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Freud and Biology:
The Hidden Legacy

Frank J. Sulloway

In 1924 Karl Abraham acquired a copy of one of Sigmund Freud’s
earliest scientific publications, which had appeared in 1878 and had
dealt with the neuroanatomy of Petromyzon planeri, a primitive
form of fish.! Upon hearing this, Freud responded with the following
comment: “It is making severe demands on the unity of the person-
ality to try and make me identify myself with the author of the paper
on the spinal ganglia of the petromyzon. Nevertheless I must be he,
and I think I was happier about that discovery than about others
since.”? What exactly does the neuroanatomy of petromyzon have to
do with psychoanalysis? Much more than one might think, especially
if we focus on the author of that paper rather than on the paper
itself.

It is my contention that Freud, through the years, has become a
crypto-, or covert, biologist, and that psychoanalysis has become,

Previous versions of this paper were delivered at the Convengo su
Psicoanalisi e Storia delle Scienze, Gabinetto Scientifico Letterario G. P.
Vieusseux, Florence, June 29, 1980; the History of Science Society Annual
Meeting, Toronto, October 17, 1980; and the Meet-the-Author Session of the
American Psychoanalytic Association Annual Meeting, San Juan, Puerto Rico,
May 8, 1981. I am especially grateful to Nathan G. Hale, Jr. and Robert R. Holt
for their critical comments on this paper.
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accordingly, a crypto-biology.? This contention, which builds upon a
minority voice in Freud scholarship, really involves two main argu-
ments. The first is that Freud, who began his scientific career as a
biologist, always remained committed to biological reductionism,
and, indeed, that his most creative inspirations derived in significant
part from biology.* In saying this, I do not mean to imply that
psychoanalysis is nothing but biology masquerading as psychology.
Rather, it is a sophisticated psychobiology, the biological sources of
which have never been adequately appreciated.®

This interpretation of Freud and psychoanalysis runs directly
counter to a complex myth that both Freud and his followers have
sought to propagate—a mythology that pictures Freud as the lonely
“psychoanalytic hero” who, all by himself and against a universally
hostile outside world, “invented” a totally original psychology
through analysis of his patients and (heroically) of himself. This
brings me to my second main contention, namely, that psycho-
analysis has cultivated a highly functional collection of myths about
its own origins. The purpose of these myths has been to legitimate
psychoanalysis as a “pure psychology” (Ernest Jones’s phrase)—a
psychology supposedly developed by Freud’s remarkable intellect in
a manner that is, above all, neatly in accordance with psychoanalytic
theory itself.® The entire history of psychoanalysis has therefore
been constructed by folding psychoanalytic theory back upon itself
and upon the mind of the intellectual hero who originated it. In
other words, traditional psychoanalytic history has become a circular
history par excellence.

In making these claims, it is not my intention to judge or con-
demn the fascinating process by which the Freud legend arose. I seek
merely to understand this process of mythification, to document it,
and to clarify its role in the rise of the psychoanalytic movement.

FREUD’S SCIENTIFIC RELATIONSHIP
WITH WILHELM FLIESS

No figure has been victimized by as many myths and misconceptions
in the service of the psychoanalytic cause as has Wilhelm Fliess
(1858-1928), the Berlin physician and biologist, whose friendship
with Freud spanned the fifteen crucial years from 1887 to 1902 in
which psychoanalysis took form (Figure 8-1). Moreover, in many
important respects Freud’s much-misunderstood relationship with
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Figure 8-1. Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm Fliess (right) in the summer of 1890.
(Courtesy of Sigmund Freud Copyrights, Ltd.)

Fliess illustrates, in microcosm, the crypto-biological character of
Freud’s thought system as a whole.

According to Ernest Jones, Ernst Kris, and other psychoanalyst-
historians, Fliess was a baneful pseudoscientist whom Freud tolerated
as a “listener” owing to his scientific isolation and rejection during
the 1890s. “Whatever help . . . Fliess gave to Freud,” Jones has
commented, “it must have been essentially that of psychological
encouragement; the purely intellectual assistance could only have
been minimal. . . . So the talks were duologues rather than dia-
logues.”” In particular, Fliess is said to have functioned as a crucial
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transference figure during Freud’s heroic self-analysis in the fall of
1897. The self-analysis, in turn, is said to have led to Freud’s revolu-
tionary discovery of infantile sexuality, an insight that finally invali-
dated his previous “seduction” theory of neurosis and simultaneously
freed him of his need for biology and Fliess.®

What Freud’s biographers, including Jones, do not seem to have
known, however, is that Fliess was a pioneer in the field of infantile
sexuality. His own ideas on this subject appeared in an 1897 mono-
graph nine months before Freud began a systematic self-analysis.
Fliess was led to this subject through his interest in three ideas—ideas
that seem bizarre and misguided in historical hindsight, but that
nevertheless enjoyed considerable scientific respect in Fliess’s day.
The first of these notions, which he published at the urging of Freud,
posited an intimate connection between the nose and the female
genitalia, a connection that Fleiss documented in the 1890s by point-
ing to such clinical phenomena as vicarious nosebleeding during
pregnancy and swelling of the turbinate bone during menstruation.’
Fliess’s second principal idea was that all human beings are bisexual
—possessing chemical substances (what today would be called hor-
mones) common to the opposite sex as well as their own. This second
idea was in turn linked to Fliess’s third scientific preoccupation,
namely, his belief that all life is regulated by two rhythms, a 23-day
male cycle and a 28-day female cycle.

Although all three of Fliess’s theories were subject to consider-
able debate around the turn of the century, these theories were also
considered scientifically plausible by many of Fliess’s colleagues—
Freud included. To appreciate the acceptance these ideas enjoyed,
one must understand the implicit evolutionary context in which they
seemed to make intuitive sense to those of Freud’s generation.

