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-----ANTONY FLEW------

Motives and the Unconscious 

There is, for instance, a lack of trained clarifiers, who 
might properly co-ordinate t11e various propositions with 
each other or try to eliminate the inequities ot language in 
psychoanalysis. 

Ernst Kris (24) 
I 

I WANT to do two main things: first, to reformulate, to explain, and, as 
far as is then necessary, to defend a thesis about the logical status of 
the discovery of the unconscious mind; and second, to point one or 
two morals which are implicit in this thesis. It is one salvaged from a 
controversy which began in the journal, Aualysis, in which it was in
adequately and inaccurately formulated, and unfortunately entangled 
with various curiously misguided side issues (33, 7, 12, 28, 29, 34, 18, 
and 9). But for the present, without any refinements of qualification, 
it is simply that the kernel of Freud's discovery was this: if you are 
prepared so to extend such notions as motive, inteution, purpose, wish, 
and desire that it becomes proper to speak of motives and so forth which 
are not known to, and the behavior resulting from which is not under 
the immediate control of, the person who harbors them, then you can 
interpret (and even guide) far more of human behavior in terms of 
concepts of this sort than any sophisticated adult had previously real
ized. The morals all arise from the peculiarities of the notions which 
are being thus extended; these peculiarities are such as to ensure that 
their central. and basic place in psychoanalysis must give this discipline 
a logical status differen t from, though not of course for that reason 

NOTE: A first version of this paper was originally delivered in Jnne, 19)4 at a con· 
ferencc on the philoso1>hy of psychoanalysis, spousorcd by tlte Center for Philosophy 
of Science of the lJniversity of Minnesota. J wish to thank the Center for their 
generosity in making it possible for me to attend that conference and for their 
permission to publish 1'11is paper. 
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either inferior or superior to, that of sciences concerned with things 
other than human beings, and even from that of sciences concerned 
with less distinctively human aspects of human beings. 

I shall draw most of my evidence from those of Freud's works which 
are classical and fundamental. It may be suggested that these are all 
out of date. But first, it is more than doubtful whether in the relevant 
respects this is true, because they arc sbll regarded as essential in the 
training of analysts; and because we have been able to find plenty of 
parallel passages in recent works by orthodox Freudians. And, second, 
even if they did represent a closed incident in the history of thought, 
Freud's stature was sufficient to justify the study of his ideas in their 
own right. 

n 
I . a. T he degree of extension required to allow us to speak of motives, 

etc., which are unrecognized or even honestly repudiated by their 
'owners' varies from case to case. It is perhaps least of a stretch with 
motives and wishes: for, without benefit of Freud, people have come 
to admit underlying motives which they had not recognized ( 34, pp. 
185-86); while notoriously some are as slow to realize as others are 
swift to mistake themselves to be in love. The stretch seems to be 
greatest with intentfons; for surely before Freud we ought to have been 
at the very least extremely uneasy about talk of intentions which had 
never been consciously formulated, and which would not even be 
admitted by the intender if the question were raised and he gave an 
ingenuous answer after reflection. Of course Freud himself was at 
considerable pains to point out, particularly in The Psychopathology 
of Everyday Life but also elsewhere in his more apologetic works, that 
here he was continuing and systematizing extensions to which many 
sensitive observers of human nature, as well as plain men in their more 
percipient moments, were already considerably inclined.* But, in de
veloping techniques for bringing to consciousness motives which had 
been buried much more deeply than any previously recognized, he 
achieved something which, if it was to be described in this way, de
manded an extension much greater in degree than these, inasmuch as 
the t ime, trouble, and understanding of people needed to get a patient 

•.The. his to~ian o~ ideas m!ght like to notice _the foll owing, for instance: "the real 
111ollvel> 1111pcllmg 111111 remam unknown to 111111 ••• hen(."C he imagines folse or 
11 pp11 rc11t motive:~"' ( I 0, p. S 11 , lc:ttc:r to Mehring). 
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to recognize deeply unconscious material is so immeasurably more than 
that needed with an ordinary unrecognized but unrepressed desire (12, 
pp.12-13 [144-45} *). 

b. A second extension required by Freud's conception of the un
conscious is more disturbing and apparently less obvious, for it was 
not remarked in the earlier discussions. The first involved that bits of a 
person's behavior could be said to be motivated (etc., mutatis mutandis) 
in such and such a way, although he either did not know they were 
motivated, or did not know what the motive was, or was mistaken as 
to what it was.t The second allowed this, even of items which were 
beyond his voluntary control. Now, in general, before a piece of behavior 
can correctly be said to be motivated (etc.) in the ordinary (conscious) 
sense, the behaver must be unable honestly to deny his motive (etc.), 
and the behavior must be voluntary. TI1ese two things are quite dif
ferent: but they go together so regularly that we have evolved a large 
vocabulary of terms whose criteria of applicability involve both; and 
the terms which Freud is stretching all belong, with grCfiter or less 
degrees of definiteness, to this group. All the members of the group 
have their idiosyncrasies. Usage is not as precise as one could wish. 
Nor is membership completely determinate at the edges. But at least 
in the most typical cases the general rule applies: (consciously} moti
vated behavior is voluntary. On the other hand, where Freud wants 
to speak of unconscious motives, particularly for errors, dreams, and 
obsessive actions, typically this is precisely not the case. Again there 
may be some exceptions, and certainly the range and complexity both 
of the human situations and of the language in which responsibility 
may be ascribed or disclaimed is fabulously greater than is allowed for 
in this present rough-and-ready dichotomy between those performances 
which a person could and those which he could not have helped. Never
theless, the general position is clear. 

