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Our enquiry concerning happiness has not so far taught us much that is not already common knowledge. 

And even if we proceed from it to the problem of why it is so hard for men to be happy, there seems no 

greater prospect of learning anything new. We have given the answer already by pointing to the three 

sources from which our suffering comes: the superior power of nature, the feebleness of our own 

bodies and the inadequacy of the regulations which adjust the mutual relationships of human beings in 

the family, the state and society. In regard to the first two sources, our judgement cannot hesitate long. 

It forces us to acknowledge those sources of suffering and to submit to the inevitable. We shall never 

completely master nature; and our bodily organism, itself a part of that nature, will always remain a 

transient structure with a limited capacity for adaptation and achievement. This recognition does not 

have a paralysing effect. On the contrary, it points the direction for our activity. If we cannot remove all 

suffering, we can remove some, and we can mitigate some: the experience of many thousands of yean 

has convinced us of that. As regards the third source, the social source of suffering, our attitude is a 

different one. We do not admit it at all; we cannot see why the regulations made by ourselves should 

not, on the contrary, be a protection and a benefit for every one of us. And yet, when we consider how 

unsuccessful we have been in precisely this field of prevention of suffering, a suspicion dawns on us that 

here, too, a piece of unconquerable nature may lie behind - this time a piece of our own psychical 

constitution. 

When we start considering this possibility, we come upon a contention which is so astonishing that we 

must dwell upon it. This contention holds that what we call our civilization is largely responsible for our 

misery, and that we should be much happier if we gave it up and returned to primitive conditions. I call 

this contention astonishing because, in whatever way we may define the concept of civilization, it is a 

certain fact that all the things with which we seek to protect ourselves against the threats that emanate 

from the sources of suffering are part of that very civilization. 

How has it happened that so many people have come to take up this strange altitude of hostility to 

civilization? I believe that the basis of it was a deep and long-standing dissatisfaction with the then 

existing state of civilization and that on that basis a condemnation of it was built up, occasioned by 

certain specific historical events. I think I know what the last and the last but one of those occasions 

were. I am not learned enough to trace the chain of them far back enough in the history of the human 

species; but a factor of this land hostile to civilization must already have been at work in the victory of 

Christendom over the heathen religions, for it was very closely related to the low estimation put upon 

earthly life by the Christian doctrine. The last but one of these occasions was when the progress of 



voyages of discovery led to contact with primitive peoples and races. In consequence of insufficient 

observation and a mistaken view of their manners and customs, they appeared to Europeans to be 

leading a simple, happy life with few wants, a life such as was unattainable by their visitors with their 

superior civilization. Later experience has corrected some of those judgements. In many cases the 

observers had wrongly attributed to the absence of complicated cultural demands what was in fact due 

to the bounty of nature and the ease with which the major human needs were satisfied. The last 

occasion is especially familiar to us. It arose when people came to know about the mechanism of the 

neuroses, which threaten to undermine the modicum of happiness enjoyed by civilized men. It was 

discovered that a person becomes neurotic because he cannot tolerate the amount of frustration which 

society imposes on him in the service of its cultural ideals, and it was inferred from this that the 

abolition or reduction of those demands would result in a return to possibilities of happiness. 

There is also an added factor of disappointment During the last few generations mankind has made an 

extraordinary advance in the natural sciences and in their technical application and has established his 

control over nature in a way never before imagined. The single steps of this advance are common 

knowledge and it is unnecessary to enumerate them. Men are proud of those achievements, and have a 

right to be. But they seem to have observed that this newly-won power over space and time, this 

subjugation of the forces of nature, which is the fulfilment of a longing that goes back thousands of 

years, has not increased the amount of pleasurable satisfaction which they may expect from life and has 

not made them feel happier. From the recognition of this fact we ought to be content to conclude that 

power over nature is not the only precondition of human happiness, just as it is not the only goal of 

cultural endeavour; we ought not to infer from it that technical progress is without value for the 

economics of our happiness. One would like to ask: is there, then, no positive gain in pleasure' no 

unequivocal increase in my feeling of happiness, if I can, as often as I please, hear the voice of a child of 

mine who is living hundreds of miles away or if I can learn in the shortest possible time after a friend has 

reached his destination that he has come through the long and difficult voyage unharmed? Does it mean 

nothing that medicine has succeeded in enormously reducing infant mortality and the danger of 

infection for women in childbirth, and, indeed, in considerably lengthening the average life of a civilized 

man? And there is a long list that might be added to benefits of this kind Which we owe to the much-

despised era of scientific and technical advances. But here the voice of pessimistic criticism makes itself 

heard and warns us that most of these satisfactions follow the model of the 'cheap enjoyment' extolled 

in the anecdote - the enjoyment obtained by putting a bare leg from under the bedclothes on a cold 

winter night and drawing it in again. If there had been no railway to conquer distances, my child would 

never have left his native town and I should need no telephone to hear has voice; if travelling across the 

ocean by ship had not been introduced, my friend would not have embarked on his sea-voyage and I 

should not need a cable to relieve my anxiety about him. What is the use of reducing infantile mortality 

when it is precisely that reduction which imposes the greatest restraint on us in the begetting of 

children, so that, taken all round, we nevertheless rear no more children than in the days before the 

reign of hygiene, while at the same time we have created difficult conditions for our sexual life in 

marriage, and have probably worked against the beneficial effects of natural selection? And, finally, 

what good to us is a long life if it is difficult and barren of joys, and if it is so full of misery that we can 

only welcome death as a deliverer? 