The relations between the nose and the female genital organs
had a long prehistory of medical research prior to Fliess’s interest in
this subject. In America, John Noland Mackenzie anticipated many
of Fliess’s ideas in an 1884 paper in which he cited most of the same
clinical phenomena as did Fliess a decade later. Mackenzie attributed
these pathogenic phenomena to ‘“the [phylogenetic] connecting link
between the sense of smell and erethism of the reproductive organs
exhibited in the lower animals.””!? Indeed, the genitalia, the nipples,
and the nose are the only parts of the body to possess erectile tissue;
and all three parts, as Mackenzie pointed out, become simultaneously
erect during sexual arousal. This is why some people suffer from
chronic nasal disturbance such as sneezing during sexual intercourse.

In the 1890s, Mackenzie’s and Fliess’s views enjoyed increasing
recognition and were endorsed, for example, by Freud’s eminent
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Viennese colleague Richard von Krafft-Ebing in his famous Psycho-
pathia Sexualis!' A few years later, Berlin sexologist Iwan Bloch also
subscribed to Fliess’s views, citing in this connection Ernst Haeckel’s
related theory that “‘erotic chemotropisms’ (smell in the wider sense)
were the “‘primal source” of all sexual attraction in nature.!? Freud
was personally familiar with this evolutionary logic, and he even
scored Iwan Bloch’s discussion of Haeckel’s primal-smell theory in
his own copy of Bloch’s book.!?> As one pro-Fliessian summed it
all up in 1914, “All this petty quibbling [about Fliess’s findings]
can change nothing. The relationship between the nose and the
genitalia is one that is founded deep in the history of evolutionary
development.”!# _

The subject of vital periodicity also had an evolutionary
rationale that has gone unmentioned by Freud’s biographers. In 1871
Charles Darwin had discussed the whole subject at some length in
The Descent of Man. He personally attributed the weekly and
monthly periodicities in many temporal aspects of vertebrate growth
and reproduction to the descent of all higher vertebrates from a
tidal-dependent marine organism similar to the present-day ascidians.
The ascidian, or sea-squirt, is a potato-sized organism that was once
thought to be a plant. But in 1866 the Russian embryologist
Aleksandr Kovalevsky made the remarkable discovery that the
embryonic stages of the ascidian possess a primitive notochord.!s
The ascidian was therefore hailed by Darwin and Haeckel as the
missing link between vertebrates and invertebrates, a highly impor-
tant piece of propaganda for evolutionary theory.

The ascidian, which lives in tidal zones, has its vital cycles regu-
lated fortnightly by changes in the tides. Its food supply conse-
quently undergoes changes week by week. On the basis of such facts,
Darwin had inferred that some animal closely allied to the present-
day ascidians must have been the original source of man’s own
periodic functions in gestation, growth, and disease; and these cycles,
he argued, continue to betray man’s “primordial birthplace” in the
sea.l®

Finally, the ascidian, like our remote vertebrate ancestors, is
bisexual, Darwin emphasized. This line of reasoning subsequently
gave rise to the dominant theory of homosexuality in the late 1890s,
namely, that this condition was a simple reversion, or developmental
arrest, approximating an ancestral state.!” The relationship between
bisexuality, homosexuality, and arrested libidinal development was
in turn crucial to Sigmund Freud’s whole theory of psychosexual
development, and it was Fliess who first brought this line of thought
to Freud’s attention in the 1890s.®
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In short, the Darwinian and evolutionary context of Fleiss’s
ideas on nose and sex, vital periodicity, and human bisexuality made
them seem far more plausible to Freud and his contemporaries than
psychoanalytic historians have led us to believe. Man, said Charles
Darwin in The Descent of Man (1871}, was descended from a bisexual,
lunar-cycle-dependent, tidal organism whose libido, said Ernst
Haeckel in his Anthropogenie (1874), was originally triggered by
chemotropisms (or smell in the wider sense). Seen in this evolutionary
context, Fliess’s ideas appeared to many to occupy the visionary
forefront, not the lunatic fringe, of “hard” science. By 1913, when
the Medical Society for Sexual Science was founded in Berlin, partly
to help gain recognition for Fliess, there were some individuals, like
Albert Eulenburg, the eminent neurologist, ardent Fliessian, and first
president of that society, who thought that Freudian psychoanalysis,
not Fliessian sexual biology, was the real pseudoscience of the two
great medical “systems’’ of the day.!®

What concerns me here, however, is not the popularity Fliess’s
theories enjoyed around the turn of the century, but rather the
influence they exerted on Freud. Although all three of Fliess’s scien-
tific preoccupations had a lasting impact upon the fundamental
conceptions of Freudian theory, Fliess’s theory of vital periodicity
was perhaps the most fruitful because it implied the necessary exis-
tence of spontaneous infantile sexuality—one of Freud’s two most
famous discoveries, the other being the meaning of dreams. Accord-
ing to Fliess, the mother’s two periods (the 23- and 28-day cycles)
were transmitted to the child in earliest embryonic life and were sup-
posed to determine the sex of the offspring and to regulate its further
maturation and vital activities until its death. It was to show that his
two periodic rhythms were biochemically sexual in nature that Fliess
was drawn to the problem of infantile sexuality. Fliess’s periodicity
theory, in contrast to prevailing scientific belief, posited that sexuality
begins with conception and intrauterine life, not with puberty. Birth
itself was supposed to be triggered by the tenth menstrual cycle (hence
the average gestation period in man, Fliess argued, of 270-80 days).?°
And so it was that Fliess seized eagerly upon the little-recognized
evidence for spontaneous infantile sexuality, and particularly for
the periodicity of its manifestations, as major corroboration of his
overall system of ideas.