2. That Freud and his followers are concerned, in these extended 
senses of the words, with motives, wishes, intentions, purposes, desires, 
and the lik!! is abundantly obvious from even a cursory examination 
of the elementary and classical texts of psychoanalysis. It is words such 

• T he first pages listed refer to the original article, the bracketed pages to the 
reprinted article. ·niis pro<·cdnrc will be followed throughout th is paper. 

I By the way. the term "hchavior' ' is quite properly used to cover d reams here· for 
1•rc11d stipulated that "exact ly wl1;1t the dreamer tells is to count as the dream" { 14 
p. 68). • 
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as these which are constantly employed (12, especially pp. 8-9 [144-
45]) : any suggestion tl1at they are being systematically misused may 
be rebutted by considering typical illustrations. Take, for instance, that 
of the obsessional behavior which no longer seems mad when the 
story of the patient's traumatic wedding night has been uncovered, and 
we think of all her performances as repetitions and representations of 
her husband's ineffective efforts, ending in a biz.a.Ire attempt to con
vince the maid that he had not in fact proved impotent; and of these 
and the illness which they constitute as motivated by the desire "to 
shield him from malicious gossip, to justify her separation from him, 
and to make a comfortable existence apart from her possible for him" 
(14, p. 220, pp. 221- 24). Further evidence of the same sort might be 
cited indefinitely. We labor the point only because there was some 
inclination in the Analysis discussion to overlook the fact that examina
tion of psychoanalytic literature is a prerequisite for doing philosophy 
about this discipline, and even cavalierly to dismiss all such evidence.* 

3. Freud himself showed inklings that the introduction of the conceir 
tion of the unconscious involved changes in the notions of motive, etc., 
as when he wrote of "the psychoanalytical definition of the mind," de
fending the dispute about this innovation against the charge of being 
"an empty wrangle over words" (14, pp. 16-17). Or again he attacks 
as "thoroughly unpractical," in his metapsychological study Tile Un
conscious, "the conventional identification of the mental with the con
scious" { 17, Vol. JV, p. 100: "conventional" here definitely refers to 
a "convention of nomenclature"; whereas "metapsychology" is not 
being used in what would be the philosopher's sense, Ibid., p. 7). He 
is thoroughly aware of the main justifications for these conceptual in
novations: that, obviously, the notion of the unconscious provides the 
theoretical basis for psychoanalytic therapy t; and that, not quite so 

"' "l\·1any articles could be written showing that Freud was not overconscious of 
verbal and methodological niceties and l have no intention of replying in detai l to 
Mr: Fl.ew's o~slangJit" (2, p. IOS [Sl]). Well, perliaps; but it would be extraordi· 
nanly mterestmg to have even one article designed to prove the radical thesis that 
the regular and consistent use of terms like "motive" by Freud and his followers has 
been systematicolly misguided, though Peters himself is unl ikely to produce suc11 :i 

paper, h<:_in~ inclined to dismiss out of hand ''.the vagaries of 'ordinary language' " 
(2, p. 14,) 111 fovor of a newfongled concept takmg over the word "motive." Unnson 
has arg11cil lhat tl1is particular new co11ception has little if any present appliration 
(14. p. 189) . 

I Kg., " the a~s11111pt ion of the nncomcions helps ns to conslT11ct n highly sm•rcss· 
lul p111d i<~1l 111l'lhud .. :· (17, Vol. IV, p. 99). 
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obviously, it makes possible a large expansion both of the frontiers of 
psychology • and of the understanding of phenomena within these in 
psychological terms.t In speaking of "psychological terms" Freud usually 
seems to have had in mind primarily and in the first instance just such 
tenns as motive, purpose, desire, wisl1, want, intention,! and, standing 
rather apart, meaning**; but of course it must not be mistakenly su:ir 
posed that this commits him to expelling from the empire of psychology 
any other phenomena previously subject to its jurisdiction. 

4. All this brings out that the unconscious starts as almost a paradigm 
case of a logical construction, or 'intervening variable' (25); and shows 
out of what the construction is made, between what the variable inter
vencs.tt l bat is to say that talk of the unconscious starts as simply a 
particular shorthand way of talking about unconscious motives, etc. But 
it has not always been allowed to retain that status. Ilavi.ng formed a 
new noun from an adjective, Freud occasionally fell for the tempta
tion to think that it was the word for a thing: not "une fa~n de parler'' 
but "something actual and tangible" which can "produce something so 
reaJ and palpable as an obsessive action" { 14, pp. 234-35) .t t It has 

•E.g., "Vile have widened the domain of mental t>henomena to a very consider· 
able extcut and have won for psychology phenomena which wc:rc never before accred
ited to it" (H, p. 47). 

t E.g., ."All these conscious acts. remain disco!1flccted and unintelligible if we 
:ire dt:termme<l to hold fast to the claim tliat every smglc mental act performed within 
us mnst be consciously experien<:<."<l ... " (17, Vol. IV, p. 99; cf. also Vol. V, 
p. 382). 

i I cannot find a suitable single nutshell te.xt: but consider the sort of evidence 
he brings to prove that, for example, "dreams arc not a somatic, bnt a mental, phe
nomenon,'' which is explained as meaning that "they arc a pccformancc and an 
uttcr.mce on the part of the dreamer" (14, p. 82; cf. also 17 Vol. V, pp. 377 ff.). 
And compare, though tl1is is no sort of evidence as to what Freud thought MacDong· 
all's rt:mar~: " Purposive ~ction ~ the most fundamcnt:il category of psychology; just 
:is the rnotion of a matenal particle ... has long been tl1e fundamental category of 
physical science." 