It seems certain that we do not feel comfortable in our present-day civilization, but it is very difficult to form 

an opinion whether and in what degree men of an earlier age felt happier and what part their cultural 

conditions played in the matter. We shall always tend to consider people's distress objectively - that is, to 

place ourselves, with our own wants and sensibilities, in their conditions, and then to examine what 



occasions we should find in them for experiencing happiness or unhappiness. This method of looking at 

things, which seems objective because it ignores the variations in subjective sensibility, is, of course, the 

most subjective possible, since it puts one's own mental states in the place of any others, unknown though 

they may be. Happiness, however, is something essentially subjective. No matter how much we may 

shrink with horror from certain situations - of a galley-slave in antiquity, of a peasant during the Thirty Years' 

War, of a victim of the Holy Inquisition, of a Jew awaiting a pogrom - it is nevertheless impossible for us to 

feel our way into such people - to divine the changes which original obtuseness of mind, a gradual stupefying 

process, the cessation of expectations, and cruder or more refined methods of narcotization have produced 

upon their receptivity to sensations of pleasure and unpleasure. Moreover, in the case of the most extreme 

possibility of suffering, special mental protective devices are brought into operation. It seems to me 

unprofitable to pursue this aspect of the problem any further. 

It is time for us to turn our attention to the nature of this civilization on whose value as a means to 

happiness doubts have been thrown. We shall not look for a formula in which to express that nature in a 

few words, until we have learned something by examining it. We shall therefore content ourselves with 

saying once more that the word 'civilization' describes the whole sum of the achievements and the 

regulations which distinguish our lives from those of our animal ancestors and which serve two purposes 

- namely to protect men against nature and to adjust their mutual relations. In order to learn more, we 

will bring together the various features of civilization individually, as they are exhibited in human 

communities. In doing so, we shall have no hesitation in letting ourselves be guided by linguistic usage 

or, as it is also called, linguistic feeling, in the conviction that we shall thus be doing justice to inner 

discernments which still defy expression in abstract terms' 

The first stage is easy. We recognize as cultural all activities and resources which are useful to men for 

making the earth serviceable to them, for protecting them against the violence at the forces of nature, 

and so on. As regards this side of civilization, there can be scarcely any doubt. If we go back for enough, 

we find that the first acts of civilization were the use of tools, the gaining of control over fire and the 

construction of dwellings. Among these, the control over fire stands out as a quite extraordinary and 

unexampled achievement*, while the others opened up paths which man has followed ever since, and 

the stimulus to which is easily guessed. With every tool man is perfecting his own organs, whether 

motor or sensory, or is removing the limits to their functioning. Motor power places gigantic forces at 

his disposal, which, like his muscles, he can employ in any direction; thanks to ships and aircraft neither 

water nor air can hinder his movements; by means of spectacles he corrects defects in the lens of his 

own eye; by means of the telescope he sees into the far distance; and by means of the microscope he 

overcomes the limits of visibility set by the structure of his retina. In the photographic camera he has 

created an instrument which retains the fleeting visual impressions, just as a gramophone disc retains 

the equally fleeting auditory ones; both are at bottom materializations of the power he possesses of 

recollection, his memory. With the help of the telephone he can hear at distances which would be 

respected as unattainable even in a fairy tale. Writing was in its origin the voice of an absent person; and 

the dwelling-house was a substitute for the mother's womb, the first lodging, for which in all likelihood 

man still longs, and in which he was safe and felt at ease. 

These things that, by his science and technology, man has brought about on this earth, on which he first 

appeared as a feeble animal organism and on which each individual of his species must once more make 

its entry ('Oh inch of nature!') as a helpless suckling - these things do not only sound like a fairy tale, they 

are an actual fulfilment of every - or of almost every - fairy-tale wish. All these assets he may lay claim to 

as his cultural acquisition. Long ago he formed an ideal conception of omnipotence and omniscience 



which he embodied in his gods. To these gods he attributed everything that seemed unattainable to his 

wishes, or that was forbidden to him. One may say, therefore, that these gods were cultural ideals. 

Today he has come very close to the attainment of this ideal, he has almost become a god himself. Only, 

it is true, in the fashion in which ideals are usually attained according to the general judgement of 

humanity. Not completely; in some respects not at all, in others only half way. Man has, as it were, 

become a kind of prosthetic God. When he puts on all his auxiliary organs he is truly magnificent; but 

those organs have not grown on to him and they fall give him much trouble at times. Nevertheless, he is 

entitled to console himself with the thought that this development will not come to an end precisely 

with the year 1930 A.D. Future ages will bring with them new and probably unimaginably great advances 

in this field of civilization and will increase man's likeness to God still more. But in the interests of our 

investigations, we will not forget that present-day man does not feel happy in his Godlike character. 

We recognize, then, that countries have attained a high level of civilization if we find that in them everything 

which can assist in the exploitation of the earth by man and in his protection against the forces of nature - 

everything, in short, which is of use to him - is attended to and effectively carried out in such countries 

rivers which threaten to flood the land are regulated in their flow, and their water is directed through canals 

to places where there is a shortage of it. 