In his monograph of 1897 he boldly asserted his case and backed
it up with considerable observational evidence. He claimed, for
example, that little boys regularly experience erections on their
periodic days “as early as the first months of life.””?! Fliess also
insisted that the impulse to sensual sucking occurs on such days and
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is merely a substitute for masturbation. He made similar claims about
the sexual nature of the excretory functions. In fact, Fliess largely
anticipated Freud’s later views about infantile erotogenic zones
and the polymorphously perverse nature of infantile sexuality.
Remember, moreover, that Fliess’s average infant was not just sexual;
it was doubly so—Dbisexual (itself a potentially ‘“‘perverse’ condition).
Finally, Fliess preceded Freud in believing that infantile sexual
activity could lead to a childhood actual neurosis, as his monograph
plainly shows in the case history of little Fritz, aged 33.%

Thus, when Sigmund Freud later claimed to have discovered
infantile sexuality, listing that as one of “the most unexpected”
findings of his psychoanalytic researches, he was in fact reiterating
one of Wilhelm Fliess’s equally pioneering insights.?> What Freud
" discovered during his famous self-analysis, a year after Fliess’s
monograph had appeared, was not infantile sexuality per se, but
rather a largely personal—that is, autobiographical—confirmation
of Fliess’s prior findings.

Freud did not just adopt infantile sexuality from Fliess, however.
He adopted much more, in particular the biological framework of
that discovery, inciuding the periodic and chemical aspects of the
process. Not only did Freud accept the periodic, Fliessian nature
of childhood sexual development, as can be seen in several passages
of the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), but he also
endorsed Fliess’s biomedical extension of this conception to include
the periodic nature of childhood anxiety neurosis. In The Inter-
pretation of Dreams (1900), for example, Freud wrote about attacks
of anxiety in childhood: ‘“Investigation would probably show a
periodicity in the occurrence of the attacks since an increase in
sexual libido can be brought about not only by accidental exciting
impressions but also by successive waves [schubweise] of spontaneous
developmental processes.”’**

Schub (“push,” “shove,” or “thrust”) and schubweise (‘‘by
thrusts”’) were the terms used by Wilhelm Fliess to describe the
periodic ebb and flow of all developmental processes. Freud, who
adopted these terms from Fliess, meant them to be understood in
the Fliessian sense of thrust, the technical meaning they have in
physics. These terms, used throughout Freud’s own writings on
infantile sexuality, have been consistently mistranslated into English
(for example, Entwicklungsschiibe as ‘‘progressive steps of develop-
ment”—Freud actually meant “thrusts of development’’—and Schiibe
as “steps,” when Freud actually meant Fliessian “thrusts”).*® Freud
also had Fliess’s laws in mind when he spoke of Verdrangungsschiibe
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—“thrusts of repression.” Freud made this particularly clear in 1913
when he suggested that the key to childhood fixations might lie in
Fliess’s laws of “Entwicklungsschiibe.””?°

This thrustlike aspect of human development was one that
Freud and Fliess had jointly sought to corroborate in the mid-1890s
by collecting relevant data from their various patients, relatives,
spouses, and children. In fact, Fliess even got Freud into the act of
testing his periodic laws on the intrauterine phase of human develop-
ment. Fliess’s first child (Robert), who served as the guinea pig in
many of Fliess’s observations on infantile sexuality, and Freud’s
sixth and last child (Anna) were born in the same month (December
1895). Just how far Freud’s scientific cooperation with Fliess’s
researches proceeded may be gathered from the following anony-
mous, but surely Freudian, observation subsequently attributed to
“a friendly colleague” by Fliess, who cited his anonymous friend
“word for word”:

My wife (VI para [delivery]) felt the first movements of the child
on July 10th [1895]. On the 3rd of December came the beginning
of labor and birth. On the 29th day of February her period resumed
again, My wife has always been regular since puberty. Her period
runs somewhat over 29 days. Now, from the 3rd of December fo
the 29th February exactly 88=3 X 291 days elapsed and from the
10th of July to the 3rd of December 146 5X 29— days passed.
For a period of somewhat over 29 days the birth therefore ensued
right on time and the first movements of the child fall on the 5th
menstrual date.?”

That these observations were made by Sigmund Freud and dealt
with his wife and youngest child Anna is corroborated by the date
of birth—Anna Freud was indeed born on 3 December 1895—and
by the birth order of the child—Anna was indeed Frau Freud’s
sixth delivery. Moreover, Fliess later used birth information on all
the Freud children, as well as those of Freud’s sister, in his larger book
Der Ablauf des Lebens (Figure 8-2).28 Such, then, was the nature of
the Fliessian periodicity that, according to Ernst Kris, contributed
nothing to the creation of psycho-analysis and supposedly lay at the
very “periphery”’ of Freud‘s scientific interests.?’

Fliess’s ideas about infantile sexuality influenced Freud not
only in the general manner I have just reviewed, but also in a series
of other specific ways that encompassed the Freudian notions of
sexual latency, sublimation, reaction formation, critical stages in
childhood sexual development, and even Freud’s theory of repres-
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Zwolftes Beispiel.

Frau Marie Freuds Kinder

Grete 4. August 1887 } 46— T
Lili 22. November 1888 } 1456 — I1
Martha 17. November 1892 '
I= 476 =17.28
II = 1456 = H2 .28
I+ 1 =1932 =69.28=3.23.28.

Figure 8-2. Fliess’s biorhythmic calculations concerning the temporal intervals
separating the birth dates of the three children of Marie Freud (Freud’s sister).
The second child was bormn 17-28 days after the first, and the third child was
born 52-28 days after the second. Finally, the interval between the first and the
third child (I + II) is an even multiple of 23-28. (From Fliess, Der Ablauf, p. 51.)

sion. In saying this, I do not mean to impugn Freud’s originality, for
he extended and transformed all of these Fliessian notions in creative
and fruitful ways. But Freud’s creativity does not diminish Fliess’s
importance in this transformation of ideas. I have documented these
various influences and intellectual transformations elsewhere,>® and
I shall explore only one aspect of them here, namely, those associated
with Freud’s general theory of oral, anal, and genital stages in
childhood sexual development.

