displacement, or whether we are referring to the
wrationality of cerrain mental processes, the characteristics of the uncon-
scious (and so of its primary process niodus operands) are not disnnctive
of ir. Secondly, wishful thinking and hallucmatory attemprs at grasifi-
cation cannot occur without prior experience both of real, gratifyme
objects and of the loss or absence of those objects. In other words, pri-
mary process thinking, insofar as 1t consists of hallucinaung objecis of
gratification, must follotw secondary process thinking; one needs to have
perceived the real object mn order to be able to hallucinate 1, and one
needs to be experiencing real loss or frustration, m order for the hallua-
natory wish to be set in motion. Therefore, the type of thimking dent-
ifled 1n psychoanalysis as ‘primary’ is primary neither logieally nor
tempeorally.

There 15, however, a genumne aspect of early (and so infantiie} mental
fife which 1s included in the notion of primary process thinking, This is
the mfant’s wunal mabiiity 1o tolerate frustranon (whether mn the form
of the absence of gratification, or in the form of delayed gratification).
The infant’s immediate response to this frustraton 1s the formanon of
halluciatory wish-fulfilments {false beliefs). Nawrally, such a response
15 insufficient, and the infant 1s eventually forced to abandon phantasy
1n favour of reality. However, if the characteristics which are supposed
to disunguish ‘primary processes’ from “secondary processes’ are wor dis-
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tinctve, and if the epithets ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ are mappropriage
in all but this last sense, the best way o avoid the confusions would be
to abandon the use of these rerms.

These observations lead to a number of clarifications. One of the
major confusions engendered by the distincnion between primary and
secondary processes has been a forced gulf between the 1d and the ego,
which are typically taken to be co-ordinate with the Two kinds of pro-
cesses. Jones, for example, takes Freud’s disuncuon between the wish-
fulfilment of the primary process and the reality-orientation of the sec-
ondary process, and parallels thar with the difference between a reflex
action and more complex reactions which nvoive cogmtions. This is
dangerously musieading; it fuels the widespread musunderstanding that
cogmition belongs properly to the secondary, but not 1o the prmary
process. The 1d, which 1s characterised by primary processes, 15 typically
represented as not involving thoughts and cognition, not involving ‘cog-
ninve transactions with the exrernal worid’. Instead, such transactions,
secondary processes, are held to be the funcuon of the ego. Many “ego
psychologists’ are then faced with two problems. Firstly, they object to
what they perceive to be the overly strong focus by ‘classical’ Freudians
on the id, supposedly composed of unconscious, non-cognitive, purely
biological mstinctual drives, and they accuse these theorsts of neglect-
g secondary {ego) processes, of treatng the ego as a later development
from the 1& {rather than as something present at, or even before, birth).
Secondly, they are puzzled by the mystery of how the non-cogniave,
purely biotogicat 1d can interact with the cognitive ego. These concerns
and accusations rest on misunderstandings of Freud’s theory, for which,
admiteedly, Freud may to some extent be responsible (for example, 1n
his iater characterisation of the ego as a set of control funcuons interfac-
ing cogmnvely with the external environment). But, as Maze (1983) has
argued, this theoretical change was unsound and unwarranted. Freud’s
sound distincoons between uncenscious and conscious mentality,
reality and wish-fulfilment. rauonality and urauonality, ability and
mability to tolerate frustration, are not caprured by his paracular verston
of a primary/secondary process disunction, and n fact are obfuscared
by the way that disuncuon 1s presented. If. however, we rake the
relanonal view of unconscious mentality, together with the genuine dis-
tinctions listed above, there 18 an mterpretation of Freud’s observations
which does not lead to such misunderstandings. The interpretation con-
s1sts of three points. Firstly, given thart the mnfant can percerve, feel, etc.,
it is, from the very start, engaged 1n cognitton. Thus, msofar as Freud’s
critics take (mistakeniy) ‘cogmitive rransactions with reality’ to be the
essennal core of the ego. they are correct to locate the ongms of the ego

