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(a) GErRMAN EDITIONS:

1924  Int. Z. Psychoanal., 10 (2), 121-33.
1924 Gesammelte Schriften, 5, 374-86.
1940 Gesammelte Werke, 13, 371-83.

(B) ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS:
‘The Economic Problem in Masochism’

1924 Collected Papers, 2, 255-68. (Tr. Joan Riviere.)
1961  Standard Edition, 19, 15570, (Translation, with a slightly
changed title, based on that of 1924.)

The present edition is a reprint of the Standard Edition version,
with some editorial modifications.

This paper was finished before the end of January 1924 (Jones,
1957, 114).

In this important work Freud gives his fullest account of the
puzzling phenomenon of masochism. He had previously dealt
with it, but always somewhat tentatively, in his Three Essays on
the Theory of Sexuality (1905d), P.F.L., 7, 70-73,! in the meta-
psychological paper ‘Instincts and their Vicissitudes’ (1915¢),
pp. 124-7 above, and, at much greater length in ‘“A Child
is Being Beaten”’ (1919¢), P.F.L., 10, 163 ff., which he himself
described in a letter to Ferenczi as ‘a paper on masochism’. In
all these writings masochism is derived from a previous sadism;

1. Much of this was in fact only added to the book in 1915; a footnote added
in 1924 gives the gist of the present paper.
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no such thing as primary masochism is rccognized. (See, for
instance, p. 125 above, and P.F.L., 10, 180.) In Beyond the
Pleasure Principle (1920g), however, after the introduction of the
‘death instinct’, we find a statement that ‘there might be such a
thing as primary masochism’ (p. 328 above), and in the present
paper the existence of a primary masochism is taken as certain.!

The existence of this primary masochism is here accounted
for chicfly on the basis of the ‘fusion’ and ‘defusion’ of the two
classes of instinct — a concept which had been examined at length
in The Ego and the Id (1923b), published less than a year pre-
viously — while the apparently self-contradictory nature of an
instinct which aims at unpleasure is dealt with in the interesting
introductory discussion, which for the first time clearly distin-
guishes between the ‘principle of constancy’ and the ‘pleasure
principle’.

Freud’s analysis shows that this primary or ‘erotogenic’

masochism leads to two dcrivative forms. One of these, which
he terms ‘feminine’, is the form that Freud had already discussed
in his paper on ‘beating phantasies’ (1919¢). But the third form,
‘moral masochism’, gives him an opportunity of enlarging upon
many points that had only been lightly touched on in The Ego
and the Id, and of opening up fresh problems in connection with
feelings of guilt and the operation of the conscience.

1. It should perhaps be mentioned that it was only in later writings, beginning
with Chapter VI of Civilization and its Discontents (1930a), that Freud turned his
attention more particularly to the outward operation of the death instinct — to
aggressiveness and destructiveness, though it is discussed to some extent in the
later part of the present paper. (Cf. P.F.L., 12, 310 ff.)

THE ECONOMIC PROBLEM OF
MASOCHISM

THE existence of a masochistic trend in the instinctual life of
human beings may justly be described as mysterious from the
cconomic point of view. For if mental processes arc governed
by the pleasure principle in such a way that their first aim is the
avoidance of unpleasurc and the obtaining of pleasure, maso-
chism is incomprehensible. If pain and unpleasure can be not
stimply warnings but actually aims, the pleasure principle is
paralysed — it is as though the watchman over our mental life
were put out of action by a drug.

Thus masochism appears to us in the light of a great danger,
which is in no way truc of its counterpart, sadism. We are
tempted to call the pleasure principle the watchman over our life
rather than merely over our mental life. But in that case we are
faced with the task of investigating the relationship of the
pleasure principle to the two classes of instincts which we have
distinguished — the dcath instincts and the crotic (libidinal) life
instincts; and we cannot proceed further in our consideration
of the problem of masochism till we have accomplished that
task.