THE BIOGENETIC CONTEXT OF FREUD’S THEORIES

Fliess’s theories commanded Freud’s respect not only in an evolu-
tionary context but also in a biogenetic one. According to the
“fundamental biogenetic law” advanced by Ernst Haeckel and other
late-nineteenth-century thinkers, “ontogeny recapitulates phylo-
geny””: that is to say, in man, the development from fetus to adulthcod
(ontogeny) is a brief recapitulation of the entire history of the race
(phylogeny).*! (See Figure 8-3.) Freud’s endorsement of this law
constitutes perhaps the least appreciated source of a priori biological
influence in all of psychoanalytic theory. For if the developing
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Figure 8-3. Ernst Haeckel’s famous illustration of the biogenetic law. Left lo
right: embryos of the pig, cow, rabbit, and human as they supposedly recapitu-
late their common ancestry. (From Anthropogenie, Plate 7.) Haeckel, in accor-
dance with an erroneous acceptance of the theory of the inheritance of acquired
characteristics, believed that adult stages become modified by experience and that
these modifications are then inherited and recapitulated at increasingly earlier
stages in the descendants. In other words, ontogeny was thought to be a sort of
memory for phylogeny, the experiences of which become condensed and abbrevi-
ated by ontogenetic repetition. In currently accepted Darwinian theory, there
is no such recapitulation in the Haeckelian sense. Embryos are not miniature
versions of ancestral adults but merely embryos. They resemble one another
more closely than adults simply because natural selection has acted far more
intensely upon the adult stages during the course of evolution, causing these
later stages, but not the embryos, to diverge.
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child recapitulates the history of the race, it must likewise recapitu-
late the sexual history of the race. This was one reason why Freud
was so enthusiastic about applying Fliess’s periodic laws to child-
hood sexual development, since sexuality in our remote ancestors
was presumably far more periodic than it is today.’? The child is
therefore destined to repeat these periodic processes.

The biogenetic law was also the primary reason why oral and
anal zones were such basic sources of infantile sexual excitation in
Freudian theory. Viewed in terms of this law, the prepubertal human
being must have the innate potential to reexperience all of the
archaic forms of sexual pleasure that once characterized the mature
life stages of our remote ancestors. According to Ernst Haeckel and
his popularizer Wilhelm Bolsche, sexuality evolved from a primeval
saclike organism, the gastraea, which was the original form of all
multicellular life.>® The first stage of sexuality was oral—eating, the
incorporation of one gastraea by another. Gradually, as the gastraea
evolved a gastrointestinal tract, the sexual organs became associated
with the cloaca, as in the crocodiles. Finally, true genitalia emerged
—the genital phase.

Not only did this phylogenetic logic underlie Freud’s earliest
(December 6, 1896) insights into the “extended” and “polymor-
phously perverse” nature of infantile sexual activity,** but it also
gave him, in later years, his most irrefutable justification for these
views. Here is what he had to say on this key point in his In troductory
Lectures on Psycho-Analysis:

In forming our judgement of the two courses of [instinctual ] develop-
ment—both of the ego and of the libido—we must lay emphasis on
a consideration which has not often hitherto been taken into account.
For both of them are at bottom heritages, abbreviated recapitula-
tions, of the development which all mankind has passed through
from its primaeval days over long periods of time. In the case of the
development of the libido, this phylogenetic origin is, I venture to
think, immediately obvious. Consider how in one class of animals
the genital apparatus is brought into the closest relation to the
mouth, while in another it cannot be distinguished from the excretory
apparatus, and in yet others it is linked to the motor organs—all
of which you will find attractively set out in W. Bolsche’s valuable
book.”® Among animals one can find, so to speak in petrified form,
every species of perversion of the [human ] sexual organization.>®

Freud elaborated upon this recapitulatory logic when he repeatedly
maintained in other writings that each major substage in the child’s
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“pregenital” phase of sexual development has preserved a specific
legacy of this phylogenetic influence.*’

It is likewise no accident that Karl Abraham, the disciple who
contributed the most to the psychoanalytic theory of libidinal
stages, was himself a former embryologist.’® Quick to endorse
Freud’s general biogenetic statements, Abraham referred to the
ontogenetic half of this doctrine when he emphasized that the
human anus is developed from the primitive blastopore mouth.*
His astute propaganda for the theory of infantile sexuality did not go
unnoticed by Freud, who cited Abraham’s observation in the next
edition of the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality *°

Thus, what many critics of psychoanalytic theory have con-
sidered an arbitrary equation of sensual with sexual in early childhood
experience was not so at all to Freud. Biogenetically, Freud, as well
as many of his contemporaries, perceived no other choice in the
matter. How far from the truth, then, is the myth that Freud’s
biogenetic speculations were merely ‘““late’ and ‘‘peripheral’” adjuncts
to his serious psychoanalytic researches*!' These biogenetic assump-
tions were absolutely crucial to his whole theory of psychosexual
development and were also respounsible for many of its most serious
defects. It was the biogenetic law, for example, that gave Freud’s
developmental theories their supposedly universal character and
allowed him to argue that a child need not be breast-fed to pass
through the oral stage, or threatened with castration to experience
a castration complex. In his writings on this subject he repeatedly
stressed that ‘‘the phylogenetic foundation has . .. the upper hand,”
providing these phases with their regularity, their independence from
culture, and their frequently terrifying and traumatic force** Thus
when Fritz Wittels, in his 1924 biography of Freud, ridiculed the
idea that every child is threatened with castration, Freud confidently
replied in the margin of his copy “‘und die Phylogenese?’’ (‘‘and what
of phylogeny?”’)*3

FIXATION, REGRESSION,
AND ORGANIC REPRESSION

Freud’s biogenetic conception of sexual development lent itself to
three additional notions that are also derived in significant part from
Darwinian theory. 1 am referring to Freud’s theories of fixation,
regression, and organic repression, ail developed in the late 1890s.
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According to the theory of fixation, the various component
instincts of the libido can become arrested at any stage of develop-
ment prior to reaching their final goal—that is, genital satisfaction
with a member of the opposite sex. Such preliminary stages are
necessarily perverse and phylogenetically archaic, since they involve
modes of sexual functioning other than genital pleasure.