The soil is carefully cultivated and planted with the vegetation which it is suited to support; and the 

mineral wealth below ground is assiduously brought to the surface and fashioned into the required 

implements and utensils. The means of communication are ample, rapid and reliable. Wild and 

dangerous animals have been exterminated, and the breeding of domesticated animals flourishes. But 

we demand other things from civilization besides these, and it is a noticeable fact that we hope to find 

them realized in these same countries. As though we were seeking to repudiate the first demand we 

made, we welcome it as a sign of civilization as well if we see people directing their care too to what has 

no practical value whatever, to what is useless - if, for instance, the green spaces necessary in a town as 

playgrounds and as reservoirs of fresh air are also laid out with flower-beds, or if the windows of the 

houses are decorated with pots of flowers. We soon observe that this useless thing which we expect 

civilization to value is beauty. We require civilized man to reverence beauty wherever he sees it in 

nature and to create it in the objects of his handiwork so far as he is able. But this is far from exhausting 

our demands on civilization. We expect besides to see the signs of cleanliness and order. We do not 

think highly of the cultural level of an English country town in Shakespeare's time when we read that 

there was a big dung-heap in front of his father's house in Stratford; we are indignant and call it 

'barbarous' (which is the opposite of civilized) when we find the paths in the Wiener Wald littered with 

paper. Dirtiness of any kind seems to us incompatible with civilization. We extend our demand for 

cleanliness to the human body too. We are astonished to learn of the objectionable smell which 

emanated from the Roi Soleil, and we shake our heads on the Isola Bella when we are shown the tiny 

wash-basin in which Napoleon made his morning toilet. Indeed, we are not surprised by the idea of 

setting up the use of soap as an actual yardstick of civilization. The same is true of order. It, like 

cleanliness, applies solely to the works of man. But whereas cleanliness is not to be expected in nature, 

order, on the contrary, has been imitated from her. Man's observation of the great astronomical 

regularities not only furnished him with a model for introducing order into his life, but gave him the first 

points of departure for doing so. Order is a kind of compulsion to repeat which, when a regulation has 

been laid down once and for all, decides when, where and how a thing shall be done, so that in every 

similar circumstance one is spared hesitation and indecision. The benefits of order are incontestable. If 

enables men to use space and time to the best advantage, while conserving their psychical forces. We 

should have a right to expect that order would have taken its place in human activities from the start 



and without difficulty; and we may well wonder that this has not happened - that, on the contrary, 

human beings exhibit an inborn tendency to carelessness, irregularity and unreliability in their work, and 

that a laborious training is needed before they learn to follow the example of their celestial models. 

Beauty, cleanliness and order obviously occupy a special position among the requirements of 

civilization. No one will maintain that they are as important for life as control over the forces of nature 

or as some other factors with which we shall become acquainted. And yet no one would care to put 

them in the background as trivialities. That civilization is not exclusively taken up with what is useful is 

already shown by the example of beauty, which we decline to omit from among the interests of 

civilization. The usefulness of order is quite evident. With regard to cleanliness, we must bear in mind 

that it is demanded of us by hygiene as well, and we may suspect that even before the days of scientific 

prophylaxis the connection between the two was not altogether strange to man. Yet utility does not 

entirely explain these efforts; something else must be at work besides. 

No feature, however, seems better to characterize civilization than its esteem and encouragement of man's 

higher mental activities - his intellectual, scientific and artistic achievements - and the leading role that it 

assigns to ideas in human life. Foremost among those ideas are the religious systems, on whose 

complicated structure I have endeavoured to throw light elsewhere. Next come the speculations of 

philosophy; and finally what might be called man's 'ideals' - his ideas of a possible perfection of individuals, 

or of peoples or of the whole of humanity, and the demands he sets up on the basis of such ideas. The fact 

that these creations of his are not independent of one another, but are on the contrary closely interwoven, 

increases the difficulty not only of describing them but of tracing their psychological derivation. If we 

assume quite generally that the motive force of all human activities is a striving towards the two confluent 

goals of utility and a yield of pleasure, we must suppose that this is also true of the manifestations of 

civilization which we have been discussing here, although this is easily visible only in scientific and 

aesthetic activities. But it cannot be doubted that the other activities, too, correspond to strong needs in 

men - perhaps to needs which are only developed in a minority. Nor must we allow ourselves to be 

misled by judgements of value concerning any particular religion, or philosophic system, or ideal. 

Whether we think to find in them the highest achievements of the human spirit, or whether we deplore 

them as aberrations, we cannot but recognize that where they are present and, in especial, where they 

arc dominant, a high level of civilization is implied. 

The last, but certainly not the least important, of the characteristic features of civilization remains to be 

assessed: the manner in which the relationships of men to one another, their social relationships, are 

regulated - relationships which affect a person as a neighbour, as a source of help, as another person's 

sexual object, as a member of a family and of a State. Here it is especially difficult to keep clear of 

particular ideal demands and to see what is civilized in general. 

Perhaps we may begin by explaining mat the element of civilization enters on the scene with the first 

attempt to regulate these social relationship. If the attempt were not made, the relationships would be 

subject to the arbitrary will of the individual: that is to say, the physically stronger man would decide 

them in the sense of his own interests and instinctual impulses. Nothing would be changed in this if this 

stronger man should in his turn meet someone even stronger than he. Human life in common is only 

made possible when a majority comes together which is stronger than any separate individual and 

which remains united against all separate individuals. The power of this community is then set up as 

'right' in opposition to the power of the individual, which is condemned as 'brute force'. This 

replacement of the power of the individual by the power of a community constitutes the decisive step of 



civilization. The essence of it lies in the fact that the members of the community restrict themselves in 

their possibilities of satisfaction, whereas the individual knew no such restrictions. 

The first requisite of civilization, therefore, is that of justice - that is, the assurance that a law once made will 

not be broken in favour of an individual. This implies nothing as to the ethical value of such a law. The further 

course of cultural development seems to tend towards making the law no longer an expression of the will of a 

small community - a caste or a stratum of the population or a racial group - which, in its turn, behaves like a 

violent individual towards other, and perhaps more numerous, collections of people. The final outcome 

should be a rule of law to which all - except those who are not capable of entering a community - have 

contributed by a sacrifice of their instincts, and which leaves no one - again with the same exception - at the 

mercy of brute force. 