It will be remembered that we have taken the view that the
principle which governs all mental processes is a special case of
Fechner’s ‘tendency towards stability’,! and have accordingly
attributed to the mental apparatus the purpose of reducing to
nothing, or at least of keeping as low as possible, the sums of
cxcitation which flow in upon it. Barbara Low [1920, 73] has
suggested the name of Nirvana principle for this supposed

1. Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920g) [pp. 276~8 above].
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tendency, and we have accepted the term.! But we have unhesi-
tatingly identificd the pleasure-unpleasure principle with this
Nirvana principle. Every unpleasurc ought thus to coincide with
a hcightening, and every pleasure with a lowering, of mental
tension due to stimulus; the Nirvana principle (and the pleasure
principle which is supposedly identical with it) would be entircly
in the service of the death instincts, whose aim is to conduct the
restlessness of life into the stability of the inorganic state, and
it would have the function of giving warnings against the
demands of the life instincts — the libido — which try to disturb
the intended coursc of life. But such a view cannot be correct.
It scems that in the serics of feelings of tension we have a direct
sense of the increase and decrease of amounts of stimulus, and
it cannot be doubted that there arc pleasurable tensions and
unpleasurable relaxations of tension. The state of scxual exci-
tation is the most striking cxample of a pleasurable increase of
stimulus of this sort, but it is certainly not the only one.

Pleasure and unpleasure, thercfore, cannot be referred to an
increase or decrease of a quantity (which we describe as ‘tension
due to stimulus’), although they obviously have a great deal to
do with that factor. It appears that they depend, not on this
quantitative factor, but on some characteristic of it which we
can only describe as a qualitative one. If we were able to say
what this qualitative characteristic is, we should be much further
advanced in psychology. Pcrhaps it is the rhythm, the temporal
sequence of changes, rises and falls in the quantity of stimulus.?
We do not know.

However this may be, we must perceive that the Nirvana
principle, belonging as it does to the death instinct, has under-
gone a modification in living organisms through which it has

1. [Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 329 above. Freud had previously given
this same principle the name of ‘the principle of constancy’. A full discussion of
the history of Freud's usc of these concepts and of their relation to the pleasure
principle will be found in an Editor’s footnote to ‘Instincts and their Vicissitudes’
(1915¢), pp. 117-18 above.|

2. [This possibility had already been raised in Beyond the Pleasure Principle,
pp. 276 and 337 above.]
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become the pleasure principle; and we shall hencefirwaed avon
regarding the two principles as one. It is not diticuly, if we cass
to follow up this line of thought, to guess what power was the
source of the modification. It can only be the life instinet, the
libido, which has thus, alongside of the death instinct, weiwed
upon a share in the regulation of the processes of life. In this
way we obtain a small but interesting sct of connections. ‘The
Nirvana principle expresses the trend of the death instinet; the
pleasure principle represents the demands of the libido; and the
modification of the latter principle, the reality principle,! repre-
sents the influence of the external world.

None of these three principles is actually put out of action by
another. As a rule they are able to tolerate one another, although
conflicts are bound to arise occasionally from the fact of the dif-
fering aims that are set for each — in one case a quantitative
reduction of the load of the stimulus, in another a qualitative
characteristic of the stimulus, and, lastly [in the third case], a
postponement Qf the discharge of the stimulus and a temporary
acquiescence in the unpleasure due to tension.

The conclusion to be drawn from these considerations is that
the description of the pleasure principle as the watchman over
our life cannot be rejected. ?

To return to masochism. Masochism comes under our obser-
vation in threc forms: as a condition imposed on sexual exci-
tation, as an expression of the feminine nature, and as a norm
of behaviour.” We may, accordingly, distinguish an erotogenic,
a feminine and a moral masochism. The first, the erotogenic,
masochism - pleasure in pain - lies at the bottom of the other
two forms as well. Its basis must be sought along biological and
constitutional lines and it remains incomprehensible unless one
decides to make certain assumptions about matters that are

1. [Cf. ‘Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning’ (19116),
p. 37 above. |

2. [Freud took up this discussion again in Chapter VIII of his Outline (194()a
[1938]).]

