




























































RE-READING FREUD (1915c) 

 

p. 103: “It is only after more thorough investigation of the field of observation that we are able to 
formulate its basic scientific concepts with increased precision, and progressively so to modify them 
that they become serviceable and consistent over a wide area. Then, indeed, the time may have 
come to confine them in definitions.”  

This is certainly what has happened with ‘drive’. 

p. 104: “when a strong light falls on the eye, it is not a drive stimulus; it is one, however, when a 
dryness of the mucous membrane of the pharynx or an irritation of the mucous membrane of the 
stomach makes itself felt.” [Footnote: “Assuming, of course, that these internal processes are the 
organic basis of the respective needs of thirst and hunger.”] 

It is interesting how Freud assumes that drives arise from the irritation of mucous membranes. This 
elision of central processes holds for the sexual drives too. 

p. 104: “In the first place, a drive stimulus does not arise from the external world but from within the 
organism itself.”  

Interestingly, this does not hold true (consider FEAR, for example) unless the drive is equated with 
its neuromodulatory vehicle. 

p. 104: “A better term for a drive stimulus is a ‘need’.”  

What, then, distinguishes between ‘drive’ and ‘need’? 

p. 105: “The perceptual substance of the living organism will thus have found in the efficacy of its 
muscular activity a basis for distinguishing between an ‘outside’ and an ‘inside’.”  

This applies only to bodily drives. 

p. 105: “the nervous system is an apparatus which has the function of getting rid of the stimuli that 
reach it, or of reducing them to the lowest possible level; or which, if it were feasible, would 
maintain itself in an altogether unstimulated condition.”  

All this is replaced by the concept of homeostasis. 

p. 106: “External stimuli impose only the single task of withdrawing from them.”  

This is of course not true. 

p. 106: “There is naturally nothing to prevent our supposing that the drives themselves are, at least 
in part, precipitates of the effects of external stimulation, which in the course of phylogenesis have 
brought about modifications in the living substance.”  

It is difficult to discern what this means; but it seems more likely that the opposite is true. 

p. 106: “unpleasurable feelings are connected with an increase and pleasurable feelings with a 
decrease of stimulus.”  

A momentous claim – albeit not a new one – but he warns us immediately that the relationship may 
be a complex one. 



p. 107: “If now we apply ourselves to considering mental life from a biological point of view, a ‘drive’ 
appears to us as a concept on the frontier between the mental and the somatic, as the psychical 
representative of the stimuli originating from within the organism and reaching the mind, as a 
measure of the demand made upon the mind for work in consequence of its connection with the 
body.”  

The opening clause here is frequently overlooked. 

p. 107: “The characteristic of exercising pressure is common to all drives; it is in fact their very 
essence.”  

The pressure is the measure for work. 

p. 107: “although the ultimate aim of each drive remains unchangeable, there may yet be different 
paths leading to the same ultimate aim”.  

The aim is always satisfaction. This makes clear the distinction between ‘drive’ and ‘instinct’. 

p. 108: “We may suppose that even [aim-inhibited] processes of this kind involve a partial 
satisfaction.”  

This can only be by way of compromise formation. 

p. 108: “[The object] is what is most variable about a drive and is not originally connected with it, but 
becomes assigned to it only in consequence of being peculiarly fitted to make satisfaction possible.”  

This is only true now insofar as it concerns the particular object (vs. the category of object). 

p. 108: “The study of the sources of drives lies outside the scope of psychology.”  

But see above re: the mucous membranes. 

p. 108: “Are we to suppose that the different drives which originate in the body and operate on the 
mind are also distinguished by different qualities, and that that is why they behave in qualitatively 
different ways in mental life? This supposition does not seem to be justified; we are much more 
likely to find the simpler assumption sufficient – that the drives are all qualitatively alike and owe the 
effect they make only to the amount of excitation they carry, or perhaps, in addition, to certain 
functions of that quantity. What distinguishes from one another the mental effects produced by the 
various drives may be traced to the difference in their sources.”  

It is very difficult to sustain this view. I think, on the contrary, that the different qualities that 
distinguish the different drives is the very foundation of consciousness (of ‘qualia’). 

p. 109: “it will make little difference to the results of our work of description and classification if it is 
replaced by another.” 

Too true. 

pp. 109/10: “I am altogether doubtful whether any decisive pointers for the differentiation and 
classification of the drives can be arrived at on the basis of working over the psychological material. 
This working over seems rather itself to call for the application to the material of definite 
assumptions concerning the life of the drives, and it would be a desirable thing if those assumptions 
could be taken from some other branch of knowledge and carried over to psychology.”  