0 ·nie. importance of this notion has not previou.~ly been noted eit11er here or in 
U1c analysis controversy. It would repay special examination : for wh:it is i11volvt:<l 
seems to range through a spcetnnu of cases shading from, at one extreme, mt:rc rcle· 
vance, through the ge!1er~l possibility of motivational interpretation, to the other 
extreme where the claim 1s that the performances, dreams, arc clcmc11ts i11 a fulJ. 
blown language. 

t t "For to say that :i clrnir is a logical construction out of appearam·cs of a d1:1ir is 
1 o ~ar that :' chair is related to its appea~anecs not a~ a thi11.g is rcl:ited to 1 lit· i11111gt·s 
of 1t 1n a nmmr, 1101 as :1 rnt•mb~r of P.arlmmcnt to lus con~tilucnts. 11111 as lh<· average 
pl11111hcr lo plmnbers, as a fanuly M its mcmhcrs, as encri,'Y to its 111:111ift·~tatio11s, as 
cl<xtro11s to the evidentc for clcdmns" ( 36, p. 20)). 

l l It wns partly to dispose of I his sort of thing th:1t I int rodtH"t'(l l ht• 1101 ion ol 
dficic11t l'a11scs i11tu the original discnssio11, though mainly in the hop<· thus to l11i11g 
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been regarded as the name of a region of the mind: the elusive scene 
of many colorful proceedings, a country in diplomatic and topographical 
relations with others, such as the preconscious which was early separated 
from it. Again it has been given another sense, that in which it is 
abbreviated to ucs, and 1s defined as referring to a system: I am unsure 
how much solid content is to be given to the word translated "system"; 
but if the new sense is to have any point it must have some, and inso
far as it has, there is need for some justification for the employment 
of the term (17, Vol. IV, pp. 104-9). All of which is no doubt per
fectly well so long as no one forgets how empty of literal meaning 
such metaphorical talk about a logical construction may become (9, 
pp. 193-94). 

5. We have noticed two conceptual changes involved in the intro
duction of the idea of the unconscious ( l.a. and l.b.); and we do not 
say, for we are disinclined to believe, that there are not others. The 
second of these two calls for two remarks. 

a. First, this conceptual change is obviously important for assessing 
the ethical implications of Freud's discoveries. In his paper on "Moral 
Responsibility for the Content of Dreams," Freud failed to note that 
no one can stop himself from dreaming (in the non-behaviorist sense 
of "dream" into which he had here inevitably lapsed). So he concludes 
too easily that "the problem of responsibility for tbe immoral content 
of dreams no longer exists for us as it formerly did for writers who 
knew nothing of latent dream-thoughts and the repressed part of our 
mental life . . . one must hold oneself responsible for the evil impulses 
of one's dreams" (17, Vol. V, p. 156).* This is all very well, providing 
that it is clearly understood to mean no more than that insofar as we 
accept the Freudian theory, we must accept that the unconscious desires 
(etc.) revealed in our dreams, like the recognized desires (etc., mutatis 
mutandis), of our waking hours, provide indications of the sort of 
people we are. But it will not do at all if it is to be taken as implying 

Ollt the peculiarity of the motivational concepts which are so fundamental in psycl10· 
analysis (12, pp. 8- 15 [143-481). But Unnson showed that th is move was miscon· 
ccived (34, passim). By the way, responsibility for certain of the remarks and illus
trations attributed by Gardiner to Toulmin belongs in fact to me ( l 8, p . l 3n). 

•The historian of ideas may enjoy noticing Hume's remark: "Several momlists 
h:ivc rct'Ommcnded it ;1s an excellent method of becoming :icquaintcd with our own 
lic:irts. :111<1 knowing cmr progre~s in virtue, to recollect our dre:uns in a morning, and 
c·x11111i11c them with the same rigour that we would onr most serious and must d clib· 
crntc 11rti1111s" (2 1. 1.4, p. 21'>). 
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that a man can as fairly be praised or blamed, rewarded or punished, 
for the activities of his dreams as for the deliberate actions of his 
waking life, precisely because the former are not, whereas the latter are, 
under his control.* 

b. Second, this conceptual change can throw light on Toulmin's 
extraordinary thesis that "if a fully-fledged analytic explanation is not 
part of a successful cure, we do not regard it as a 'correct' t:xplanation: 
therapeutic failure is as fatal to an explanation in psychoanalysis as 
predictive failure is to an explanation in physics" ( 33, p. 29 [p. 138]). 
Against this Dingle argued simply that "the reasons why an abnormally 
large proportion of the phenomena with which psychoanalysis is con
cerned is associated with cures are clear enough" (7, p. 65); it is a 
purely contingent matter of humanitarianism and the practical needs 
to secure the cooperation of subjects and the payment of analysts. (This 
Freud said in 14, p. 217. He showed the same thing by his unfortunate 
willingness to analyze Moses posthumously and primitive people.5 at 
a distance and, one might add, both on the basis of evidence which 
was quite inadequate and/or unreliable. For in these cases there could 
be no question of cure.) Further, Peters quoted devastatingly a passage 
from Freud to rebuke TouJmin's apparent ignorance of the toil, stress 
of soul, and conflict involved in the struggle for a cure; and provided 
a framework of relevant distinctions between diagnostic, therapeutic, 
and two different theoretical functions. TI1e same passage shows that 
Freud distinguished between, on the one hand, the discovery by the 
analyst and, on the other, the acceptance by the patient of an explana-