3. [This last word is added in English in the original.]
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extremely obscurc. The third, and in somec respects the most
important, form assumed by masochism has only recently been
recognized by psychoanalysis as a sensc of guilt which is mostly
unconscious; but it can already be completely explained and fit-
ted into the rest of our knowledge. Feminine masochism, on the
other hand, is the one that is most accessible to our observation
and least problematical, and it can be surveyed in all its relations.
We will begin our discussion with it.

We have sufficient acquaintance with this kind of masochism
in men (to whom, owing to the material at my command, I shall
restrict my remarks), derived from masochistic — and therefore
often impotent ~ subjects whose phantasics either terminate in
an act of masturbation or represent a sexual satisfaction in them-
selves.! The rcal-life performances of masochistic perverts tally
completely with these phantasies, whether the performances arc
carriecd out as an end in themselves or serve to induce potency
and to lead to the scxual act. In both cases — for the performances
arc, after all, only a carrying-out of the phantasies in play ~ the
manifest content is of being gagged, bound, painfully beaten,
whipped, in somc way maltreated, forced into unconditional
obedience, dirticd and debased. It is far more rare for mutilations
to be included in the content, and then only subject to strict
limitations. The obvious interpretation, and onc easily arrived
at, is that the masochist wants to be trcated like a small and
helpless child, but, particularly, like a naughty child. It is
unnccessary to quote cases to illustrate this; for the material is
very uniform and is accessible to any observer, even to non-
analysts. But if one has an opportunity of studying cases in
which the masochistic phantasics have been especially richly
elaborated, onc quickly discovers that they place the subject in
a characteristically female situation; they signify, that is, being
castrated, or copulated with, or giving birth to a baby. For this
reason I have called this form of masochism, a potiori as it were
[i.c. on the basis of its extreme examples], the feminine form,

1. [See Section V1 of *“A Child is Being Beaten”’ (1919¢), P.F.L., 10, 182 ff.]
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although so many of its features point to infantile life. This
superimposed stratification of the infantile and the feminine will
find a simple explanation later on. Being castrated — or being
blinded, which stands: for it ~ often leaves a ncgative trace of
itself in phantasics, in the condition that no injury is to occur
preciscly to the genitals or the cyes. (Masochistic tortures, inci-
dentally, rarely make such a serious impression as the cruelties
of sadism, whether imagined or performed.) A sense of guilt,
too, finds expression in the manifest content of masochistic
phantasics; the subject assumes that he has committed some
crime (the nature of which is left indefinite) which is to be
cxpiated by all these painful and tormenting procedures. This
looks like a superficial rationalization of the masochistic subject-
matter, but behind it there lics a connection with infantile
masturbation. On the other hand, this factor of guilt provides a
transition to the third, moral, form of masochism.

This feminine masochism which we have been describing is
entircly based on the primary, crotogenic masochism, on
pleasure in pain. This cannot be explained without taking our
discussion very far back.

In my Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, in the section
on the sources of infantile sexuality, I put forward the propo-
sition that ‘in the case of a great number of intcrnal processes
scxual excitation arises as a concomitant cffect, as soon as the
intensity of thosc processes passcs beyond certain quantitative
limits’. Indeed, ‘it may well be that nothing of considerable
importance can occur in the organism without contributing
some component to the excitation of the sexual instinct’.! In
accordance with this, the excitation of pain and unpleasure
would be bound to have the same result, too.?2 The occurrence
of such a libidinal sympathetic cxcitation when there is tension
due to pain and unpleasure would be an infantile physiological
mechanism which ceascs to operate later on. It would attain a
varying degree of devclopment in different sexual constitutions;

1. [Three Essays (1903d), P.F.L., 7, 124.]
2. {Ibid., 7. 124.)
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but in any casc it would provide the physiological foundation
on which the psychical structure of crotogenic masochism
would afterwards be erected.

