




































































































Vorstellung, Wortvorstellung, Sachvorstellung, Dingvorstellung, 

Objektvorstellung. Strachey usually translated Vorstellung by idea, but he also used 

presentation and image in some contexts. Wort--, Sach--/Ding-- and Objektvorstellung, on 

the other hand, were consistently translated by word, thing and object presentation 

respectively. 

 The variety of terms used by Strachey illustrates the difficulties inherent in the 

translation of Vorstellung (see Villarreal, 1992, 122-3). Nowhere are the difficulties more 

apparent than in ‘The Unconscious’ (Freud, 1915e). In the first six sections of that paper, 

Strachey translated Vorstellung as ‘idea’. On p. 174 n. 1, he annotated the word with the 

comment that the original German covers the English ‘idea’, ‘image’ and ‘presentation’. 

Then, in the seventh section, he was forced to switch from ‘idea’ to ‘presentation’ for the 

remainder of the paper, and to provide a brief commentary on the translation of the term in a 

footnote (p. 201 n. 1). Finally, in an appendix to the paper, he continued to translate 

Vorstellung by ‘presentation’, but now remarked that ‘image’ was equivalent to Bild. 

In recent times, the term ‘representation’ has been added to the existing array 

(Rycroft, 1968, 101, 141, 178; Sandler, 1985, 13, Herrera, 2010, 793). Steiner (0000) 

notes that Strachey, in a working copy of the fourth volume of Freud’s Collected 

Papers, referred to J.S. Mills’ rendition of Kant’s Vorstellungen as ‘representations’. 

However the distinction between Vorstellung and Darstellung (depiction, portrayal) 

must also be taken into account here. In the Standard Edition the latter term was 

typically translated by ‘representation’ (cf. Alix Strachey, 1943, 15). This translation 

of Vorstellung is also complicated by the fact that Freud sometimes used the terms 

Vorstellungsrepräsentanz (or Vorstellungsrepräsentant), which Strachey translated as 

‘ideational representative’. Herrera (2010) applauds this rendition (but see below). 

Similar, but less problematic, considerations apply to psychische Repräsentanz and 

Triebrepräsentanz (see also Ricoeur, 1970, 116 n. 2). Further difficulties are 

introduced by the fact that Freud, especially in his earlier neurological writings, 

sometimes used the German term Repräsentation (e.g. 1891b, 51). Moreover, he used 

that term to refer to a complex, indirect mode of psychical registration of external 

reality, which he distinguished from a more primitive, direct mode, designated by the 

term Projektion (or vertreten). The distinction between these two terms (and the two 

modes of representing reality that correspond to them) is analogous to the distinction 

between the terms ‘perception’ (or appereception) on the one hand and ‘sensation’ on 

the other. The distinction between Vorstellung and Repräsentation in Freud’s writing 

thus appears to coincide with the distinction between cognitive and perceptual 

presentations of reality. Accordingly, Laplanche & Pontalis (1973, 200) argue that 

Freud’s usage of the term Vorstellung refers not so much to the ‘subjective presenting 

of an object’ as to ‘that which is inscribed of the object in the mnemic systems’. See 

also Villarreal (1992, 122). 

Herrera (2010, 793) comes to the same conclusion, and provides a lucid 

discussion of the origin of the term ‘idea’ in the writings of Hume. When he renders 

Vorstellung as ‘idea’, Strachey is merely resorting to the original English term which 

that expression translates in German, namely ‘the internal image of an object which 

we can evoke in our mind when the object is absent’ (ibid., 791). However, Herrera 

points out that ‘idea’ with the philosophical and psychological meaning of ‘mental 

image’ vanished from academic discourse in the twentieth century and was replaced 

by ‘mental representation’. Herrera favours this latter translation, together with a 

warning to the reader that this term is being used with the meaning of ‘mental image’. 

(He agrees that ‘image’ alone is best reserved for the German Bild.) Herrera also 

points out that ‘presentation’ does not correspond to Hume’s notion of an ‘idea’ but 



rather to Locke’s notion – as the content of any conscious mental activity. Since this 

clearly differs from Freud’s usage of Vorstellung, Herrera argues that ‘presentation’ is 

the wrong translation for this term. For Freud (according to Herrera) a Vorstellung 

always arises from a memory trace, never directly from external sensory stimuli. 