The problem of the ‘system unconscious’ 171

alongside the origins of the 1d, for these cognilive transactions appear at
(or before) birth. Secondly, before an object can be hailucinared, it must
have been percewved. Ar least part of what it 15 to hallucmate an object
1s to believe falsely that the object 1s present, and such a false belief
requires a prior true belief. Error 15 dependent on knowledge, as 1t logi-
cally must be, and the mmplication for psychoanalysis is that psychic
life does not begin with hallucmanon bur with veridical apprehension.
Thardly, the mystery of id—ego nteraction, how a non-cogmtive drive
can ingeract with a cogmuve thought, disappears once 1t 18 understood
that insuncrual drives are from the very beginning capable of cognising
(or of bemng m contact, 1n some sense, with the mfanr’s cognitive
apparatus); thus, they are all engaged m cogninve merchanges wirh the
environment. This s not ar ali to suggest, however, thar the Freudian
distinction berween the '‘primary’ and the ‘denvative’ (in terms of a dis-
unciion between original objects of desire and their substirutes) be
abandoned,

Resolunion of rensions in the treannenr of repression

All tus rakes us several steps closer 1o clarifymg a number of significant,
hitherto unresolved, tensions in psychoanalynce theory. These ﬂmnmamw
can be attributed to a failure to see that dynamic and struecrural
repression, stemmng from two mcompatible approaches to the uncon-
sclous, are incompatible. This failure has led to futile artemprs by
ﬁﬁncawm supporters to accommodate those mcomparibilines within a
single theorencai frameworlk.

Amongst Freud’s supporters, Woltheim (1971}, for example, remarks
on the apparent mconsistency between the rreatment of condensanon
and displacement as methods of distortion used by the censor, and those
same mechanisms as inherent charactenstics of unconscious mental
actviry:

However, there 15, on the face of 1, a difficuity mn puttng these two views
together, For how can condensation and displacement be imposed on uncon-
scrous mental processes by the censor if such processes mherently exhibit these
charactensizcs? And, if they deo, what need can there be for censorship?
(Wollhein 1971, p. 164}

Wollheim’s response 1s to say that the dilemma 15 not serjous, simce 1t
depends on the ‘point of view from which we regard the unconscioug’
(ibid., p. 163), 1.e., whether we are considering rhe unconscious as it
mmpinges on the conscious, or whether we are considering the uncon-
scious 1n itself. This will not do; apart from the fact that condensation
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and displacement are manifestly not pecudiar to unconscious processes,
the contradiction can only be resolved by rejecting one of rhe compenng
ASSeITIons.

Amongst Freud’s critics, Macmilian (1991) draws artention to rhe
same problem, and he correctiy locates this within the wider context of
Freud’s meconsistencies regarding the characterisation of unconscious
and conscious, and primary and secondary, processes. Of the way m
which censorship 1s supposedly related to condensation and displace-
ment, Macmillan observes:

Both processes form part of the dream-work, seemingly conmibuung equally to
dream distortion . . . both reflect primary-process thinking . . . yer oniy displace-
ment was said o be a funcoon of the censorship ... Whar the inconsistency
reflects 1s Frend’s difficuity 1n reconciling an explananion of dreams m terms of
a regressive flow of excitation, where distortions are produced sutomancally,
with an explananon in terms of wishes, psychoiogical forces, and counter-forces,
{Macmilian 1991, p. 260}

The confusion to which Macmillan is pontng leads to further problems
for Freud, especially, as we shall see shortly, m his account of symboi-
ism. No wonder Freud had difficuity m ‘reconciling’ these two
accounts — the dynamic and the structaral approaches to repression are
simply incompatible. But the evidence suggests that Freud, for the most
part, opted for the conceprually sound dynamic account, particularly
when dealing explicitly with repression. Indeed, as Wollheim points out:

though Freud had thought it mportant 1o recogmize that there were unconscious
as well as conscious mental processes, he had never thoughr thas, simply by
paying atzention to tus distmiction, we couid armve ar . . . 4 dynamuic, as opposed
o a descriptive, view of menral life. In other words, the disimnenon between the
two wypes of process could nor be invoked ro expiam the difference in thewr
rofes. Ar nmes Freud gave different explanations of inner conflict, but he never
suggested that 1T arose between consclous and unconscious ideas as such. On
te contrary, from the very begmning there was mplicit mn hus thinking & view
that ran totally counter to any such facile account of the matrer. For Freud’s
preferred explananon was i terms of incompatibility: the mcompatibility tay
bewveen cerfain ideas, which consequence underwent reprassion, and a
mentai agency, which exerted represston. (Wollheun: 1971, pp. 174-3)