* For the purposes of this paper we can generally afford to neglect the differences 
between desires, wishes, motives, int.entious and purposes, which might for other pur
poses be crucial. But perhaps we should just notice here one obvious point which 
applies to wishes and desires but not to purposes and intentions; namely, that even 
conscious wishes and desires, and a fortiori unconscious ones, are not under immediate 
control in the sense that we can start or stop ourselves wanting at will; what we 
meant above by desires being "under the immediate control of t11e person who 
liarbonrs them" is that he can control their expression in action. I cannot, at least 
in the short run, help devoutly wishing for some consummation; but r cnn, usnnlly 
at any rate, help doing anything about it (9, p. 179). It is all very well to echo 
Christ in saying "Everyone that looketh on a woman to lust after her hat·h com· 
mitted adultery with her nlrcady in his heart" (i\.fatt. 5: 28 ), so long ns you do not 
permit this inspired pnrnclox of assimilation to mislead you to overlook pcclcslrian but 
vit:il distinctions: between wh:it a pcr.>on can, and what he cannot, help; and hctween 
th inkin~ of doing something, and actually doing it. Freud clsewl1erc quotc:s Plato as 
saying ' that the good arc thosc who content themselves wi th drc1111i11g of what 
olhcrs, tlic wicked, a("tlu11ly do" ( 1'1, p. I 22). 
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tion; and that it is this latter which "is often enough to relieve mental 
illness" ( 33, p. 24 [133]) . It is easy, if only one goes a little beyond 
the first volume of the Collected Papers, to find further examples to 
show what is actually the accepted usage of analysts.* This is the sort 
of evidence which is appropriate here, and it must be decisive ( 13 
passim), unless Toulmin can show that analysts have been misled by 
some radical misconception. Furthermore, not only do analysts not in 
fact insist that association with a cure is a necessary condition of "a 
'correct' explanation," but non- and rival analysts notoriously and rightly 
refuse to concede that it is even a sufficient one (see, e.g., 11, Chaps. 
10-12 passim ). 

But still, why should Toulmin think that the identification of explana
tion with cure, combined with a recognition of the distinctive concern 
of psychoanalysis with motives and desires, shows that there "need be 
nothing mysterious ... about the therapeutic success of psyc11oanaly
sis" ( 33, p. 27 [p. 138])? This might be explained partly by direct refer
ence to our distinction above between two sorts of extension necessary 
to make it proper to speak of unconscious motives, etc.: the one to 
allow of motives, etc. (more deeply) concealed from their 'owners' (than 
any usually recognized before); the other to enable us to attribute 
motives to behavior beyond our control. For if there were no distinc
tion to be made between the recognition of one's motive for, and the 
ability to control, behavior, then indeed there would be no problem 
of why hysterical and obsessional symptoms (sometimes) vanish when 
their unconscious motives are recognized. Another part of the explana
tion might be this. Supposing it were to have been the case that "re
vealing to the mentally ill the contents of their unconscious minds" 
was simply a matter of offering them "the ... psychoanalytic explana
tion . . . as presented by an analyst at the end of a series of consul
tations" ( 33, p. 24, p. 27 [133, 138)) ; and supposing also that associa
tion with a cure were part of what analysts meant by "a 'correct' ex-

* E.g.: "Even if psychoanalysis showed itself as unsuccessful with all otl1er forms 
of nervous and mental disease as with delusions, it would still remain justified as an 
inephiceahlc instrument of scientific rese:irch" (14, p. 217, and cf. pp. 252-53, 
366-67, 373-74 and the case already quoted, at p. 221. Also 17, Vol. V, p . 124-25, 
in which the most c;1tegorical claims arc made of an advance in understanding com
hi11ed with therapeutic impotence.). Or, from a contemporary: "More often than 11ot 
i 11si1~li1· saf'islies 1'11e therapist's rather than the patient's emotional needs" (8, p. 11) . 
S11rcl)' , hy tile way, Peters should not, in view of his views on Freud's c:1reless11ess in 
mclliodoloi;y (sec preceding note, p. 158) liave been salislicd with only n11e cilalio11. 
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planation": then indeed it might have appeared that the correlation 
between presentations and recoveries required no explanation. But 
Toulmin, accepting the two protases, is still in fact wrong to main
tain the apodosis: for no manoeuvres with the meaning of the word 
"e.xplanation" could really explain the brute fact of this correlation; 
they could at most force us to reword our questions. In fact both pro
tases are false and there thus remains not merely one but a whole 
range of empirical problems which can be grouped under the head 
"Why do psychoanalytic cures work at all?" (33, pp. 23-24 [133]). And 
these are not to be brushed away, along with two paragraphs of other 
assorted questions, by any a priori broom, however bright and new. 

I have here to admit, though this may well be merely a confession of 
ignorance or ineptitude or both, that I have not found either Freud's 
own writings or later analytic literature at all illuminating about the 
alleged one/one correlation between recognition of the motivation of, 
and the attaining of control over, symptoms ( 14, pp. 236-37). And 
I say "the attaining of control over," not "the disappearance of," de
liberately; because it is logically possible that a cured patient might 
choose to indulge voluntarily in the performances which formerly had 
been compulsive.* Often in the literature it seems that no distinction 
is being made between the problems of why and under what conditions 
people come to recognize unconscious desires (etc.) and the logically 
independent problems of why and under what conditions behavior be
comes or ceases to be voluntary;t and the theories then offered to deal 
with the two sets as if they were one in any case leave a great deal to 
be desired. When occasionally, the alleged one/one correlation seems 
to be recognized as such, it is apparently regarded as a fundamental 
brute fact in terms of which other facts are to be explained;+ and 
though it may be that we shall have so to accept some very general 