The earliest mention of the idea of fixations (or developmental
arrests) is not in Freud’s psychoanalytic writings but rather in his
neuroanatomical ones. In his researches on petromyzon, published
in the late 1870s, Freud showed that certain large ganglion cells
had apparently been arrested in their evolutionary migration from
the spinal chord to the periphery (Figure 8-4). Freud concluded
that “it is not surprising if, in an animal that in many respects
represents a permanent embryo, there are cells that have remained
behind and that indicate the path the spinal ganglion cells once
traveled.”** To use Freud’s later psychoanalytic terminology, such
laggard cells were ‘‘fixated” in the midst of their evolutionary
course,

Years later, Freud cited the case of petromyzon in his Intro-
ductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis as a biological analogy to the
theory of libidinal fixations? But the doctrine of developmental
arrests was no mere “analogy.” Freud had continued to use it in his
work on cerebral paralyses in the 1880s and 1890s,* and he subse-
quently transferred it from that neurological application to the
domain of human sexual development.

Regression, the notion that disease involves a reversal of normal
developmental processes, is closely allied to the concept of fixation
in Freud’s theory. Neurotics become ill, according to Freud, either
through a complete fixation of the libido or through a partial fixation
followed by a subsequent regression to the point of libidinal fixation.
Freud adopted the theory of regression (dissolution) from dJohn
Hughlings Jackson, who in turn borrowed it from the evolutionary
philosophy of Herbert Spencer. The theory of regression enjoyed wide-
spread use in the late nineteenth century among those psychologists
influenced by evolutionary theory 4’

As Freud began to make his biogenetic beliefs more explicit
in his published writings after 1910, the notion of a regressive
tendency became even more crucial to his psychoanalytic system
of thought. If the biogenetic law, as Freud thought, relentlessly
compels the child to recapitulate the forward progress of the race,
it becomes difficult to account for neurosis (which is the outcome
of regressions to prior points of fixation) without positing a counter-
balancing force of regression. For without such a counterbalancing
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Figure 8-4. A transitional cellular element (0hz) between the central canal and
the posterior nerve root (hW) of petromyzon. Left: the cell in isolation. Right:
the cell in situ. Intermediate in form between large unipolar cells near the cen-
tral canal and the bipolar ganglia of the periphery, this cell appears to mark the
evolutionary path of ganglion cell migration toward the periphery. (From Freud,
“Uber Spinalganglien des Petromyzon,” Plate 3, Figures 3 and 4.)

force, everyone would eventually reach psychological normality,
and neurosis would be only a passing phase of development. In
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Freud indeed concluded that
just such a regressive force must exist. Following out the inexorable
logic of this idea, he termed this regressive tendency a ‘‘death”
instinct, since its ultimate outcome, if allowed to operate unrestrained,
would be a condition of nonlife, the stage prior to life. Freud con-
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trasted this death instinct with the biogenetically progressive force
inherent in the “life” instincts, and he reasoned that their joint
operation governs both normal mental life and regression to neurosis.
Freud’s enigmatic notion of a death instinct is therefore the logical
culmination of his biogenetic conception of human psycho sexual de-
velopment.

Freud’s notion of organic repression, which encompasses his
later theory of primal repression, dates from Freud’s speculations in
the Fliess correspondence about man’s adoption of upright posture.
Freud believed that the sense of smell, so important in mammalian
sexuality, had given way to the visual sense in human sexual evolution
when man become bipedal. As a result, smells formerly pleasurable
to man (such as excremental and sexual odors) were repudiated
and became a victim of reaction formation and organic repression.*®
The child, Freud believed, is forced to recapitulate this attitude
toward excremental odors. The anal stage and its repression are
accordingly innate.** In later years, Freud expanded this theory to
encompass the whole subject of primal repressions, which determine
the course of normal and abnormal development. ‘“‘Man’s archaic
heritage,” he explained in 1919, “forms the nucleus of the unconscious
mind; and whatever part of that heritage has to be left behind in
the advance to later phases of development . . . falls a victim to
the process of [organic] repression.”®® Susceptibility to neurosis,
Freud concluded, is the price man must pay for this phylogenetic
advancement.

It is possible, in short, to trace many of the most basic psycho-
analytic concepts to Freud’s prior thinking along biological lines.
Included among these psychobiological aspects of Freudian theory
are the notion of infantile sexuality, particularly its polymorphously
perverse and periodic (schubweise) nature; the theory of erotogenic
zones; sexual latency; sublimation; reaction formation; critical
stages in psychosexual development; and the theories of fixation,
regression, the death instinct, and organic repression. It is possible
to document, moreover, many other such ties to biology, including
those that led Freud to his theories of dreaming, religion, and the
origins of civilization ' But why, if this is so, did Freud tend to deny
these ties to biological theory in his later years? True, he never
ceased believing that biology was ‘‘a land of unlimited possibilities.””s?
But why did he also state, to cite a characteristic remark, that “We
have found it necessary to hold aloof from biological considerations
during our psychoanalytic work and to refrain from using them for
heuristic purposes. . . .”’?%% In historical retrospect, this and other
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similar disclaimers about possible biological influences in psycho-
analysis reveal a considerable ambivalence on Freud’s part.