Furthermore, 1t seems not to have been appreciated thart the elision of
the dynamic approach to the Freudian concept of repression would nor
only remove the ‘cornerstone on which the whole strucaure of psychoan-
alysis rests’, but also close the gap between Freud and Jung, leading ro
the Jungian demolition of the nonon of motivared disguise, in favour of
the mtrnsic ineffability of the contents of the unconscious:

The form that dreams sake 15 naturai to the unconscious because the mareriai

The problem of the ‘system unconscious’ 173

fromm which Hiey are produced s reraned mn the sublimunat stare m precisely
Etus fashron. Dreams do nor guard sieep from whar Freug called the ‘incompar-
ible wish’. Whar ne called ‘disguise” 15 actuatly the shape al Impulses naturally
fake in the unconscious. Thus A dream cannot preduce a definire thoughr, If ir
begins 10 do so, ir ceases 0 be a dream becanse 1t crosses the threshoid of
consciousness. (Jung 1964, p. 33)

Freud’s resistance to this was based on his appreciation that anv such
asstmilation wirh the Jungian pesinon would change the whoie characrer
of psychoanalytic theory.

Resolution of rensions i the trearment of symbolisu

The tensions in Freud’s treatment of symbolism arise from the Hitersec-
ton of the two general confusions aiready illustrated, thar 18, from the
attempt 1o accommodate two mcomparibie approaches to repression,
and adherence to the distmerion between primary and secondary
processses,

ﬁum ‘presenting problem’ for the theory of symbolism 18, prana face,
serious. On the one hand, Freud describes symbolism as belonging 10 an
unconscious, archaic, priminve mode of expression {(the natural mode of
expression of the ‘system unconsclous’, anp essennally ‘primary process’
phenomenon. On the other hand, despite the ‘distinctive’ characteristics
of that system, the unconscious 1s also ‘continued into whar are known
as s denvanves®’, which may be ‘ghly organised, free from self
contradicuon, have made use of every acquisition of the system Cs. and
would hardly be disunguished 1n our judgement from the formations of
that system’ (Freud 1915¢, p. 190). Symbolism, like other subsriture
formations such as nieurouc symproms, falls mto rthis larger category.
The potential difficuities of the tension between rhese two characreris-
ations did not escape Freud:

Study of the dervanves of the Ues. will completely disappoint our expecianons
of a schemaneally clear-cur distinction berween the Iwo psychical systems, This
will no doubt give rie o dissansfacrion wirh our resules and wili probably be
used Lo cast doubts on the value of te way m which we have divided up the
psychical processes. Our answer 15, however, that we have no otner amm bur thar
of transiating meo theory the resuirs of observanon, and we deny that there rs
ay obligauon on us to achieve ar our first attempr a well-roundea theory which
will commend rself by 15 simplicity. (ibid., p. 150)

The tension here 1s basically the same ag that produced by Freud’s
Inconsistent ciaims that symbolism depends essennally on displacement,
that displacement m the dream is ‘entrely the work of the dreamn-
censorship’ (Freud 1916/1 7, p. 174), but that symboiism is not the work
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of the censorship, and 1s alveady present in unconscious thinlking. Even
without the dream-work, says Freud, and without the operation of cen-
sorship (whose characteristic techniques are condensation and
displacement), the manifest dream would not be understandable
because of the symbolism present. Freud’s confused characterssauon
here 18 not borne out by his own evidence. Symbols may be already
present in the unconscious m the sense [ suggested earlier, that is, the
similarity between potenual symbol and symbolised has been perceived,
but symbols do not appear in the dream wnless there 1s censorship.
Freud’s examples of dreams illustrate that, in the absence of repression/
censorship, the manifest dream 1s equivalent to the latent dream, con-
taining images to be ‘read’ at face value only. Butr Freud, wishing to
combine dynamic repression with the systematic unconscious, atempts
to reconcile the irreconcilable — the two versions of repression. He
merely asseris that the twofold charactensation of symbolism is nio
problem:

The copious employment of symbols, which have become alien to conscicus
thinking, for representing certain objects and processes 1s m harmony alike with
the archaic regression in the menial appararus and with the demands of the
censorship. (Freud 1933, p. 20)

Tt1s not surprising thar Freud’s supporters are confused, wonderng and
argwing about whether symbolism 18 strictly a primary process phenom-
enon, or whether 1t 1s 2 secondary process phenomenon, part of healthy
exo development, and necessary for sublimanon. They too accept the
systematic uncenscious, and then engage n futile attempts to reconcile
the two mcompatible versions of repression.