The liberty of the individual is no gift of civilization. It was greatest before there was any civilization, 

though then, it is true, it had for the most part no value, since the individual was scarcely in a position to 

defend it. The development of civilization imposes restrictions on it, and justice demands that no one 

shall escape those restrictions. What makes itself felt in a human community as a desire for freedom 

may be their revolt against some existing injustice, and so may prove favourable to a further 

development of civilization; it may remain compatible with civilization. But it may also spring from the 

remains of their original personality, which is still untamed by civilization and may thus become the 

basis in them of hostility to civilization. The urge for freedom, therefore, is directed against particular 

forms and demands of civilization or against civilization altogether. It does not seem as though any 

influence could induce a man to change his nature into a termite's . No doubt he will always defend his 

claim to individual liberty against the will of the group. A good part of the struggles of mankind centre 

round the single task of finding an expedient accommodation - one, that is, that will bring happiness - 

between this claim of the individual and the cultural claims of the group; and one of the problems that 

touches the fate of humanity is whether such an accommodation can be reached by means of some 

particular form of civilization or whether this conflict is irreconcilable. 

By allowing common feeling to be our guide in deciding what features of human life are to be regarded 

as civilized, we have obtained a clear impression of the general picture of civilization; but it is true that 

so far we have discovered nothing that is not universally known. At the same time we have been careful 

not to fall in with the prejudice that civilization is synonymous with perfecting, that it is the road to 

perfection pre-ordained for men. But now a point of view presents itself which may lead in a different 

direction. The development of civilization appears to us as a peculiar process which mankind undergoes, 

and in which several things strike us as familiar. We may characterize this process with reference to the 

changes which it brings about in the familiar instinctual dispositions of human beings, to satisfy which is, 

after all, the economic task of our lives. A few of these instincts are used up in such a manner that 

something appears in their place which, in an individual, we describe as a character-trait. 

The most remarkable example of such a process is found in the anal erotism of young human beings. 

Their original interest in the excretory function, its organs and products, is changed in the course of their 

growth into a group of traits which are familiar to us as parsimony, a sense of order and cleanliness - 

qualities which, though valuable and welcome in themselves, may be intensified till they become 

markedly dominant and produce what is called the anal character. How this happens we do not know, 

but there is no doubt about the correctness of the finding. Now we have seen that order and cleanliness 

are important requirements of civilization, although their vital necessity is not very apparent, any more 

than their suitability as sources of enjoyment. At this point we cannot fail-to be struck by the similarity 

between the process of civilization and the libidinal development of the individual. Other instincts 



[besides anal erotism] are induced to displace the conditions for their satisfaction, to lead them into 

other paths. In most cases this process coincides with that of the sublimation (of instinctual aims) with 

which we are familiar, but in some it can be differentiated from it. Sublimation of instinct is an especially 

conspicuous feature of cultural development; it is what makes it possible for higher psychical activities, 

scientific, artistic or ideological, to play such an important part in civilized life. If one were to yield to a 

first impression, one would say that sublimation is a vicissitude which has been forced upon the instincts 

entirely by civilization. But it would be wiser to reflect upon this a little longer. In the third place, finally, 

and this seems the most important of all, it is impossible to overlook the extent to which civilization is 

built up upon a renunciation of instinct, how much it presupposes precisely the non-satisfaction (by 

suppression, repression or some other means?) of powerful instincts. This 'cultural frustration' 

dominates the large field of social relationships between human beings. As we already know, it is the 

cause of the hostility against which all civilizations have to struggle. It will also make severe demands on 

our scientific work, and we shall have much to explain here. It is not easy to understand how it can 

become possible to deprive an instinct of satisfaction. Nor is doing so without danger. If the loss is not 

compensated for economically, one can be certain that serious disorders will ensue. 

But if we want to know what value can be attributed to our view that the development of civilization is a 

special process, comparable to the normal maturation of the individual, we must clearly attack another 

problem. We must ask ourselves to what influences the development of civilization owes its origin, how 

it arose, and by what its course has been determined. 

IV 

The task seems an immense one, and it is natural to feel diffidence in the face of it. But here are such 

conjectures as I have been able to make. 

After primal man had discovered that it lay in his own hands, literally, to improve his lot on earth by 

working, it cannot have been a matter of indifference to him whether another man worked with or 

against him. The other man acquired the value for him of a fellow-worker, with whom it was useful to 

live together. Even earlier, in his ape-like prehistory, man had adopted the habit of forming families, and 

the members of his family were probably his first helpers. One may suppose that the founding of 

families was connected with the fact that a moment came when the need for genital satisfaction no 

longer made its appearance like a guest who drops in suddenly, and, after his departure, is heard of no 

more for a long time, but instead took up its quarters as a permanent lodger. When this happened, the 

male acquired a motive for keeping the female, or, speaking more generally, his sexual objects, near 

him; while the female, who did not want to be separated from her helpless young, was obliged, in their 

interests, to remain with the stronger male. In this primitive family one essential feature of civilization is 

still lacking. The arbitrary will of its head, the father, was unrestricted. In Totem and Taboo [1912-13] I 

have tried to show how the way led from this family to the succeeding stage of communal life in the 

form of bands of brothers. In overpowering their father, the sons had made the discovery that a 

combination can be stronger than a single individual. The totemic culture is based on the restrictions 

which the sons had to impose on one another in order to keep this new state of affairs m being. The 

taboo-observances were the first 'right' or 'law'. The communal life of human beings had, therefore, a 

two-fold foundation: the compulsion to work, which was created by external necessity, and the power of 

love, which made the man unwilling to be deprived of his sexual object - the woman - and made the 

woman unwilling to be deprived of the part of herself which had been separated off from her - her child. Eros 



and Ananke [Love and Necessity] have become the parents of human civilization too. The first result of 

civilization was that even a fairly large number of people were now able to live together in a community. 