RIVALRY, REDUCTIONISM, AND THE EMERGENCE
OF AN INDEPENDENT SCIENCE

The gradual emergence of Freud’s ambivalence toward biology was
the product of several mutually reinforcing influences. First, Freud
tended to equate biological reductionism with neurophysiological
reductionism, something that he had indeed largely abandoned as
a premature quest in the 1890s, just as he had earlier rejected the
even more crude attempts of his contemporaries to localize certain
brain functions andnervous disorders within specific areas of the brain.
In this connection, there can be little doubt that Freud was personally
quite sincere in his belief that a general psychological theory, freed
from the uncertain trappings of a poorly understood neurophysiology,
was the goal to which psychoanalysis should aspire in his own lifetime.
Similarly, Freud’s findings increasingly led him to reject the
prevailing medical doctrine of hereditary degeneration. He therefore
saw psychoanalysis, in contrast to the contemporary neurophysio-
logical doctrines he had spurned, as a distinctly psychological and
environmentalist science of the mind. Additionally, his new thera-
peutic methods tended to give special visibility to these psychological
aspects of his theories, and it was through this largely psychological
level of discourse that psychoanalysis achieved much of its subsequent
popularity. But Freud’s theories, in contrast to his methods of
therapy, were hardly any less biological after 1900 than before,
since he had increasingly replaced one form of biclogical reductionism
(neurophysiology) with another more promising one (evolutionary
theory) during the late 1890s. Freud was apparently unaware,
however, of just how biological his thinking had really remained.
In this connection, the influence of Darwinism in late-nineteenth-
century medical psychology was so widespread as to be almost
invisible to many of those, including Freud, who incorporated
evolutionary ideas into their thinking. But Freud’s deemphasis
of the biological roots of psychoanalysis encompassed more than
just his own incomplete awareness of Darwinian and other bio-
logical influences. It is Freud’s ambivalence toward biology that
requires explaining, and one must look still further for the full
reasons behind this growing ambivalence.
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Freud’s estrangement from Fliess provides an especially impor-
tant key to understanding Freud’s dramatic reversal in attitude
toward biology after 1900. According to the traditional psycho-
analytic account of the estrangement, Freud’s self-analysis finally
freed him of his neurotic need for Fliess and thereby allowed him
to recognize his friend for the pseudoscientist he really was>*
This traditional explanation is patently absurd, since Freud con-
tinued to believe in Fliess’s theories long after the estrangement
was complete’® Indeed, Freud never abandoned his belief that
human development is regulated by a biological periodicity or
that Wilhelm Fliess had documented two such vital periods. Freud
objected only to Fliess’s later use of complicated multiplications,
additions, and subtractions in order to account for irregular temporal
sums and hence to Fliess’s disregard for environmental influences as
a source of exceptions to his periodicity theory. The real explanation
for their estrangement lies in the increasing rivalry that marked their
cooperative attempts at biological reductionism.

In the 1890s, Freud had looked to Fliess to provide him with
the biological underpinnings of his psychoanalytic findings, a task
that Fliess more than amply fulfilled. By 1899, however, Fliess felt
entitled to claim a certain share in Freud’s theoretical formulations
and to be given credit where credit was due. He also had been extending
his own work in psychoanalytic directions, and he felt that Freud
should reciprocate by formally acknowledging a place in psycho-
analysis for the theories of bisexuality and periodicity. The issue
therefore arose as to whose scientific domain was really the more
important in their collaborative work; and Freud, anxious to preserve
the independence of psychoanalysis, increasingly shied away from
Fliess’s attempts to unify the two approaches. Fliess naturally felt
slighted by this attitude. The estrangement came to a head at their
Achensee “congress’ in 1900 when Freud flatly refused to acknowl-
edge the applicability of Fliess’s periodic laws to the course of
recovery achieved during psychoanalytic therapy’® Simultaneously,
Freud suffered a severe case of amnesia about Fliess’s priority in
applying bisexuality to the psyche when he suddenly claimed this
insight at Achensee as his own discovery®’ Fliess, convinced that
Freud was trying to steal his ideas, decided to withdraw from their
relationship. Freud, however, had no desire to end such a valuable
association, and he desperately tried to win Fliess back with the
announcement that he was going to write a book called “Bisexuality
in Man,” for which he would need Fliess’s considerable help! Freud
even offered to let Fliess coauthor the book, which was later published
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in 1905 as the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality. Fliess flatly
refused this offer, and so the relationship finally came to an end
in 1902.

Or almost to an end; for subsequently there was an unfortunate
priority dispute involving Freud, Fliess, and the philosopher Otto
Weininger. In 1900 Freud had unwittingly been the instrument by
which Fliess’s theory of bisexuality had found its way to Weininger
through one of Freud’s students, Hermann Swoboda. Weininger had
actually come to Freud in 1902 with a manuscript, in which Fliess’s
purloined theory of psychical bisexuality played a prominent role.
The manuscript, entitled Geschlecht und Charackter, immediately
became a bestseller when it was published in 1903 % In it, Weininger
had foolishly claimed the notion of bisexuality in the psyche as his
own discovery; and Freud, knowing Weininger’s true source for the
idea, had failed to correct the situation. Fliess, who was naturally
anxious to establish his priority over Weininger, subsequently pub-
lished portions of his correspondence with Freud in which Freud had
admitted to an unconscious desire to rob Fliess of his originality 5
Freud was outraged; and, in partial retaliation, he deleted one of his
three acknowledgments of Fliess’s scientific influence from the later
editions of the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality.

The emotional scar left by the estrangement was a deep one.
Above all, the estrangement was what prompted Freud to begin
reevaluating the proper relationship between biology and psycho-
analysis. Biological theory, as he had painfully learned from the
Fliess episode, was a double-edged sword. In the 1890s, Freud had
used it with great success to provide the foundations for a complex
and highly sophisticated psychobiology of mind. But there was no
guarantee that his followers, in the future, would choose to emphasize
the same biological assumptions and therefore the same psycho-
biological consequences. Indeed, the rise of the psychoanalytic
movement was punctuated by the same sorts of reductionistic and
biological disagreements that had characterized Freud’s estrangement
from Fliess. Various followers began to stress different biological
suppositions, and they were soon developing rival theories that
proved incompatible with Freud’s own. Stekel, Adler, and Sadger, for
example, all sought to apply Wilhelm Fliess’s theories of bisexuality
and periodicity to various psychological problems. Freud strenuously
opposed these efforts. To Karl Abraham he wrote in 1914: “The
subjection of our psycho-analysis to a Fliessian sexual biology would
be no less a disaster than its subjection to any system of ethics,
metaphysics, or anything of the sort. ... We must at all costs remain
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independent and maintain our equal rights. Ultimately we shall be
able to come together with all the parallel sciences.”’®®

When Alfred Adler, drawing upon the theory of bisexuality,
developed his novel ideas about inferiority feelings and the masculine
protest, Freud responded bluntly at the Vienna Psychoanalytic
Society:

. one faces his [Adler’s] expositions with a certain feeling
of alienation, because Adler subjects the psychological material too
soon to biological points of view, thus arriving at conclusions that
are not yet warranted by the psychological material,

. . The example of Fliess, who offers a biological charac-
terization {of the neuroses], has misled many !