Ehrenzweig (1953), for mstance, disungushes two forms of
repression: ‘structural repression’ which is ‘inherent m unconscious
form processes’, and ‘the superego’s repression directed agamst the
archaic or infantile contents symbolised i them’. Ehrenzweig relates
tlus to the *deep’ and the “surface’ mind, and 1o the two different charac-
tersanons of symbolism:

Symbols are understood by the depth mind because they still fit mnto s wide
frame of undifferennated reference, but the symbols themselves — 1.¢. the substi-
tution of one object for the other ~ would be wholly the work of the surface
mund; only for the differennanng surface rmuna 18 the symbolic object differen-
tinted from the onginat object which 1t now merely ‘symbolizes’. (Ehrenzweg
1953, p. 113)

Ehrenzweig's formulanon s similar to Fenuchel’s (1946} msistence that
there is no need to feel that we must make a choice between symbolism
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which s the result of censorship, and symbolism which s a charactenstuc
mode of ‘archaic thinking’

Another strange charactensnc of archaic thinking 18 represenzed by symbolism.
In adults a conscious wdea may be used as a symbot for the purpose of hiding
an objecnionable uaconscious iden: the 1dea of a pems may be represented by
a snake, an ape, a hat, an airplane, if the dea of penis is objectionable. The
symbol s conseious, the symbolized 1dea 15 unconscious. The disuncr idea of a
pemss had been grasped bur rejected. However, symbolic thunking 1s vague,
direcred by the primary process. It1s not only a method of distoruon; 1t1s also a
part of the prnimary prefogical thimking. Agam, the censoring ego uses regressive
methods. Agam, when distorting through symbolism, the ego m s defensive
activities makes use of mechamsms that previousty operated antomancally with-
our any mtent. The use of symbols 15 a falling back 1nto an earlier primary stage
of thinking, by means of which mrtended distornons are broughr about. In
dreams, symbaols appear 1in both aspects, as a roo! of the dream censorsinp and
also as a charactenisuc of archaic pictorial thinking, as a part of visualizing
abstract thoughts. (Femchel 1946, p. 48)

Fenichel goes on to argue that the ‘regressive’” nature of symbolic distor-
vions explains two faces: firsely, ‘that the symbols, being a residual of an
archaic way of percewving the world, are common to all human beings,
like affective syndromes® (ibid.); secondly, ‘rhat symbolic thinking
occurs not only where distortions have to be made but also in states of
fatrigue, sleep, psychosis, and generally 1n early childhood, thart is, 1n all
states where archaic ego charactensucs are mn the foreground’ (ibnd.):

1£ 15 an essenial part of archaic thinlang with wnsufficient appercepnon o expert-
ence the world 1n symboils. However, archaic symbolisimi as a pavt of pretogical
thinking and distortion by means of reprasenung a repressed idea thronugl a conscious
svmbol are nor rhe same. Whereas m distornon the idea of perus 18 avoided
through disguising it by the 1dea of snake, m prelogical thinking penis and snake
are one and the same; that is, they are percewved by a2 common conceprion: the
sight of the snake provokes penis emonons; and this fact 1s later utilized when
the conscious 1den of snake replaces the unconscious one of penis.

Priminve symbolism 15 a part of the way 10 which conceptions are formed 1n
prelomesal tunking: comprehension of the world radiares from msuncrual
demands and fears, so that the first objects are possible means of gratification
or possible threats; sumuli thar provoke the same reaction are fooked upon as
identical. {ibid., pp. 48-9, talics mine)

The disanction ro which Ehrenzwesg and Fenichel are pomnting is genu-
me, but it does not depend on twe different accounts of repression. If
we accept the dynamic, and reject the structural account of repression,
the matter begins to become clear.