A statement that is all too frequently overlooked. 



p. 110: “[Sexuality’s] purposes go beyond the individual and have as their content the production of 
new individuals – that is, the preservation of the species.”  

The same applies to CARE. 

p. 110: “This much can be said by way of a general characterization of the sexual drives. They are 
numerous, emanate from a great variety of organic sources, act in the first instance independently 
of one another and only achieve a more or less complete synthesis at a late stage. The aim which 
each of them strives for is the attainment of ‘organ pleasure’.”  

It is amazing that nobody has commented on Freud’s equating of ‘sexuality’ with ‘pleasure’. 

p. 111: “only when synthesis is achieved do they enter the service of the reproductive function and 
thereupon become generally recognizable as sexual drives.”  

Ditto. 

p. 111: “At their first appearance they are attached to [lehnen sich an] the drives to self-
preservation, from which they only gradually become separated; in their choice of object, too, they 
follow the paths that are indicated to them by the ego drives.”  

Ditto. 

p. 111: “Our inquiry into the various vicissitudes which drives undergo in the process of 
development and in the course of life must be confined to the sexual drives, which are the more 
familiar to us.”  

It is easy to overlook this statement. The remainder of this paper concerns the sexual drive only 
(albeit in Freud’s extended sense of the word). 

p. 111: “Observation shows us that a drive may undergo the following vicissitudes:  

Reversal into its opposite. 

Turning round upon the subject’s own self. 

Repression. 

Sublimation.” 

These are not vicissitudes of a drive, but rather of the predictions associated with it. 

p. 113: “feelings of pity cannot be described as a result of a transformation of drive occurring in 
sadism, but necessitate the notion of a reaction-formation against that drive.”  

This is not how we would see pity today. Cf. CARE, at least, if not conflicts between RAGE and other 
drives (e.g., PANIC/GRIEF, PLAY). In fact, most of the mental gymnastics that Freud discusses in these 
pages devoted to transformations of a drive are better accounted for in terms of interactions 
between the drives. Also: our extended understanding of narcissism is very helpful here. 

p. 118: “[The ego] is forced by its drives into a quite special degree of activity towards the external 
world, so that we might bring out the essential point if we say that the ego-subject is passive in 
respect of external stimuli but active through its own drives.”  



This coincides with the two main ways in which prediction error can be minimized: through action 
(do something different to bring the prediction about) or perception (change the prediction). At 
bottom, drives always require the former. 

p. 118: “The antithesis active–passive coalesces later with the antithesis masculine–feminine, which, 
until this has taken place, has no psychological meaning.”  

What do we think today? 

p. 119: “Insofar as the ego is auto-erotic, it has no need of the external world, but, in consequence of 
experiences undergone by the drives to self-preservation, it acquires objects from that world, and, in 
spite of everything, it cannot avoid feeling internal drive stimuli for a time as unpleasurable.”  

Here (and in what follows) we see just how consequential was Freud’s exclusive focus upon the 
libidinal drives when constructing his picture of mental development. E.g., he claims that the child’s 
earliest attitude to reality is ‘indifference’; but now we learn that this applies only to its libidinal 
attitude. 

p. 119: “Under the dominance of the pleasure principle a further development now takes place in 
the ego. Insofar as the objects which are presented to it are sources of pleasure, it takes them into 
itself, ‘introjects’ them (to use Ferenczi’s term); and, on the other hand, it expels whatever within 
itself becomes a cause of unpleasure. (See below, the mechanism of projection.)”  

What do we mean by the ‘introjection’ of an object? ‘Projection’ seems to refer to the source of the 
drive. 

p. 120: “it cannot be denied that hating, too, originally characterized the relation of the ego to the 
alien external world with the stimuli it introduces.”  

This seems correct; although Freud later amended this view (with his introduction of the death 
drive). 

p. 121: “it may be asserted that the true prototypes of the relation of hate are derived not from 
sexual life, but from the ego’s struggle to preserve and maintain itself.”  

Indeed. 

p. 122: “Hate, as a relation to objects, is older than love. It derives from the narcissistic ego’s 
primordial repudiation of the external world with its outpouring of stimuli.”  

Surely this is true only of the RAGE drive. Consider, for example, the SEEKING drive, let alone 
PANIC/GRIEF. But what form does PANIC/GRIEF take prior to attachment? 

p. 122: “The hate which is admixed with the love is in part derived from the preliminary stages of 
loving which have not been wholly surmounted; it is also in part based on reactions of repudiation 
by the ego drives, which, in view of the frequent conflicts between the interests of the ego and 
those of love, can find grounds in real and contemporary motives.”  

Again, all of this makes much better sense when we consider mental development in relation to the 
full multiplicity of drives. 
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