. • Consider here the theme of Arthur Koestler's Arrival :ind Departure; and con
sider also so1~e actual c;ases in \yhich analysis i5 discontinned ~ecause analyst or patient 
comes to believe tl1at m the circumstancc:s of the patient's life the illness is for him 
a lesser evil ( 14, pp. 319-20; 17, Vol. II, pp. 294-9 5). 
. t ". . .. the transformation of this unconscious matcria~ i!1 the mind of the patient 
111to consc1011s matcnal must have the result ... of J1ftmg t11e compulsion ... 
For conscions will-power governs only the conscious mental processes, and eveiy 
1~1cnta~ c~1111p11lsion is rooled in the nnconscious" ( l 7, Vol. I, p. 261, i1';1lics mine). 
!wen 1f it .governed .not 011/y hut all, our prol>lem would remain; for why should 
t'l1ere he tl11s corrclat111117 

I " ... you must rccog11i:r.e ii· as a fundamentally new fact, by 111ca11s of whid1 
11111eli else h1:(·0111c.~ explkahle·· ( 14, p. 236). · 
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fact of the form 'people just are able to control the movements of 
such and such parts of themselves under such and such conditions,' 
this present aUeged one/one correlation is surely too particular to be 
easily accepted as thus ultimate. Maybe it is premature to raise such 
questions, which certainly do not concern analysis only; but if I am 
right in thinking that little light has so far been thrown on the prob
lem by analytic thinking, then at least this fact should be recognized 
before the problem is filed for the future. 

m 
l. Important implications of our main thesis emerge as soon as we 

recognize the peculiarity of those notions whose range Freud was sys
tematically extending. For these are all distinctively human. They are 
thus radically different from the notions of rat-oriented experimental 
psychology. They are all, at least most typicaHy, purposive-not in any 
weak 'as if sense which would assimilate the purposive to the merely 
teleological, which involves no more than, as a matter of brute fact, 
either moving toward an end or fulfilling a function, but in the pri
mary strong one, which involves either having an aim in mind or at 
least the present possibility of bringing it to mind ( 3, passim). They 
all, at least most typically, imply on the behavioral side a capacity to 
operate with words ( 18, pp. 123- 24). (The qualification "at least most 
typicaUy" must never be forgotten; for recognized usage of such mental 
te.rms is not quite as dear-cut as it appears in the precisified repre
sentations of philosophers.) They are precisely the notions in terms 
of which rational agents give accounts of the voluntary and deliberate 
conduct of themselves and of other rational agents. And they cannot 
be logically "reduced" to physicalistic terms.* 

a. It is wrong to present Freud's "doctrine of 'psychic determinism'" 
as "simply that mental phenomena are causally determined" (26, p. 229, 
italics his); t and it is wrong to cite, as if it were either equivalent to-

• "\Ve can neither assert nor deny discontinuity between the human and subhuman 
fields so long as we know so little about either. If, nevertheless, the author ~f a book 
of tl1is sort is expected to h:i:<>.;ird a guess publicly, I may say that the only differences 
I expect to sec revealed between the behavior of a rat and a man (aside from 
enormous differences of complexity) lie in t~e field of vcrhal be~aviour" ( 32, .P· 442). 
No doubt experiments on rats :u~ as essent1a.l ~s they arc pr:1cbcally convc111cnt; bu~ 
tu write "onlv" l1erc is like excusing the on11ss1on of the Prmce of Denmark on Ilic 
i:rm11 1<ls th~t lie is only one c11aractcr ii:t Ha~Tct. . . 

t And wrung ngain to :iNributt• this mistaken mtcrpretatmn to I Jorncy (sec Vi, 
p. 18 ). 
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or at least sufficient to establish that-"all behaviour is motivated," the 
claim that "everyday activities are all causally determined" ( 37, p. 1). 
These textbooks fail to do justice to Freud's originality: long before his 
time it was a commonplace in the most tough-minded medical scientific 
circles that all human behavior, and hence presumably parapraxes, 
dreams, and obsessive actions, must be explicable in terms of physio
logical causes; what was new was to suggest that these were "explainable 
through purposive ideas" (16, p. 148)-in terms, that is, of ideas such 
as motive, desire, purpose, intention, and so forth, aJI suitably extended. 
Notice, by way of contrast to such textbook misrepresentations, that 
Sears undertook his survey at the instigation of the "Subcommittee on 
Motivation" (31, p. vii); and he writes, "Boiled down to an acceptable 
terminology the wish-fulfillment hypothesis becomes a statement that 
dreams are motivated" (Ibid., p. 129; see 33, p. 28 [138)). 

b. These purposive and motivational concepts which are central and 
fundamental in psychoanalysis are all distinctively human. Any applica
tion of any of them below the human level is at best atypical and at 
worst a logical solecism. It is not a matter of special snobbery, analogous 
to the social snobbery which bids us substitute "perspires," or even 
"feels uncomfortably hot," for "sweats" when speaking of a lady. The 
solid basis of justification for this prerogative is that the human animal 
is the only one which has what it takes; and what it takes is the 
developed capacity to use words and symbols. Any psychologists who 
may "have the impression that the concept of motivation has some 
esoteric monopoly on explanation in psychology" (23, p. 26) are surely 
wrong (see III, 2 below). Yet even from the most radically behavioristic 
point of view there is no mystery that and why we have a monopoly 
on motivation of behavior. T his is a straightforward corollary of our 
effective comer in language. 

