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PREFACE

This book is a compilation of work we have done together. Most
essays were originally presented as papers in various seminars and
congresses; some have been edited and updated. With the exception of two, all have been written in close intellectual co-operation
and are, therefore, published under joint authorship.
One of the central themes is our interpretation of Freud’s later
theory of instincts, the theory of life and death instincts that Freud
formulated in 1920. We began working together in the mid-1970s,
when we realized how one-sidedly Freud’s thinking had been interpreted. We were interested in Freud as a thinker, and not only as
someone who could give us some technical advice. With our interpretation of the later theory of instincts, we also aim to offer some
clarifying insights for use in clinical work. These we deal with in
the second part of this volume, “The vicissitudes of Thanatos”.
In our practical work, we have been confronted with questions
concerning the persistent power of unconscious phantasies, the use
of interpretations, and the ubiquity of meaning associations and the
symbolic process. Other important questions concern the nature of
instincts and what is involved in ego experience. Is psychoanalysis
the kind of knowledge that can be called scientiﬁc?
xi

xii

PREFACE

To help the reader, we have added a brief introduction to most
chapters, including an explanation of some of the key concepts.
Students of psychoanalysis who have been in professional training with us have broadened our views and given us new approaches
to the rich and multi-faceted world of psychoanalytical experience.
They have also given us some of the vignettes we have included in
this volume.
Pentti Ikonen
Eero Rechardt
January 2010
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PART I
IS PSYCHOANALYSIS
A SCIENCE?

1

CHAPTER ONE

Psychoanalytical knowledge

On the nature of psychoanalytical knowledge

O

ur interest in the theory of the science of psychoanalysis
does not stem from philosophy. It awoke when we realized
that many questions of psychoanalytical theory and practice are illuminated in a new way and find new solutions when
studied from the perspectives opened by the theory of science
(Ikonen & Rechardt, 1978).
Philosophers have traditionally felt antipathy towards psychoanalysis. It has been considered a mixture of inexact observations
and beliefs. “Psychoanalysts pull from murky waters ﬁsh that they
themselves have cast there”, goes a well-known saying. Psychoanalysts, again, have claimed that philosophers do not know what
they are talking about; their criticism demonstrates a lack of understanding of the fundamental nature of psychoanalysis and has
remained external, formal, and fruitless.
The traditional efforts of psychoanalysts to clarify the position
of their own discipline within the sciences have not been particularly successful, either. Efforts have been made to prove that
psychoanalysis is constructed like the natural sciences. Such a view
3
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fails to acknowledge the central position of meanings associations.
Some have tried to revise psychoanalysis in the other direction, by
clearing it of all thought models borrowed from the natural
sciences. This effort had led to disregarding statements on psychic
energetics that are an essential part of psychoanalysis.
During the past few decades, philosophers interested in the
theory of science (Apel, 1968; Habermas, 1965; Lesche & Madsen,
1976; Lorenzer, 1972; Radnitzky, 1970; Ricoeur, 1970; and others)
have shown that psychoanalysis differs by nature from both the
natural sciences and rigid phenomenology. They say that psychoanalysis is a type of hermeneutical science, where associations of
meanings and their emphases, that is, “energetics”, describe the
ever-present dynamics of man’s desire.