What this overlooks, however, is the problem of reality testing: the determining factor 

as to whether an image arises from external or internal sources is not intrinsic to the 

image. Thus for example, Freud (1925h, 237) writes:  

 

‘We must recollect that all presentations [Vorstellungen] originate from 

perceptions and are repetitions of them. Thus originally the mere existence of 

a presentation [Vorstellung] was a guarantee of the reality of what was 

presented [Vorgestellten].’ 

 

It is unclear how Herrera would translate such a passage. 

 Rizzuto (1990, 243) draws attention also to the usage of Vorstellung in the writings of 

Leibniz and Kant. She insists that for Freud, a Vorstellung, unlike an Idee, always had 

sensorial qualities -- a Vorstellung is a mental event prompted initially by the sensorial 

perception of a thing. A Vorstellung, she argues, only makes sense in opposition to a Ding an 

sich (‘thing in itself’). On these grounds, however, she too suggests that the best translation of 

the term is ‘representation’. 

Steiner (1987a, 67, 73) traces the history of the psychoanalytic translation of 

Vorstellung in some detail. It was translated by Michell-Clarke, in 1896, as both 

‘idea’ and ‘representation’. Chase, working under Freud’s supervision, used ‘idea’. 

Brill (1909) used ‘idea’ (and occasionally ‘presentation’) when translating Jung, but 

he used only ‘presentation’ when translating Freud. In the latter case, he reserved 

‘idea’ for the German Idee. Steiner (1991, 357) points out that, in so doing, despite 

the ambiguity and awkwardness of his translation, Brill was attempting to draw 

attention to a distinction which certainly exists in the original German, namely, that 

between Vorstellung and Idee. This distinction was not consistently reflected in 

Strachey’s translation (see Steiner, 1987a, 73 n. 59). Jones (1910e, 1913a), like 

Strachey, used ‘idea’ for both Vorstellung and Idee. However Jones and Strachey 

continued to be preoccupied by the problem of the proper translation of this word, as 

is reflected in a letter from Strachey to Jones dated May 23, 1954, cited by Steiner 

(1987a, 67 n. 46; see also Steiner, 0000). In this context, it is of interest to note that 

Anna Freud complained to Strachey that she found his translation of Freud’s essay on 

‘Negation’ difficult to read, adding, ‘Is it perhaps the use of the term ‘presentation’ 

for Vorstellung?’ (undated corrections to page proofs). 

Interestingly, Freud himself, when writing in French, translated Vorstellung as 

idée. When writing in English, he seems to have considered conception to be the 

equivalent term for Vorstellung, and ‘idea’ as equivalent not only to Idee but also to 

Gedanke (usually translated by ‘thought’ in the Standard Edition), and even to 

Vorstellung in one place (see Freud, 1912g, Editor’s Note, SE, 12, 257-8/ RSE, 0, 

000). Ornston (1985a) is of the opinion that Freud was here drawing a distinction 

between active mental elements (‘conceptions’) and passive ones (‘ideas’). He does 

not present evidence in support of this opinion. Reddick (2003, 254 n. 4) on the other 

hand suggests that a Vorstellung is a notion. It must also be remembered that Freud’s 

1912g text was ‘lightly corrected’ by another hand. Strachey, too, translated 

Vorstellung by ‘conception’ in some instances (see Villarreal, 1992, 123). However, 

Ricoeur (1982) argues that Vorstellung is to be understood as the opposite of Begriff 

(‘concept’) and suggests that it should be translated as figurative thinking. On this 



view, ‘conception’ would clearly be an inadequate translation. Steiner (1991, 357), 

too, emphasizes the fact that Freud used Vorstellung when he was referring to the 

subjective ‘presence’ of images or thoughts.  