These claims to human uniqueness might be challenged by students 
of animal behavior. Now of course there are analogies between most 
aspects even of the verbal and verbally-dependent behavior of human 
beings and some aspects of the behavior of some other animals; between 
the burglar intending to break into the fannhouse and the fox intend
ing to raid the hcnhousc; between the pilot of the rcco11naissa11ce air
craft reporting back orally and the bee "reporting back in I lie sign 
language of the dance." And presumably all the dilTcrcnccs hclwccn 
mc11 and the other animals arc cliffcrcnces of degree: in the scusc l·hat 
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it would be possible to construct spectra of actual or possible cases 
stretching between the distinctively human and the indisputably 
subhuman with no sharp breaks at which the dividing line must natu· 
rally and inevitably be drawn. But the enormous development of lan
guage in man and the vast behavioral ramifications which it makes pos· 
sible nevertheless justify us, when they are considered together, in 
speaking as we have done of "man's unique capacity" and of "distinc
tively human prerogatives." For two reasons. First, because it is, in 
any case, quite wrong to dismiss all differences of degree as mere dif
ferences of degree; the difference between sanity and insanity is cer
tainly, in the sense defined above, a difference of degree, and yet for 
Neville Clively Heath on trial for murder it was, in the most literal 
sense, a matter of life and death. Secondly, because, in this particular 
case, we are concerned not with any single difference of degree, how
ever great, but with a massive accumulation. It is this accumulation 
of substantial differences of degree, rather than the possession of one 
component of a unique sort, which in general provides sufficient justifi
cation for an insistence on the uniqueness of man; and it is a justifica
tion which does not conflict with evolutionary theory by postulating 
any special creations . .,, Similarly, it is an accumulation of substantial 
differences of degree, rather than the possession of some single capacity 
or range of capacities altogether without parallel, which in particular 
entitles us to claim that man has "an effective corner in language" and 
"a monopoly on motivation of behaviour." 

\Ve are not committed by these claims to a pedantic refusal ever 
to tolerate the application of any purposive or motivational term to 
animals below the human level. No doubt it is all right to say of a 
dog (though not perhaps of an earthworm) that it wants to get in 
or to get out, to eat or to drink, to sleep or to chase rabbits, even 
though it cannot formulate these wants or express them to others in 
words. But we surely ought to feel very uneasy indeed at any attribu
tion to a dog (and a fortiori to an earthworm) of purposes or intention.~, 

'" Contrast: (a) Descartes ( 6, pp. 44-4 7) on tllc two supposedly knock-down tests 
for Jrnmanity and on the allegedly llnique <.".ipacitics of the soul which " must· lle 
expressly cre;1kd"; and (b) the Encyclical Hurnani Gencris (Cat11olic Truth Society, 
l9'i0, p. 30) ;ilso ( 5, § 3027) "11rns the Teaching of the Church lenvcs the cloctri11c 
of e1«1l 11 tio11 an opcn question, as long as it conlincs its spccul;i tions 1·0 1·l1 c.; d evelop· 
1111·111. fm111 othc:r livi11g matter :ilrcady in cxistcnC'C, of the.: h mn:111 hocly. (Thal' souls 
al'c i111111t'di111l'ly ncattd hy Cod is a viov whid1 lhc Catholic faith i111pns1·s 011 11~ )." 
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for here the capacity to formulate is absolutely crucial (see 18, p. ll5) .~ 
Nevertheless, the standard employments of all these terms are so 
elaborately and multiply connected with the use of a developed lan
guage, and with the complex behavioral possibilities which this opens 
up, t that we are entitled to draw sharp lines in thought here between 
the human and the nonhuman. "Without symbols wc could not make
believe, dissimulate, or lie; we could not form plans for our future; nor 
hold those schemata in mind that make possible consistency in moral 
conduct" (1, p. 167). When Russell wrote "A desire is 'conscious' when 
we have told ourselves that we have it . .. it only differs from an 
'unconscious' desire by the presence of appropriate words, which is by 
no means a fundamental difference" ( 30, p. 31), he was ignoring not 
only that there was at least one other important difference (see II. l.b. 
above) but also that all these elaborate and manifold connections are 
of fundamental importance for most human interests and purposes. 

c. 'fbe fact that psychoanalysis puts these purposive concepts in a 
central and fundamental position has much wider implications than 
a mere stressing of the importance for human psychology of verbal as 
opposed to nonverbal behavior. The concepts which psychoanalytic 
theory seeks to extend are precisely those in terms of which rational 
agents give account of their own conduct and of that of other rational 
agents. And that they do this is not a contingent but a necessary fact: 
for a person is a rational agent, as opposed, not to an irrational agent 
but to a nonrational creature, only and precisely insofar as he {logically) 
can give account of his motives for (reasons for) acting thus and thus, 

• Compare the sll<irp criticism wliich lias been made of the nse of the expression 
"trial and error" in. connection with animal learning; which docs indeed become seri
ously misleading if we ever forget that animals which cannot use words lack the 
necessary qualifications for this method of invcs~i~tion (4, ~P· 122.-26). 