And since these two great powers were co-operating in this, one might expect that the further 

development of civilization would proceed smoothly towards an even better control over the external 

world and towards a further extension of the number of people included in the community. Nor is it easy to 

understand how civilization could act upon its participants otherwise than to make them happy. 

Before we go on to enquire from what quarter an interference might arise, this recognition of love as 

one of the foundations of civilization may serve as an excuse for a digression which will enable us to fill 

in a gap which we left in an earlier discussion. We said there that man's discovery that sexual (genital) 

love afforded him the strongest experiences of satisfaction, and in fact provided him with the prototype 

of all happiness, must have suggested to him that he should continue to seek the satisfaction of 

happiness in his life along the path of sexual relations and that he should make genital erotism the 

central point of his life. We went on to say that in doing so he made himself dependent in a most 

dangerous way on a portion of the external world, namely, his chosen love-object, and exposed himself 

to extreme suffering if he should be rejected by that object or should lose it through unfaithfulness or 

death. For that reason the wise men of every age have warned us most emphatically against this way of 

life; but in spite of this it has not lost its attraction for a great number of people. 

A small minority are enabled by their constitution to find happiness, in spite of everything, along the 

path of love. But far-reaching mental changes in the function of love are necessary before this can 

happen. These people make themselves independent of their object's acquiescence by displacing what 

they mainly value from being loved on to loving; they protect themselves against the loss of the object 

by directing their love, not to single objects but to all men alike; and they avoid the uncertainties and 

disappointments of genital love by turning away from its sexual aims and transforming the instinct into 

an impulse with an inhibited aim. What they bring about in themselves in this way is a state of evenly 

suspended, steadfast, affectionate feeling, which has little external resemblance any more to the stormy 

agitations of genital love, from which it is nevertheless derived. Perhaps St. Francis of Assisi went 

furthest in thus exploiting love for the benefit of an inner feeling of happiness. Moreover, what we have 

recognized as one of the techniques for fulfilling the pleasure principle has often been brought into 

connection with religion; this connection may lie in the remote regions where the distinction between 

the ego and objects or between objects themselves is neglected. According to one ethical view, whose 

deeper motivation will become clear to us presently, this readiness for a universal love of mankind and 

the world represents the highest standpoint which man can reach. Even at this early stage of the 

discussion I should like to bring forward my two main objections to this view. A love that does not 

discriminate seems to me to forfeit a part of its own value, by doing an injustice to its object; and 

secondly, not all men are worthy of love. 

The love which founded the family continues to operate in civilization both in its original form, in which 

it does not renounce direct sexual satisfaction, and in its modified form as aim-inhibited affection. In 

each, it continues to carry on its function of binding together considerable numbers of people, and it 

does so in a more intensive fashion than can be effected through the interest of work in common. The 

careless way in which language uses the word 'love' has its genetic justification. People give the name 

'love' to the relation between a man and a woman whose genital needs have led them to found a family; 

but. they also give the name 'love' to the positive feelings between parents and children, and between 

the brothers and sisters of a family, although we are obliged to describe this as 'aim-inhibited love' or 

'affection'. Love with an inhibited aim was in fact originally fully sensual love, and it is so still in man's 



unconscious. Both - fully sensual love and aim-inhibited love - extend outside the family and create new 

bonds with people who before were strangers. Genital love leads to the formation of new families, and 

aim-inhibited love to 'friendships' which become valuable from a cultural standpoint because they escape 

some of the limitations of genital love, as, for instance, its exclusiveness. But in the course of 

development the relation of love to civilization loses its unambiguity. On the one hand love comes into 

opposition to the interests of civilization; on the other civilization threatens love with substantial 

restrictions. 

This rift between them seems unavoidable. The reason for it is not immediately recognizable. It 

expresses itself at first as a conflict between the family and the larger community to which the individual 

belongs. We have already perceived that one of the main endeavours of civilization is to bring people 

together into large unities. But the family will not give the individual up. The more closely the members 

of a family are attached to one another, the more often do they tend to cut themselves off from others, 

and the more difficult is it for them to enter into the wider circle of life. The mode of life in common 

which is phylogenetically the older, and which is the only one that exists in childhood, will not let itself 

be superseded by the cultural mode of life which has been acquired later. Detaching himself from his 

family becomes a task that faces every young person, and society often helps him in the solution of it by 

means of puberty and initiation rites. We get the impression that these are difficulties which are 

inherent in all psychical - and, indeed, at bottom, in all organic - development. 

Furthermore, women soon come into opposition to civilization and display their retarding and 

restraining influence - those very women who, in the beginning, laid the foundations of civilization by 

the claims of their love. Women represent the interests of the family and of sexual life. The work of 

civilization has become increasingly the business of men, it confronts them with ever more difficult tasks 

and compels them to carry out instinctual sublimations of which women are little capable. Since a man 

does not have unlimited quantities of psychical energy at his disposal, he has to accomplish his tasks by 

making an expedient distribution of his libido. What he employs for cultural aims he to a great extent 

withdraws from women and sexual life. His constant association with men, and his dependence on his 

relations with mem, even estrange him from his duties as a husband and father. Thus the woman finds 

herself forced into the background by the claims of civilization and she adopts a hostile attitude towards 

it. 