‘““Adler is a little Fliess come to life again,”” Freud declared to Ferenczi
in 1910. “And his appendage Stekel is at least called Wilhelm.”’®?

In the case of Carl Jung, the principal source of disagreement
with Freud was Jung’s variant interpretation of libidinal evolution.
Jung believed that portions of the libide had become desexualized in
the course of phylogeny and were now the basis for many nonsexual
aspects of neurotic symptomology. Jung also rejected Freud’s
doctrines of infantile sexuality and sexual latency on biological
grounds. ‘“‘Such a process of development,” Jung argued, “would be
biologically unique, In conformity with this theory we would have to
assume, for instance, that when a plant forms a bud from which
a blossom begins to unfold, the blossom is taken back again before it
is fully developed, and is again hidden within the bud, to reappear
later on in a similar form.”®® Jung flatly dismissed this biological
scheme as an “impossible supposition.”

It is in the context of these defections over the biological
assumptions of his own and other’s theories that Freud increasingly
came to see himself as a pure psychologist. It was his rivals, Freud
claimed, not himself, whose theories were unfortunately tainted by
excessive and unwarranted biological points of view.*® Knowing that
his innovative and far-reaching paradigm of mind needed considerable
time to be tested, Freud actively sought to limit his remaining
followers to the safer domain of pure psychology. Once, when
prompted to define his attitude toward the organic approach to
mental illness that Adler and Stekel had termed organ language,
Freud unhesitatingly replied: “I had to restrain the analysts from
investigations of this kind for educational reasons. Innervations,
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enlargements of blood vessels, and nervous paths would have been
too dangerous a temptation for them. They had to learn to limit
themselves to psychological ways of thought.”’®> ““It was they,”’ John
Bumham similarly comments about Freud’s followers, ‘“who parti-
cularly . . . saw in his [Freud’s] writings the ‘purely psychological’
level of discourse. Those born later than Freud were more at ease
than he with [psychological] ‘fictions’ . . . , that is, hypothetical
models. . . .”’%® Moreover, a strictly psychological conception of the
origins of psychoanalysis allowed Freud’s followers to envision his
outmoded Lamarckian and biogenetic assumptions as ‘“‘late’” and
“peripheral’ additions to his theoretical repertoire. Freud was
generally seen as having been spurred on in this respect by the more
speculative tendencies of Ferenczi and Jung, who became convenient
scapegoats for explaining Freud’s own endorsement of these biological
principles.®’

In addition, a strictly psychological account of the origins of
psychoanalysis constituted a strictly empirical account, one empha-
sizing the clinical basis of Freud’s discoveries at the expense of the
theoretical preconceptions that gave these clinical findings much of
their meaning. An empiricist conception of Freud’s discoveries was
also highly consonant with Freud’s own positivist leanings. Further
enhancing this positivist conception of history was the Baconian
self-image revolutionary movements in science typically seek to
cultivate in the face of vehement opposition.®®

Greatly reinforcing this psychological perspective on psy-
choanalytic history was the whole process of psychoanalytic
education that Freud and his movement soon developed. To the
average psychoanalyst, who was increasingly taught his discipline
through a training analysis involving an enormous commitment of
time and expense, it became difficult to imagine that Freud might
have learned much of his own science somewhat differently, that is,
in the physiological laboratory and from books and ideas that were
to a large extent psychobiological. Compared with later psycho-
analysts, Freud’s intellectual development was unique, and much of
that uniqueness has remained little appreciated by psychoanalysts.
Who, for example, among psychoanalysts today ever reads Freud’s
stillluntranslated works in neuroanatomy and neurophysiology or
studies in detail his pre-1900 publications? Indeed, the whole tenor
of traditional psychoanalytic history has been to write about the
past in such a manner that it appears to lead up to, and to confirm,
the present conception of the ‘“psychoanalytic experience.” This
tendency, termed ‘‘Whiggish history’” by Herbert Butterfield, has
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greatly enhanced the psychological and clinical perspectives that
psychoanalysts have developed about their own history. But it has
also provided a powerful obstacle to reconstructing the history of
psychoanalysis as it really happened °°