t The ~-ariety and the importance of these 1t is almost unposs1ble to exaggerate. 
Those who defined "man" a~ "the rational animal" and those who named our species 
homo sapicm were not always and only, as Russell and many lesser men l1ave sar· 
(':IStically suggested, flattering ~he whole human race witll attributes ~f reasom1blencss 
and good sense which are attained only by some men ~ome of tl1e time. Usually a.nd 
primarily, though perhaps m an obscure and old-fosh1oned \~ay, H1cy were p1ck111g 
out and underlining this uniquely human char:ictcristic, by which alone men arc nhle 
to he any sort, good or_ had, of arguers, makc_rs of state'!lents, pfanncrs, moral agcnt·s, 
or a t hous:md other <1".tmchvely h11m~n thmgs. Consider agam, for cx:111111lc, Dcs
cartcs' " two most ccrbi11 ksts" wlicr<.:hy "if there were machines hc:ll'ing t· •c im:1gc 
of our hocl ics. :111cl capahlc of imilat·i11g our actions as far as that .is mo~ally 11ossihlc" 
thc~c might he clisti11g11ishcd fro111 1111:11; a11cl tl1c whole coutcxt 111 wl11ch t 11.:y were 
given. 
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and state the purposes, plans, and intentions which he had in mind; 
and it is only rational agents in this sense, as opposed to nonrational 
objects like animals and sticks and stones, which are (logically) capable 
of being irrational-by formulating or adopting foolish, inconsistent, 
and self-frustrating plans and attitudes. The object of psychoanalysis 
as a therapy is so to educate the patient that he becomes able both to 
recognize formerly unconscious desires and to inhibit their expression 
in action if he so chooses. "To strengthen the ego, to make it more in
dependent of the superego, to widen its field of vision and so to extend 
its organization that it can take over new portions of the id. Where id 
was, there shall ego be" (15, p. 106, italics mine). To do this is to 
extend the (factually) possible area of rationality (and therefore of 
irrationality too), to replace compulsive and uncontrollable behavior 
by voluntary and deliberate conduct ( 20, passim). It is these features 
of the theory and the therapy which make psychoanalysis inherently 
a peculiarly rational enterprise, an educative force of liberation and 
enlightenment.* 111is is so despite the fact that the standards of verifi
cation and of theory construction acceptable to the psychoanalytic pro
fession, compared with those achieved in many other disciplines which 
are not in this peculiar way rational, leave much to be desired. (See 9, 
passim; 11, Chaps. 10-12; 31, passim.) And it would remain true of 
the logical nature of the whole enterprise even if it turned out that 
in fact the theory is wholly unsound and the therapy quite ineffective. 

d. It would surely be a mist.ake to tty to 'reduce' these notions, at 
least in their standard and typical applications, to behavioristic terms.t 
First, because in these cases, as so often, meaning cannot be made out 

* See, as texts to illust rate these points: (a) ". . . the pliysician makes it possible 
for him to do this by suggestions which are in the nature of all education. It has been 
truly said therefore, that psychoanalytic treatment is a kind of re-education" ( 14, 
p . 377); (b) "The making conscious of repressed sexual desires in analysis makes it 
possible . . . to obtain a mastery over them which previous repression had been 
unable to achieve" (17, Vol. V, p. 128); and (c) " But above alJ, all the energies 
which are today consumed in the production of neurotic symptoms to serve the 
purposes of a world of phantasy out of touch with reality, will ... help to strengthen 
the outcry for those changes in our civilization from which alone we can liope for 
hetter tl1ings for our descendants" ( 17, Vol. If, p. 29 5). 

And here is anot11er, not from Freud but from a disciple, "The aim of psycho· 
:rn:ilytical method is to achieve permanent eradication of the very root of the illness, 
and at the same time to put its psychic energies nt the disposal of the ego or reason" 
(2, p. 229). 

t l'rcvionsly I argued that motive-propositions could not be rccl11ccd to cause· 
p111po~iliom , lla11S confouuding a dcfcnsihlc anti physicalist thesis ahont the.: pc.:t:uliarity 
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to be equivalent to verification, verdict to evidence ( 35, pp. 181 ff.), 
what is being said to a conjunction of good reasons for saying it. Second, 
because behavioristic evidence is not all we have; for in the case of 
ourselves we have our own 'experiences'; while in the case of other 
people we can get some idea of their 'experiences' from knowing what 
ours are or would be like in analogous circumstances ( 18, especially 
Chap. 2, Sect. 4, and Chap. 4) . This most necessary technique of put
ting ourselves in other people's places has the most serious dangers and 
limitations, of which the literature of psychoanalysis provides most 
abundant illustration ( 27, passim). Third, because these notions arc 
all, most typically, applied to creatures endowed with a capacity for, 
and surely involve some sort of reference to, self-consciousness (in that 
peculiar and elusive sense not equivalent to that of "embarrassed" or 
"shy"). Here consider D escartes' second test of humanity "from which 
it could be discovered that they did not act from knowledge, but solely 
from the disposition of their organs" ( 6, p. 45). Fourth, for a reason 
less hackneyed than the first three but which alone would be decisive. 
Every verbal performance has two aspects, one of which can and one 
of which cannot be comprehended in purely physicalist terms. Suppose 
a man emits noises from his mouth within the range of variety which 
could be rendered in the notation of the English language as "I wanted 
to do something to spite her." This event has a purely physical aspect, 
about which we may ask such questions as "\Vhat were the physiological 
and environmental preconditions of the emission of these sounds?" But 
it also has another aspect, about which we may ask such radically dif
ferent questions as "Does this utterance make sense?" "Is it true?" or 
"Does it follow from, is it even compatible with, what has been said 
before?" (Incident.ally, both sorts of question are different from a third 
sort, such as "What possible reason or motive can he have had for 
making such a confession?" And, pace Socrates [see Phaedo 98B7-99D3], 
answers to questions of this third sort are not necessarily rival answers 
to questions of the first, physiological, sort. A great deal of misguided 
popular debunking, which often involves throwing out babies with 
precious little accompanying bath water, depends on confounding these 

of t he former with some forced and misguided ideas about the latter ( 12, pp. 13-14) . 
But it is strange that Cohen, concluding "it is an error to assimilate purposive cxplana· 
tions to 'ordinary causal' ones," should find it necessa1y to add a footnote dissociat· 
ing himsc.:lf from this, surely equivalent, thesis ( 3, p. 267). 
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three sorts of question.) Any account of motives and purposes in exclu· 
siveJy physicalist terms must neglect this vital aspect of the Jinguistic 
capacities and performances which are essential to them. 