 Steiner (1991, 357) reminds us that Freud derived the concept of Vorstellung - with its 

profound philosophical implications in German culture - from the tradition of Herbart, 

Strümpell, Wundt and Lipps (as well as Schopenhauer). He questions whether Freud’s 

translators all understood the same thing by Vorstellung, and refers the interested reader to 

Wundt’s (1902) history of the term (Steiner, 1987a, 67 n. 47). See also Ward’s celebrated 

article on ‘Psychology’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (Steiner, 1991, 357 n. 15). 

 

 Still more problems are introduced by Freud’s compounds: 

Wortvorstellung, Sachvorstellung, Dingvorstellung, Objektvorstellung. Firstly, the 

very existence of the term Wortvorstellung would appear superficially to contradict 

the view that Vorstellung refers only to a sensorial, figurative presentation, or to a 

representation derived from external sensory impressions (Ricoeur, 1982; Rizzuto, 

1990; see above). Accordingly, Reddick (2003) uses ‘thing-notion’, ‘word-notion’, 

etc., and complains that Strachey’s ‘word-presentation’ is ‘a particularly bizarre and 

misleading concoction’ (ibid., 256 n. 17). However, Freud’s earliest writings on the 

subject (e.g. 1891b, 1950a [1895]) suggest that Wortvorstellungen are in the first 

instance but a special type of concrete presentation, derived from sensory impressions 

of a particular kind, and that they only acquire higher order meanings when brought 

into associative connection with Objektvorstellungen. Thus the abstract, non-

figurative psychological process arises secondarily out of a combination of the two 

primary orders of Vorstellung (cf. the two principles of mental functioning and the 

fate of word presentations in schizophrenia and dreams). See the exchange of views 

on this subject between Jones and Strachey, cited by Steiner (0000). 

 This leads to a second set of difficulties; namely the fact that the terms 

Sachvorstellung, Dingvorstellung and Objektvorstellung were used in a variety of different 

senses in the course of Freud’s writings. Strachey draws attention to these developments in 

SE, 14, 201 n. 1 and 209/ RSE, 0, 000. Freud (1891b) in his early neurological writings, used 

the terms Wortvorstellung and Objektvorstellung to refer to verbal and concrete 

representations of the external world respectively. In The Interpretation of Dreams (1900a) 

the latter term was changed to Dingvorstellung. In his (1915e) essay on ‘The Unconscious’ it 

was changed again, to Sachvorstellung, and the term Objektvorstellung now denoted a 

complex made up of the combined Wortvorstellung and Sachvorstellung. Then, in ‘Mourning 

and Melancholia’ (1917e), the term denoting the latter concept reverted to Dingvorstellung.  

 Strachey (ibid, p. 201 n. 1) described Sachvorstellung and Dingvorstellung as 

synonyms; accordingly, he rendered them both by a single English equivalent, ‘thing-

presentation’. There is, however, a slight shift in meaning in the original German; Sache has 

somewhat less concrete and material connotations than Ding. Unlike Sache, Ding (in this 

context) also evokes Kant’s philosophy, and thus refers to something which can never be 

consciously presented. This subtle distinction is obscured by Strachey’s rendition of both 

Sache and Ding by the English ‘thing’. Objekt, on the other hand, which is derived from the 

Latin objectus - a casting before - is inherently mental. For Kant an Objekt is a human 

construction made out of sensations corresponding to a Ding in external reality (Rizzuto, 

1990, 243). Cf. Green, 1986, 146, who asserts that ‘there is no difference at all between 

thing- and object-presentation’. 

  Notwithstanding Freud’s interest in Kant’s philosophy (Solms, 1997), it is not 

at all certain that he had such distinctions in mind, for there is a large degree of 

overlap in the everyday usage of these words. If he did, the implication is that 



whereas Wort--, Objekt-- and perhaps even Sachvorstellungen can achieve 

consciousness, Dingvorstellungen cannot do so, except by way of the other varieties 

of Vorstellung. Frankland (2005, xxiv) goes so far as to argue for uniformly 

translating Vorstellung as ‘idea’ – the term with the widest common currency – on the 

grounds that Freud was deeply suspicious of academic philosophy. 

 