BIOLOGY AND THE FREUD LEGEND

It is hardly surprising, then, that Freud’s own biological assump-
tions eventually became crypto-biological ones, obscured by the
increasingly elaborate psychoanalytic accounts that he and his
biographers provided for the emergence of his ideas. Freud, for
example, never once mentioned his personal debt to Wilhelm Fliess’s
pioneering researches on infantile sexuality. In fact, he repeatedly
claimed that he himself had been the first to discover the sexual
life of the child and that only his researches—particularly his inven-
tion of the psychoanalytic method—had made this discovery possible.
“None, however, but physicians who practise psycho-analysis,” he
wrote in his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, “can have
any access whatever to this sphere of knowledge. If mankind had
been able to learn from a direct observation of children, these three
essays could have remained unwritten.””’°
Freud also failed to mention Fliess, even once, in his Auto-
biography. Until the Fliess correspondence was finally published in
1950, few analysts had any idea how close these two men had once
been. Moreover, Fliess’s theories had been thoroughly refuted in the
- meantime, so the discovery of his intimate personal association with
Freud during the latter’s years of great discovery was about as
welcome as if a Velikovsky had turned out to be Albert Einstein’s
closest confidant during the development of relativity theory. This
embarrassing situation was partly neutralized when the editors of
the Fliess correspondence (Emst Kris, Marie Bonaparte, and Anna
Freud) omitted from publication most of those portions of Freud’s
letters in which he sought to relate his emerging theories to the
scientific work of his friend Fliess.”! After 1950, innumerable myths
and misconceptions about Fliess were fostered by psychoanalyst-
historians, especially Ernst Kris and Ernest Jones, in order to mini-
mize Fliess’s intellectual role in Freud’s life. These misconceptions
eventually allowed psychoanalytic history to be stood on its head, as
with the following assertion by Marthe Robert: ““It can be assumed. . . .
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that when Freud came to think that the links between his psychology
and physiology and physics were looser than he had first believed
—for instance, when he discovered infantile sexuality —Fliess had
some difficulty in following him along a path so far removed from his
own.”’? So Fliess—the incorrigible pseudoscientist—was apparently
incapable of understanding infantile sexuality, the very subject he had
been so instrumental in bringing to Freud’s attention in the 1890s!

Elsewhere 1 have documented this process of mythification
more extensively than I can do here® But I would like briefly to
delineate the way in which Freud’s increasingly crypto-biological
status as a thinker has nurtured the Freud legend. The more Freud
and his psychoanalyst-biographers lost sight of Freud’s manifold
intellectual ties to Fliess, biology, Darwinism, and many other con-
temporary sources of inspiration, the more they required a convincing
substitute history to explain how Freud had actually made his
discoveries. The myth of the isolated hero, with its dramatic emphasis
on Freud’s self-analytic path to discovery, effectively supplied that
substitute history.

Fritz Wittels first suggested in his 1924 biography of Freud
that Freud’s self-analysis must have been the source for his pioneering
discovery of infantile sexuality’* Freud, despite his formal objec-
tions to many aspects of Wittel’s book, acquiesced to this particular
suggestion, although he never made such a claim himself. Over the
succeeding years, the story of Freud’s mysterious seif-analysis became
invested with many other aspects of intellectual discovery, until it
seemed almost limitless in its powers of historical explanation. To
the self-analysis were attributed Freud’s abandonment of the seduc-
tion theory, his formulation of the Oedipus complex, the free
association technique, the concepts of transference and resistance,
and even Freud’s discovery of the unconscious.”” “‘Psychoanalysis
proper,” conclides one such spokesman for this traditional position,
“is essentially a product of Freud’s self-analysis.””’® Anything with
no other apparent historical explanation was attributed to this
“catch-all” event in Freud’s life. Take, for example, Freud’s puzzling
abandonment of biological reductionism and the Project for a
Scientific Psychology (1895) in favor of a pure psychology. No
problem. The self-analysis, says Reuben Fine, precipitated ‘“the
decisive change in . . . [Freud’s] interests from neurology to psy-
chology, and created a whole new science, psychoanalysis.”””” In short,
what may be characterized as ‘“the myth of the hero’ became
a highly convincing alternative to Freud as a nineteenth-century
psychobiologist.
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FREUD’S ACHIEVEMENTS IN RETROSPECT

Where does this revisionist historical analysis leave Sigmund Freud?
Acceptance of Freud’s historical debt to biology requires a rather
uncongenial conclusion for many psychoanalytic practitioners,
namely, that Freud’s theories reflect certain outmoded nineteenth-
century biological assumptions, particularly those of a psycho-
physicalist, Lamarckian, and biogenetic nature. There can be little
question that these faulty assumptions bolstered the heart of his
developmental theories, inspired many of his most controversial
psychoanalytic claims, and prevented Freud from accepting negative
findings and alternative explanations for his views. So plausible were
these assumptions in Freud’s day that he was not always aware, even
himself, of how much faith he placed in them or of how much his
seemingly ‘“‘empirical” observations were influenced by them. But
plausible or not, such assumptions are nevertheless wrong; and much
that is wrong with psychoanalytic theory, as Freud conceived if,
may be traced directly back to them. To cite a prime example,
dozens of systematic research studies have been unable to provide
convincing corroboration for the theory that oral and anal stages
of development are the direct sources of the various personality
traits that Freud himself ascribed to these stages.”® But if one is
not wedded to Freud’s biogenetic views, which dictated the close
conceptual ties between abandoned erotogenic zones, reaction
formation, organic repression, and character traits, it is possible
to see why Freud’s particular developmental explanation might
prove problematical. Similar examples of psychoanalytic ideas having
an unsound biological base might be cited from the theory of dreaming,
Freud’s binary conception of life and death instincts, and his views
on culture and civilization.

Still what remains today of Freud’s insights and influence is
remarkable indeed and provided ample testimony to his greatness.
What is more, a historical understanding of Freud’s achievements in
no way diminishes the man’s genius, which has hitherto been shrouded
in psychoanalytic legend.”” Above all, Freud’s writings may be said
to contain a richness of thought and observation about human
behavior that will continue to outlive the particular theoretical
constructs he championed.®® In Freud’s own lifetime, amidst the
storm of controversy over his psychoanalytic claims, Havelock Ellis
summed up this timeless quality to Freud’s insights: “But if . . .
Freud sometimes selects a very thin thread [in tying together his
theoretical arguments], he seldom fails to string pearls on it, and
these have their value whether the thread snaps or not.”®!



Freud and Biology 221

As for the Freud legend, we must not be too harsh on those
who created it. For psychoanalytic history is really no different
from history in general, which customarily has its origins in myth.
If myth has nevertheless continued to rule psychoanalytic history,
this circumstance reflects not only the highly functional role myth
has played in the psychoanalytic movement but also the indisputably
heroic life Freud actually led. The Freud legend, then, is a natural
outgrowth of Freud’s intellectual greatness or, more precisely, of
the countless intellectual battles and elaborate protective mechanisms
that such greatness inevitably inspires.
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