Active dissociation or blocking and integration
or compilation as cornerstones of psychoanalysis
When the Viennese medical doctor Josef Breuer treated hysterical
female patients with the method of hypnosis currently in fashion,
he made an observation that became the cornerstone of psychoanalysis. A woman, “the case of Anna O”, began to remember
under hypnosis experiences she was not in touch with in a state of
wakefulness. These experiences were related to unpleasant and
oppressive feelings she had had when taking care of her father
during his mortal illness. As the memories emerged, her symptoms
disappeared. Breuer began to promote memory recall systematically, and the psychoanalytical method was born. Breuer, however,
shunned the universal significance of his observation. He was
alarmed by his patient’s erotic transference and avoided repeating
the experiment with his other patients. That task was completed by
his friend Sigmund Freud, at ﬁrst together with Breuer and later
alone.
The thinking of the two friends soon began to go in different
directions, and their co-operation came to an end. Breuer thought
that the unpleasant memory which had sunk into oblivion in the
conscious mind and was causing the symptoms represented the
hypnoid state of psychic events, a sort of anomalous state of activity. Freud considered this hypothesis fruitless. He supposed that
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active dissociation was the answer. A thing that is not remembered
is actively blocked out of mind and, when it ﬁnds roundabout ways
to reappear, it causes disturbances. Freud’s hypothesis of active
blocking became one of the axioms of psychoanalysis, which there
has been no need to alter. The principle of active blocking has
been part of the theory of psychoanalysis from the outset, and
still is. Hypnosis was soon discarded from psychoanalytical
practice. It was replaced by the method of free association,
which helped to analyse the active blocking and, through analysis,
remove it.
Numerous methods and concepts have been developed in
psychoanalytical research to study the process of active blocking.
The factors maintaining active blocking are described by such
concepts as “resistance”, “defence”, or “defensive manoeuvres”.
Adjectives such as “dynamically unconscious”, “subconscious”, or
“unconscious” are used to describe actively blocked psychic material, and the corresponding nouns have been used to denote the
whole area of the psyche that has been actively blocked. Areas of
psyche typically blocked out include memories of early childhood,
particularly of sexual sensations, memories of the emotional experiences of adolescence, conceptions of oneself or people close to
oneself that are unacceptable to self-esteem, etc. Psychoanalytical
conceptions of the connections between actively blocked areas and
the rest of the psyche manifest themselves in theories of slips,
dreams, and various psychopathological phenomena. Similarly, the
theory of transference studied by psychoanalysis describes the links
between actively blocked and other psychic areas in human interaction. The phenomenon of transference is particularly clearly
observable in the psychoanalytical situation in the analysand–
analyst relationship.
The material described above builds into a body of knowledge
with a peculiar nature that has caused a great deal of misunderstanding. Psychoanalytical knowledge does not describe psychic
activity as such: its aim is to describe the states of active psychic
blocking, how they are created, and what shapes they take, with
the purpose of finding conditions for opening the possibility of
the suspension of blocking and a new compilation. The theory
of the psychoanalytical technique describes and analyses these
conditions.
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Psychoanalysis as a science of self-observation
and interpretation
The basic material of psychoanalytical knowledge, which it has
been inferred from and which it analyses, consists of self-observations and intensional statements concerning them. These statements
are of the form “I think”, “I feel”, “I mean”, “I fear”, etc. (Extensional statements describe things and states.) When studying
psychic phenomena, psychoanalysis studies intensionality. From
the point of view of psychoanalysis, psychic is the same as intensional, and not, for example, the same as conscious or the same as
behaviour. Intensionality, again, may be either integrated or
actively dissociated. Behaviour only interests psychoanalysis as a
manifestation of intensionality, not because of its external regularities. The perspective differs from both pure cognitive psychology
and behaviourism. Psychoanalytical knowledge is not a description
of cause–effect relationships in the model of the natural sciences,
nor does it fulﬁl the requirements of that type of knowledge. Psychoanalysis is not a natural science, but a science of self-observation
and interpretation.
The theory of psychoanalysis differs from the theory of phenomenological psychotherapy in that the latter assumes the task of
uncovering and dealing with contradictory, obscure, and unfavourable associations of meanings. This task does not take into account
active blocking, strivings, or counter-strivings aimed at blocking
out strivings, which are fundamental to psychoanalysis. From the
point of view of psychoanalysis, psychic conflicts are energetic
conflicts, and not only contradictions of meanings. The concepts
“psychic energy” and “instinctual energy” describe the dynamics of
these contradictions, which could be called the “dynamics of
desire”.
Man’s symbolic function makes all psychic contents potentially
ambiguous. Even mathematical, logical, and other signs which
have been assigned unambiguous meanings attain multiple additional meanings in each subject’s psychic events, as is obvious from
studies of imagination, art, dreams, and psychopathological symptoms. The ambiguity of psychic contents can be followed along
several different links of meaning: it can be studied from the point
of view of linguistic meaning, aesthetic beauty, religious sacredness,
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juridical justice, or historical development and earlier events. It can
be studied from the Marxist point of view on the basis of ownership relations, or it can be studied psychoanalytically.
In psychoanalysis, everything psychic is studied from the
perspective of desire. Psychoanalysis studies the connection
between desire and meaning. It simultaneously studies meanings
and energy, the pressures and counter-pressures of meanings, their
lability, stability, and mobility. This perspective is exclusively psychoanalytical. Psychoanalysis is the psychology of desire (Ricoeur,
1970). It deals with the active blocking of desire and what possibilities the blocked material has to become part of a whole. The psychoanalytical theory of instincts is not to be understood as a
biological theory: its purpose is to study how omnipresent restless
desire can become conscious and verbal. On the basis of our
conception of man, it is natural to assume that the “omnipresent”
restlessness reﬂects a contact with our genetic programme. However, these biological dimensions cannot be studied from the
perspective of psychoanalysis.
By way of summary, we may say that psychoanalytical knowledge uses intensional basic material to describe the possibilities
and lack of possibilities of different meanings from the point of
view of desire. It does this in order to discover blocked desire and
enable its integration into the whole. It should be stressed here that
counter desires, blocks, and defensive methods are also forms of
desire.
When we try to formulate an idea of what such knowledge is
like, we ﬁnd similarities in linguistics, for example, or in geography.
In linguistics, vocabularies, grammar, and collections of idiomatic
sayings describe the known possibilities of linguistic expression
and its interpretation. In geography, maps describe the terrain and
the possibilities of travelling across it.
The analogy with linguistics illustrates the metapsychology
included in psychoanalytical thinking that is not immediately
perceivable in the basic material. Superego, the Oedipus complex,
or oral libido, for example, cannot be perceived immediately, let
alone the unconscious. Grammar is not immediately perceivable; its
presence has been inferred from the different possibilities of the use
of words. Similarly, psychoanalytical metapsychology is a “grammar” of the different possibilities of desire. It is a collection of these