The inadequacy of this explanation is scen, however, in the
fact that it throws no light on the regular and close connections
of masochism with its counterpart in instinctual lifc, sadism. If
we go back a little further, to our hypothesis of the two classes
of instincts which we regard as opcrative in the living organism,
we arrive at another derivation of masochism, which, however,
is not in contradiction with the former once. In (multiccllular)
organisms the libido mects the instinct of death, or destruction,
which is dominant in them and which sccks to disintegrate the
cellular organism and to conduct cach scparate unicellular organ-
ism into a state of inorganic stability (rclative though this may
be). The libido has the task of making the destroying instinct
innocuous, and it fulfils the task by diverting that instinct to a
great cxtent outwards — soon with the help of a special organic
system, the muscular apparatus — towards objects in the cxternal
world. The instinct is then called the destructive instinct, the
instinct for mastery, or the will to power. A portion of the
instinct is placed directly in the service of the sexual function,
where it has an important part to play. This is sadism proper.
Another portion docs not sharc in this transposition outwals;
it rcmains inside the organism and, with the help of the ace. .-
panying scxual cxcitation described above, becomes libidinally
bound there. It is in this portion that we have to recognize the
original, crotogenic masochism.!

We are without any physiological understanding of the ways
and means by which this taming of the death instinct by the
libido may be cffccted. So far as the psychoanalytic ficld of idcas
is concerned, we can only assume that a very cxtensive fusion
and amalgamation, in varying proportions, of the two classes
of instincts takes place, so that we never have to deal with pure
life instincts or pure dcath instincts but only with mixtures of

1. [For all of this sce Chapter IV of The Ego and the Id (p. 381 above). Cf.
also another account in Chapter V1 of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, p. 323 above. |
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them in diffcrent amounts. Corresponding to a fusion of
instincts of this kind, thete may, as a result of certain influences,
be a defusion of them. How large the portions of the death
instincts are which refuse to be tamed in this way by being
bound to admixtures of libido we cannot at present guess.

If one is prepared to overlook a little inexactitude, it may be
said that the death instinct which is operative in the organism —
primal sadism - is identical with masochism. After the main
portion of it has been transposed outwards on to objects, there
remains inside, as a residuum of it, the erotogenic masochism
proper, which on the one hdnd has become a component of the
libido and, on the other, still has the self as its object. This
masochism would thus be evidence of, and a remainder from,
the phase of development in which the coalescence, which is so
important for life, between the death instinct and Eros took
placc. We shall not be surprised to hear that in certain circam-
stances the sadism, or instinct of destruction, which has been
directed outwards, projected, can be once morc introjected,
turned inwards, and in this way regress to its carlier situation.
If this happens, a sccondary masochism is produced, which is
added to the original masochism.

Erotogenic masochism accompanics the libido through all its
developmental phases and derives from them its changing
psychical coatings.' The fear of being eaten up by the totem ani-
mal (the father) originates from the primitive oral organization;
the wish to be beaten by the father comes from the sadistic-
anal phase which follows it; castration, although it is later dis-
avowed, cnters into the content of masochistic phantasies as
a precipitate of the phallic stage of organization;? and from the
final genital organization there arise, of course, the situations of
being copulated with and of giving birth, which are character-
istic of femaleness. The part played in masochism by the nates,

). |'Psychische Umklcidungen.” The image is an old onc of Freud's. It occurs
several times, tor instance, in the ‘Dora’ case history (1905¢), P.F.L., 8, 120,
121 and 139 n. 2.]

2. Sce ‘“The Infantile Genital Organization® (1923¢) [P.F.L., 7, 310 and v 1,
where a footnote discussing the use of the word ‘disavowal’” will also be tound)
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too, is easily understandable,! apart from its obvious basis in
rcality. The nates are the part of the body which is given ero-
togenic preference in the sadistic-anal phase, like the breast in
the oral phasc and the penis in the genital phase.