To begmn with, the nouon of ‘prelogical’ thinking 15 misleading, mso-
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far as 1 suggests a kind of thinking which 1s not fully propositional. In
that regard, all thinking, whether rarional or wrational, 15 of the same
structure. We might sensibly label ratonal thimkmg ‘logical’, and
wrational thinkng ‘illogical’, but netther can sensibly be called ‘prelogi-
cal’. However, what Fenichel 15 1dentifying here when he talks of ‘sym-
bolism as part of prelogical thunking’, what Fhrenzweig sces as the
‘understanding of symbols™ by the ‘depth mind’. and, it 15 suggested,
what Freud is pomnting to when he claims that symbols are ‘aiready
available’ i the unconscious, 1s that aspect of the so-called ‘primary
process’ which was argued earlier 1o be the only genuine aspect, namely,
a particular failure of the Reality Principle (in terms of a false belief in
the identity of symbol and symbolised). This is a Failure to see thar
something {i.e., that symbol and symbolised are nor idenncal) is the
case. It 15 undoubtedly produced by whar might be called the ‘interested
percerving’ of the msuncrual drives, operating according to what Freud
terms the Pleasure Principle. Thus, 1t may be a characteristic of infantile
tunking, driven by wish-fulfilment, to be subject to particular motivated
false beliefs, namely, that certain objects are identical when they are m
fact not. It may also be the case that, as a result of external pressures
during developrent, the child 1s forced to appreciate the real differences
(the development of the Reality Principle). However, the resulr can be
described 1n terms of the fant’s predisposition o retain the ‘archaic
equanon’ m the 1d, and o make wse of it by the ego 1 the case of
the subsuitute symbolic formatons which are described by Freud as the
organised ‘derwvatives of the unconscious’. Furthermore, 1n this account
one can make sense of the claims made by Ehrenzweig (1953}, and by
Gombrich (1963), that the pleasure derived from meraphors and sym-
bols comes not, as Anstotle clammed, from the way in wlich they escab-
lish new linkages and make us see new resemblances, but from the way
in which they mndicate linkages never broken, remmding us of what are
simply ‘very wide pigeon-holes’ (Gombrich 1963, p. 44).

Summary and conclusions

A number of difficuiues with which Freud’s material on symbolism is
faced are atrributable 1o his treatment of the unconscious as a separate
system, and to the attempts 1o combine its complementary struceural
account of repression with his preferred, bur incompatible, dynamic
approach. Once it 15 accepted that a systemaric unconscious is unten-
able, that there 15 no way of qualitarively characterisimg unconscious pro-
cesses as different from conscious processes, the assernion that symbol-
1sm 15 the natural mode of expression of the system unconscious must
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be rejected; there 15 no such ‘system’. With that rejecuon, and with the
adoption of the relatonat view of unconscrous mentality, comes ciarifi-
caton of several hitherto unresolved issues which have _‘mﬁuoﬁma mplhi-
cauons for the theory of symbolism. (1) The accusanon by certam crir-
1¢s, that the mechanisms of condensation and displacement cannor be
restricted t0 unconscious processes, is no longer damagmg. (2) The
attempe to falsify the theory of disguise via the observation that, for the
same person, whar is disguised on one occasion may be undisguised on
another occasion, fails; such variability is to be expecred. {3) The ‘crin-
cism’ that Freud illegrimatety ‘plays on” the ‘postuiated resembiance’
between conscious and unconscious processes 1s not a criticism ar all,
Smce, once agam, this also is to be expected. {4) The insights E.csn.mnm
by Freud’s *special characteristics of the system unconscious’ may be
reiamned, provided that they are revised, and are divorced from m:m:;
supposed connection with the noton of the UNCORSCIOUS AS 4 separate
system. {5) When the traditional formulation of rhe primary/secondary
process disuncuon (ie., mn terms of the ‘systems’ unconscious/
conscrous) is abandoned, rhe gulf berween id and ego, with all of s
attendant confusions, disappears. {6) When the strucrural view of
repression 15 abandoned, the explanatory power of Freud’s {dynamic)
nﬁoQ of repression (parucularly in contrast with the Jungian position)
becomes clear. (7) The contradicrion between the two different charac-
tensadons of symbolism to be found m Freud’s matertal is resolved.
and the gemune msights offered by thar material can be identified. The
post-Freudian insistence rhar symbolism shouid not be restricred to 1d
or mn.uﬁmﬁﬂ processes, that it is past of heaithy ego-development, subli-
manon, etc., can then be accommodated.

While these conclusions can be drawn only afrer some revision of
Freud’s material, this revision does not aiter the major reners of his
Emoﬂa and 1s consistent with his own maxim: ‘we must always be pre-
pared to drop our concepruai scaffolding if we feel that we are in a
posizion to replace it by something thar approximates more closely to
the unknown reality’ (Freud 1900, p. 610).