The tendency on the part of civilization to restrict sexual life is no less clear than its other tendency to 

expand the cultural unit. Its first, totemic, phase already brings with it the prohibition against an 

incestuous choice of object, and this is perhaps the most drastic mutilation which man's erotic life has in 

all time experienced. Taboos, laws and customs impose further restrictions, which affect both men and 

women. Not all civilizations go equally far in this; and the economic structure of the society also 

influences the amount of sexual freedom that remains. Here, as we already know, civilization is obeying 

the laws of economic necessity, since a large amount of the psychical energy which it uses for its own 

purposes has to be withdrawn from sexuality. In this respect civilization behaves towards sexuality as a 

people or a stratum of its population does which has subjected another one to its exploitation. Fear of a 

revolt by the suppressed elements drives it to stricter precautionary measures. A high-water mark in 

such a development has been reached in our Western European civilization. A cultural community is 

perfectly justified, psychologically, in starting by proscribing manifestations of the sexual life of children, 

for there would be no prospect of curbing the sexual lusts of adults if the ground had not been prepared 

for it in childhood. But such a community cannot in any way be justified in going to the length of actually 

disavowing such easily demonstrable, and, indeed, striking phenomena. As regards the sexually mature 



individual, the choice of an object is restricted to the opposite sex, and most extra-genital satisfactions 

are forbidden as perversions. The requirement, demonstrated in these prohibitions, that there shall be a 

single kind of sexual life for everyone, disregards the dissimilarities, whether innate or acquired, in the 

sexual constitution of human beings; it cuts off a fair number of them from sexual enjoyment, and so 

becomes the source of serious injustice. The result of such restrictive measures might be that in people 

who are normal - who are not prevented by their constitution - the whole of their sexual interests would 

flow without loss into the channels that are left open. But hetero-sexual genital love, which has 

remained exempt From outlawry, is itself restricted by further limitations, in the shape of insistence 

upon legitimacy and monogamy. Present- day civilization makes it plain that it will only permit sexual 

relationships on the basis of a solitary, indissoluble bond between one man and one woman, and that it 

does not like sexuality as a source of pleasure in its own right and is only prepared to tolerate it because 

there is so far no substitute for it as a means of propagating the human race. 

This, of course, is an extreme picture. Everybody knows that it has proved impossible to put it into 

execution, even for quite short periods. Only the weaklings have submitted to such an extensive 

encroachment upon their sexual freedom, and stronger natures have only done so subject to a 

compensatory condition, which will be mentioned later. Civilized society has found itself obliged to pass 

over in silence many transgressions which, according to its own rescripts, it ought to have punished. But 

we must not err on the other side and assume that, because it does not achieve all its aims, such an 

attitude on the part of society is entirely innocuous. The sexual life of civilized man is notwithstanding 

severely impaired; it sometimes gives the impression of being in process of involution as a function, just 

as our teeth and hair seem to be as organs. One is probably justified in assuming that its importance as a 

source of feelings of happiness, and therefore in the fulfilment of our aim in life, has sensibly 

diminished. Sometimes one seems to perceive that it is not only the pressure of civilization but 

something in the nature of the function itself which denies us full satisfaction and urges us along other 

paths. This may be wrong; it is hard to decide. 

V 

Psycho-analytic work has shown us that it is precisely these frustrations of sexual life which people 

known as neurotics cannot tolerate. The neurotic creates substitutive satisfactions for himself in his 

symptoms, and these either cause him suffering in themselves or become sources of suffering for him by 

raising difficulties in his relations with his environment and the society he belongs to. The latter fact is 

easy to understand; the former presents us with a new problem. But civilization demands other 

sacrifices besides that of sexual satisfaction. 

We have treated the difficulty of cultural development as a general difficulty of development by tracing 

it to the inertia of the libido, to its disinclination to give up an old position for a new one. We are saying 

much the same thing when we derive the antithesis between civilization and sexuality from the 

circumstance that sexual love is a relationship between two individuals in which a third can only be 

superfluous or disturbing, whereas civilization depends on relationships between a considerable number 

of individuals. When a love-relationship is at its height there is no room left for any interest in the 

environment; a pair of lovers are sufficient to themselves, and do not even need the child they have in 

common to make them happy. In no other case does Eros so clearly betray the core of his being, his 

purpose of making one out of more than one; but when he has achieved this in the proverbial way 

through the love of two human beings, he refuses to go further. 



So far, we can quite well imagine a cultural community consisting of double individuals like this, who, 

libidinally satisfied in themselves, are connected with one another through the bonds of common "work 

and common interests. If this were so, civilization would not have to withdraw any energy from 

sexuality. But this desirable state of things does not, and never did, exist. Reality shows us that 

civilization is not content with the ties we have so far allowed it. It aims at binding the members of the 

community together in a libidinal way as well and employs every means to that end. It favours every 

path by which strong identifications can be established between the members of the community, and it 

summons up aim-inhibited libido on the largest scale so as to strengthen the communal bond by 

relations of friendship. In order for these aims to be fulfilled, a restriction upon sexual life is 

unavoidable. But we are unable to understand what the necessity is which forces civilization along this 

path and which causes its antagonism to sexuality. There must be some disturbing factor which we have 

not yet discovered. 

The clue may be supplied by one of the ideal demands, as we have called them, of civilized society. It 

runs: 'Thou shall love thy neighbour as thyself.' It is known throughout the world and is undoubtedly 

older than Christianity, which puts it forward as its proudest claim. Yet it is certainly not very old; even in 

historical times it was still strange to mankind. Let us adopt a naive attitude towards it, as though we 

were hearing it for the first time; we shall be unable then to suppress a feeling of surprise and 

bewilderment. Why should we do it? What good will it do us? But, above all, how shall we achieve it? 

How can it be possible? My love is something valuable to me which I ought not to throw away without 

reflection. It imposes duties on me for whose fulfilment I must be ready to make sacrifices. If I love 

someone, he must deserve it in some way. (I leave out of account the use he may be to me, and also his 

possible significance for me as a sexual object, for neither of these two kinds of relationship comes into 

question where the precept to love my neighbour is concerned.) He deserves it if he is so like me in 

important ways that I can love myself in him; and he deserves it if he is so much more perfect than 

myself that I can love my ideal of my own self in him. Again, I have to love him if he is my friend's son, 

since the pain my friend would feel if any harm came to him would be my pain too - I should have to 

share it. But if he is a stranger to me and if he cannot attract me by any worth of his own or any 

significance that he may already have acquired for my emotional life, it will be hard for me to love him. 