The third form of masochism, moral masochism,? is chicfly
remarkable for having loosened its connection with what we
rccognize as sexuality. All other masochistic sufferings carry
with them the condition that they shall emanate from the loved
person and shall be endured at his command. This restriction
has been dropped in moral masochism. The suffering itsclf is
what matters; whether it is decreed by someone who is loved
or by someone who is indifferent is of no importance. It may
even be caused by impersonal powers or by circumstances; the
truc masochist always turns his check whenever he has a chance
of receiving a blow. It is very tempting, in cxplaining this atti-
tude, to leave the libido out of account and to confine onesclf
to assuming that in this casc the destructive instinct has been
turned inwards again and is now raging against the sclf; yet there
must be some meaning in the fact that linguistic usage has not
given up the connection between this norm of behaviour and
crotism and calls these sclf-injurcrs masochists too.

Let us keep to a habit of our technique and consider first the
extreme and unmistakably pathological form of this masochism.
I have described clsewhere® how in analytic trcatment we come
across patients to whom, owing to their behaviour towards its
therapeutic influence, we arc obliged to ascribe an "unconscious’
sense of guilt. I pointed out the sign by which such people can
be recognized (a ‘negative therapeutic reaction’) and 1 did not
conceal the fact that the strength of such an impulse constitutes

1. [Cf. a reference to this at the end of Section 4 of the second of the Three
Essays (1905d), P.F.L., 7, 111.]

2. {In a paragraph added in 1909 to The Interpretation of Dreams (1900a), Freud
had proposed the term ‘mental masochism’ for people ‘who find their pleasure,
not in having physical pain inflicted on them, but in humiliation and mental tor-
ture’. (P.F.L., 4, 243))]

3. The Ego and the Id (1923b) [Chapter V, p. 390 f. above].
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onc of the most serious resistances and the greatest danger to the
success of our medical or educative aims. The satisfaction of this
unconscious sense of guilt is perhaps the most powerful bastion
in the subject’s (usually composite) gain from illness ~ in the
sum of forces which struggle against his recovery and refuse to
surrender his state of illness. The suffering entailed by ncuroses
is precisely the factor that makes them valuable to the maso-
chistic trend. It is instructive, too, to find, contrary to all thcory
and cxpectation, that a ncurosis which has defied every thera-
peutic cffort may vanish if the subject becomes involved in the
misery of an unhappy marriage, or loses all his moncy, or
develops a dangerous organic disease. In such instances one form
of suffering has been replaced by another; and we sce that all
that mattered was that it should be possible to maintain a certain
amount of suffering. :

Patients do not easily believe us when we tell them about the
unconscious sense of guilt. They know only too well by what
torments — the pangs of conscience — a conscious scnse of gult,
a consciousness of guilt, expresses itsclf, and they theretore can-
not admit that they could harbour exactly analogous imipulscs
in themselves without being in the least aware of them. We iy,
I think, to some extent mccet their objection if we give up the
term ‘unconscious sense of guilt’, which is in any case psycho-
logically incorrect,! and spcak instead of a ‘need for punish:
ment’, which covers the observed state of affairs just as aptly.
We cannot, however, restrain ourselves from judging and local-
izing this unconscious sense of guilt in the samc way as we do
the conscious kind.

We have attributed the function of conscience to the super-
cgo and we have recognized the consciousness of it ay an
cxpression of a tension between the ego and the supersego.? The
ego reacts with feclings of anxicty (conscience anxiety)' to the

1. [Feclings cannot properly be described as ‘unconscious’. hee Chaptes 11 o
The Ego and the Id, p. 361 above.|

2. [Ibid.. Chapter 111, p. 377 above.|

3. |‘Gewissensangst.” An Editor’s footnote discussing this rerm will bt
in Chapter VII of Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxicty (1926d), F 5 £ 40 iy
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