2. The scope of psychoanalysis could perhaps be defined-with no 
more than the amount of distortion customary in such definitions-as 
encompassing motives, purposes, desires, wishes, and intentions. 

a. This sets the elucidation of these notions as the fundamental task 
in the philosophy of psychoanalysis. It involves studying the logic of 
both the pre-Freudian and the extended uses of the terms concerned, 
and comparing those of each pair, just as a fundamental, but excessively 
elementary, task of the philosophy of physics is to elucidate the ordi· 
nary and the physical use of terms such as "work"; and to compare 
the two. 

The job to be done here is not at all elementary, as can be seen 
by considering what heavy weather was made in the Analysis discussion 
even over the pre-Freudian uses . Toulmin started witb a small schema 
of sentence types but straigh tway committed two howlers in explaining 
them. First, "if I call out 'I want you to come here' it makes no sense 
for you to ask 'How do you l'llow?' or 'Are you sure?' ... " But it 
makes perfectly good sense to ask "Are you sure?" Second, "Over S 2 
[the example given is 'He is in pain') it makes sense to talk of 'evidence' 
and of 'mistakes'; but what the person himself says constitutes conclu
sive evidence" ( 33, pp. 25, 26). But it does not; for he may be Jying. 

Furthermore, it is a job which is bound to have some repercussions 
on analytic theory. For instance, what distinction in the unconscious 
field could really parallel the distinction, at the conscious Jevel, between 
a desire adopted as a motive and a desire felt but not allowed to de
termine any action? 

b. The same definition suggests that we might find illuminating com
parisons by looking toward other disciplines concerned with men and 
their motives, particularly perhaps to hfatory, as I have tried to suggest 
by frequent references to Gardiner's study, The Nature of Historical 
Expfa11ation. Just one example. To understand a piece of history, a 
battle or some negotiations, it is essential to understand what the 
participants believed the situation to be; for it is in accordance with 
these beliefs that they shaped their plans, adopted attitudes, and, at a 
less dclihcrntc level, became mollified or resentful. But the historian 
11ct"ds also to master what the situation actually was-possibly a very 
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different matter indeed. Perhaps this is an analogy which, developed, 
might be of some help in elucidating the desperately involved problem 
of the relations between what the patient says, and presumably, usually, 
believes, about past influences and experiences (or, for that matter, 
about present ones outside the analytic hour) and what he actually 
did experience and what in fact did influence him. 'Psychical reality' is 
all very well when we want to understand the present, conscious and 
unconscious, motivation of behavior. But a knowledge of this can be 
at best suggestive when what we want is to find what sorts. if any, 
of adult traits are causally related with what sorts of toilet training. 

c. To say that psychoanalysis deals \vith these things, that these are 
its fundamental notions, that it tries in the first instance to provide 
explanations in terms of them, and that they are not logically reducible 
to physiological or any other sort of physicalist terms, is not to deny 
either the possibility or the need to push beyond explanations in terms 
of conscious and unconscious motives and so forth. Once we reach the 
limit of explanation of this sort, in these terms, we can and should go 
on to ask why, in another sense of "why," people have the basic desires 
which they do have and why these have in different people different 
relative strengths. The answer will presumably have to be physiological, 
telling us what are the physiological preconditions and mechanics of 
desire and its satisfaction, and what are the genetic determinants of 
physiological difference; and at this level and after, nothing more will 
be said about purposes, except by theologians. Freud himself, having 
been reared in the tough-minded epiphenomenalism of a medicaJ school, 
always expected that "all our provisional ideas in psychology will some 
clay be based on an organic substructure" (17, Vol. IV, p. 36). Yet 
his own effort to push beyond particular desires and to try to explain 
t11eir origin and relative strengths was not physiological but introduced 
a 'hypothetical construct,' the protean libido ( 17, Vol. I, Chap. V .) with 
its baffling combination of electrical (17, VoJ. IV, p. 75) and hydraulic 
(25, pp. 105-6) characteristics with those of a horde-a construct which 
will probably "have to remain only a metaphor" because of the apparent 
impossibility' of connecting it with anything physiological ( 25, p. 106). 

JV 

To repeat, my main thesis has been that the kernel of Freud's dis
covery was this: If you arc prepared so to extend such notions as 

171 



Antony Flew 

motive, intention, purpose, wish, and desire that it becomes proper to 
speak of motives and so forth which are not known to, and the be
havior resulting from which is not under the immediate control of, 
the person who harbors them, then you can interpret (and even guide) 
far more of human behavior in terms of concepts of this sort than any 
sophisticated adult had previously realized. I drew attention especially 
to· the second sort of change involved in this conceptual innovation, 
which has perhaps been understressed. Among the many implications 
which I suggested were carried by this thesis were these: that the funda
mental concepts of psychoanalysis are distinctively human because they 
can only be applied to creatures possessed of our unique capacity to 
employ a developed language; that these are precisely the notions which 
rational agents employ to give account of their own conduct and that 
of other rational agents qua rational agents; that their place in psycho
analysis necessarily makes this a peculiarly rational enterprise, though 
in a sense which makes this assertion quite compatible with a claim that 
the methods of analysts are unscientific and their conclusions ill-founded; 
that it would be a mistake to attempt a logical reduction of these 
notions to physicalistic terms; tl1at the elucidation of these notions in 
their pre-Freudian and Freudian senses and a study of their differences 
and interrelations constitute a prime task of the philosophy of psycho
analysis; that comparisons between psychoanalysis and other disciplines 
dealing with men and their motives-history for example-might help 
to illuminate some of the dark places of the former; and that nothing 
we have urged, not even our anti-reductionist thesis, commits us to 
saying that these notions must be taken as explanatory ultimates. Finally, 
it must be emphasized that I have not been concerned here either with 
the truth of analytic theories or with the quality of the evidence de
ployed in their support. 
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