Indeed, I should be wrong to do so, for my love is valued by all my own people as a sign of my preferring 

them, and it is an injustice to them if I put a stranger on a par with them. But if I am to love him (with 

this universal love) merely because he, too, is an inhabitant of this earth, like an insect, an earth-worm 

or a grass-snake, then I fear that only a small modicum of my love will fall to his share - not by any 

possibility as much as, by the judgement of my reason, I am entitled to retain for myself. What is the 

point of a precept enunciated with so much solemnity if its fulfilment cannot be recommended as 

reasonable? 

On closer inspection, I find still further difficulties. Not merely is this stranger in general unworthy of my 

love; I must honestly confess that he has more claim to my hostility and even my hatred. He seems not 

to have the least trace of love for me and shows me not the slightest consideration. If it will do him any 

good he has no hesitation in injuring me, nor does he ask himself whether the amount of advantage he 

gains bears any proportion to the extent of the harm he does to me. Indeed, he need not even obtain an 

advantage; if he can satisfy any sort of desire by it, he thinks nothing of jeering at me, insulting me, 

slandering me and showing his superior power; and the more secure he feels and the more helpless I 

am, the more certainly I can expect him to behave like this to me. If he behaves differently, if he shows 

me consideration and forbearance as a stranger, I am ready to treat him in the same way, in any case 

and quite apart from any precept. Indeed, if this grandiose commandment had run 'Love thy neighbour 



as thy neighbour loves thee', I should not take exception to it. And there is a second commandment, 

which seems to me even more incomprehensible and arouses still stronger opposition in me. It is 'Love 

thine enemies'. If I think it over, however, I see that I am wrong in treating it as a greater imposition. At 

bottom it is the same thing. 

I think I can now hear a dignified voice admonishing me: 'It is precisely because your neighbour is not 

worthy of love, and is on the contrary your enemy, that you should love him as yourself.' I then 

understand that the case is one like that of Credo quia absurdum. 

Now it is very probable that my neighbour, when he is enjoined to love me as himself, will answer 

exactly as I have done and will repel me for the same reasons. I hope he will not have the same objective 

grounds for doing so, but he will have the same idea as I have. Even so, the behaviour of human beings 

shows differences, which ethics, disregarding the fact that such differences are determined, classifies as 

'good' or 'bad'. So long as these undeniable differences have not been removed, obedience to high 

ethical demands entails damage to the aims of civilization, for it puts a positive premium on being bad. 

One is irresistibly reminded of an incident in the French Chamber when capital punishment was being 

debated. A member had been passionately supporting its abolition and his speech was being received 

with tumultuous applause, when a voice from the hall called out: 'Que messieurs les assassins 

commencent'. ['It's the murderers who should make the first move.'] 

The element of truth behind all this, which people are so ready to disavow, is that men are not gentle 

creatures who want to be loved, and who at the most can defend themselves if they are attacked; they 

are, on the contrary, creatures among whose instinctual endowments is to be reckoned a powerful 

share of aggressiveness. As a result, their neighbour is for them not only a potential helper or sexual 

object, but also someone who tempts them to satisfy their aggressiveness on him, to exploit his capacity 

for work without compensation, to use him sexually without his consent, to seize his possessions, to 

humiliate him, to cause him pain, to torture and to kill him. Homo homini lupus ["Man is a wolf to man"]. 

Who, in the face of all his experience of life and of history, will have the courage to dispute this 

assertion? As a rule this cruel aggressiveness waits for some provocation or puts itself at the service of 

some other purpose, whose goal might also have been reached by milder measures. In circumstances 

that are favourable to it, when the mental counter-forces which ordinarily inhibit it are out of action, it 

also manifests itself spontaneously and reveals man as a savage beast to whom consideration towards 

his own kind is something alien. Anyone who calls mind the atrocities committed during the racial 

migrations the invasions of the Huns, or by the people known as Mongols under Jenghiz Khan and 

Tamerlane, or at the capture of Jerusalem by the pious Crusaders, or even, indeed, the horrors of the 

recent World War - anyone who calls these things to mind will$ have to bow humbly before the truth of 

this view. 

The existence of this inclination to aggression, which we can detects in ourselves and justly assume to be 

present in others, is the factor which disturbs our relations with our neighbour and which forces 

civilization into such a high expenditure of energy. In consequence of this primary mutual hostility of 

human beings, civilized society is perpetually threatened with disintegration. 

The interest of work in common would not hold it together; instinctual passions are stronger than 

reasonable interests. Civilization has to use its utmost efforts in order to set limits to man's aggressive 

instincts and to hold the manifestations of men in check by psychical reaction-formations. Hence, 

therefore, the use of methods intended to incite people into identifications and aim-inhibited 

relationships of love, hence the restriction upon sexual life, and hence too the ideal's commandment to 



love one's neighbour as oneself - a commandment which is really justified by the fact that nothing else 

runs as strongly counter to the original nature of man. In spite of every effort, these endeavours of 

civilization have not so far achieved very much. It hopes to prevent the crudest excesses of brutal 

violence by itself assuming the right to use violence against criminals, but the law is not able to lay hold 

of the more cautious and refined manifestations of human aggressiveness. The time comes when each 

one of us has to give up as illusions the expectations which, in his youth, he pinned upon his fellow-men, 

and when he may learn how much difficulty and pain has been added to his life by their ill-will. At the 

same time, it would be unfair to reproach civilization with trying to eliminate strife and competition 

from human activity. These things are undoubtedly indispensable. But opposition is not necessarily 

enmity; it is merely misused and made an occasion for enmity. 

The communists believe that they have found the path to deliverance from our evils. According to them, 

man is wholly good and is well-disposed to his neighbour; but the institution of private property has 

corrupted his nature. The ownership of private wealth gives the individual power, and with it the 

temptation to ill-treat his neighbour; while the man who is excluded from possession is bound to rebel 

in hostility against his oppressor. If private property were abolished, all wealth held in common, and 

everyone allowed to share in the enjoyment of it, ill-will and hostility would disappear among men. 

Since everyone's needs would be satisfied, no one would have any reason to regard another as his 

enemy; all would willingly undertake the work that was necessary. I have no concern with any economic 

criticisms of the communist system; I cannot enquire into whether the abolition of private property is 

expedient or advantageous. But I am able to recognize that the psychological premises on which the 

system is based are an untenable illusion. In abolishing private property we deprive the human love of 

aggression of one of its instruments, certainly a strong one, though certainly not the strongest; but we 

have in no way altered the differences in power and influence which are misused by aggressiveness, nor 

have we altered anything in its nature. Aggressiveness was not created by property. It reigned almost 

without limit in primitive times, when property was still very scanty, and it already shows itself in the 

nursery almost before property has given up its primal, anal form; it forms the basis of every relation of 

affection and love among people (with the single exception, perhaps, of the mother's relation to her 

male child). If we do away with personal rights over material wealth, there still remains prerogative in 

the field of sexual relationships, which is bound to become the source of the strongest dislike and the 

most violent hostility among men who in other respects are on an equal footing. If we were to remove 

this factor, too, by allowing complete freedom of sexual life and thus abolishing the family, the germ-cell 

of civilization, we cannot, it is true, easily foresee what new paths the development of civilization could 

take; but one thing we can expect, and that is that this indestructible feature of human nature, will 

follow it there. 

It is clearly not easy for men to give up the satisfaction of this inclination to aggression. They do not feel 

comfortable without it. The advantage which a comparatively small cultural group offers of allowing this 

instinct an outlet in the form of hostility against intruders is not to be despised. It is always possible to 

bind together a considerable number of people in love, so long as there are other people left over to 

receive the manifestations of their aggressiveness. I once discussed the phenomenon that it is precisely 

communities with adjoining territories, and related to each other in other ways as well, who are 

engaged in constant feuds and in ridiculing each other - like the Spaniards and Portuguese, for instance, 

the North Germans and South Germans, the English and Scotch, and so on. I gave this phenomenon the 

name of 'the narcissism of minor differences', a name which does not do much to explain it. We can now 

see that it is a convenient and relatively harmless satisfaction of the inclination to aggression, by means 

of which, cohesion between the members of the community is made easier; in this respect the Jewish 



people, scattered everywhere, have rendered most useful services to the civilizations of the countries 

that have been their hosts; but unfortunately all the massacres of the Jews in the Middle Ages did not 

suffice to make that period more peaceful and secure for their Christian fellows. When once the Apostle 

Paul had posited universal love between men as the foundation of his Christian community, extreme 

intolerance on the part of Christendom towards those who remained outside it became the inevitable 

consequence. To the Romans, who had not founded their communal life as a State upon love, religious 

intolerance was something foreign, although with them religion was a concern of the State and the State 

was permeated by religion. Neither was it an unaccountable chance that the dream of a Germanic 

world-dominion called for anti-semitism as its complement; and it is intelligible that the attempt to 

establish a new, communist civilization in Russia should find its psychological support in the persecution 

of the bourgeois. One only wonders, with concern, what the Soviets will do after they have wiped out 

their bourgeois. 

If civilization imposes such great sacrifices not only on man's sexuality but on his aggressivity, we can 

understand better why it is hard for him to be happy in that civilization. In fact, primitive man was better 

off in knowing no restrictions of instinct. To counterbalance this, his prospects of enjoying this happiness 

for any length of time were very slender. Civilized man has exchanged a portion of his possibilities of 

happiness for a portion of security. We must not forget, however, that in the primal family only the head 

of it enjoyed this instinctual freedom; the rest lived in slavish suppression. In that primal period of 

civilization, the contrast between a minority who enjoyed the advantages of civilization and a majority 

who were robbed of those advantages was, therefore, carried to extremes. As regards the primitive 

peoples who exist to-day, careful researches have shown that their instinctual life is by no means to be 

envied for its freedom. It is subject to restrictions of a different kind but perhaps of greater severity than 

those attaching to modern civilized man. 

When we justly find fault with the present state of our civilization for so inadequately fulfilling our 

demands for a plan of life that shall make us happy; and for allowing the existence of so much suffering which 

could probably be avoided - when, with unsparing criticism, we try to uncover the roots of its imperfection, 

we are undoubtedly exercising a proper right and are not showing ourselves enemies of civilization. We 

may expect gradually to carry through such alterations in our civilization as will better satisfy our needs 

and will escape our criticisms. But perhaps we may also familiarize ourselves with the idea that there are 

difficulties attaching to the nature of civilization which will not yield to any attempt at reform. Over and 

above the tasks of restricting the instincts, which we are prepared for, there forces itself on our notice 

the danger of a state of things which might be termed 'the psychological poverty of groups'. This danger 

is most threatening where the bonds of a society are chiefly constituted by the identification of its 

members with one another, while individuals of the leader type do not acquire the importance that 

should fall to them in the formation of a group. The present cultural state of America would give us a 

good opportunity for studying the damage to civilization which is thus to be feared. But I shall avoid the 

temptation of entering upon a critique of American civilization; I do not wish to give an impression of 

wanting myself to employ American methods. 


	III
	IV
	V

