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Was “death” a lacuna at the heart of Sigmund Freud’s work? Liran
Razinsky argues that the question of death is repressed, rejected and
avoided by Freud, therefore resulting in an impairment of the entire
theoretical structure of psychoanalysis. Razinsky supports his claim
through a series of close readings of psychoanalytic texts (including
not just Freud, but Klein, Kohut, Jung and Lacan, among others)
that explore psychoanalysis’ inattention to this fundamental human
concern. The readings are combined to form an overall critique of
psychoanalysis—one that remains sympathetic but calls for a rethinking
of the issue of death. In presenting a fresh and persuasive interpretation
of the Freudian corpus, this book will be of interest to scholars of Freud’s
thought and psychoanalysis, literary scholars, analysts, clinicians and all
those curious about death’s psychic life.
l i r a n r a z i n s k y is a Lecturer in the Department of Hermeneutics
and Cultural Studies at Bar-Ilan University, Israel. He works in both
French and comparative literature, and critical theory, as well as in
theoretical psychoanalysis.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

Freud, Psychoanalysis
and Death
Liran Razinsky

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom
Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.
It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.
www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107478442
© Liran Razinsky 2013
This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.
First published 2013
First paperback edition 2014
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
Razinsky, Liran.
Freud, psychoanalysis and death / Liran Razinsky.
pages cm
Includes bibliographical references.
isbn 978-1-107-00972-1
1. Death–Psychological aspects. 2. Psychoanalysis.
1856–1939. I. Title.
bf789.d4.r39 2013
150.19´52–dc23

3. Freud, Sigmund,

2012018825
isbn 978-1-107-00972-1 Hardback
isbn 978-1-107-47844-2 Paperback
Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication,
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate
or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

Contents

Acknowledgments

1

Introduction
Death in theory
Death in the clinic
The structure of the book

Chapter 1:

Against death: Freud and the question of death’s
psychic presence
The case against representation
The desiring machine (hits the wall of reality)
The I of the beholder
The case against fear
Doubt and hesitation

Chapter 2:
Chapter 3:

5
9
12

15
15
24
26
30
37

“Most of the time life appears so uncertain to
me”: Death as a concern in Freud’s life

40

The dream of death: The Interpretation of Dreams

46

Opening: Death representable and irrepresentable
Dying the death of the other
Non vixit
Dying in one’s dreams
Finally he melted away
A castle by the sea
Autopsy-choanalyzing oneself
How much time?
I must not go yet? A visit to the underworld
Concern for others
Limping, pale, and seriously ill. Irma

Chapter 4:

page ix

To dream, perchance to die: A further exploration
of The Interpretation of Dreams
Death and ambition
The man with the beard
Non vixit
Rome
“I must not delay any longer”

46
50
52
56
56
59
62
64
67
67
69

75
75
76
77
78
81

v

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

vi

Contents
82
83
85
86
87
89
90
92
93
97
98
101

Late in life
The Botanical Monograph
Method in the madness
The “1851 and 1856” dream
Aspire – expire
Death, an absurdity
Father on his death-bed
Death: Between denial and recognition
For dust thou art
Night of the living dead
Anxiety and wish
Conclusions: Death and dreams

Chapter 5:

Death and anxiety

105

Chapter 6:

A struggle with the concept of death: “Thoughts
for the Times on War and Death”

112

Giving death the place which is its due
But what is the place which is death’s due?
The highest stake in the game of living
The direct encounter with death
The influence of war
Freud’s hesitation

Chapter 7:

114
117
120
124
126
127

Driving death away: Freud’s theory of the death drive 131
The death drive and death
Dying your own death
Critiques of the death drive
Recasting the death drive as an existential concept
The death drive, Freud, and death: Further considerations

Chapter 8:

Death and culture: Death as a central motif in
Freud’s cultural and literary analyses

155

The dead and us
Immortality
The uncanny
Totem and Taboo
Transient lives
Further thoughts on “Thoughts”
On Transience

Chapter 9:

133
142
146
149
152

155
155
158
160
161
162
164

Avoidance and reduction of death in psychoanalysis 170
Reduction
Generalization and non-specification
Sexualization of death
Rendering death a wish and activizing the subject in death
Concretizing death
Pathologization of the psychic reaction to death
A negative moral judgment
Overlooking death

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

170
173
175
176
177
178
180
182

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

Contents

vii

Intermezzo: Dying without death—Mourning and Melancholia
Treating death as a problem of the ill and elderly
“So what?”

Chapter 10:

The post-Freudians in the labyrinth of death
The Kleinians
The Kleinian understanding of the fear of death
The theory’s application
Erikson
Kohut
Jung
Winnicott

Chapter 11:

Lacan
The symbolic, the imaginary, and the real
The symbolic
The imaginary
The real
Tragic paths and the death drive
The nature of desire
Das Ding
The concrete fear of death
Conclusion: Talking about death

Chapter 12:

Attempts at reconciliation
Rank and Becker
Piven
Lifton
Death equivalents
Yalom and clinical approaches
Facing the abyss and surviving it
Existential psychoanalysis: Handling otherness
Bridges to one’s past

Chapter 13:

Sources of the clash: The conflict between
analytic ideas and concern with death
Where does the problem lie? Some analytic tenets that
hinder the integration of death
The deterministic-mechanistic model
The focus on the past
The detachability of affect and content
The interdependence of psychic events
The instinctual model
The focus on presence
Explaining the external in terms of the internal
The analytic perspective on reality
The focus on relational aspects
Recoiling from the “high”: Against philosophy
Generality versus idiosyncrasy I: Universal explanations
Therapeutic pessimism

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

183
189
189

191
191
193
195
197
201
204
206

208
209
209
211
213
215
216
218
219
220

222
222
224
225
226
228
230
232
233

236
236
237
238
238
239
240
240
241
242
243
243
245
246

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

viii

Contents
Aspects of death that lie—or do they? Beyond psychoanalysis
Death and the meaning of life
Analytic sensibilities helpful to the integration of death
“Freudian pessimism”
Truth and illusion
Generality versus idiosyncrasy II: Idiosyncratic explorations

Chapter 14:

Death in life
Death in praxis
The psychic life of death
Death anxiety and the thought of death
On not knowing death: Defenses and distortions
Death as a dynamic absence
To be with not-to-be
Knowledge of death and the encounter with it

247
247
248
249
249
249

253
254
257
260
261
265
274
276

Final thoughts

279

References
Index

286
299

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

Acknowledgments

The current study, as well as my entire thinking about psychoanalysis,
owes a great deal to Rachel Blass, who through her comments on my
texts and countless personal meetings, has helped me to think about
these issues and give them form. The intellectual dialog with her has
continuously advanced my ideas.
This book originated from a PhD dissertation begun over a decade
ago. For a long time, I was amused by the fact that the university
authorized a project that overlapped to a large extent with my frequent
discussions with my good friend Eran Dorfman. These long discussions
on life and death, meaning, and existential concerns were not a professional matter of course, but a personal inquiry for us both. We have both
come a long way since then. One discussion in particular, where we
wondered whether psychoanalytic issues are the same as existential ones,
put me on track for this work.
My dear sister, Hili Razinsky has always been able to illuminate issues,
expose things not sufficiently clarified, and develop my ideas and push
them forward.
The person who has accompanied my work most intimately has been
my beloved wife, Tehila Mishor. Through her advice and support, she
has always helped me get on with it. Whenever in doubt or in need of
exchange of ideas, I would turn to her. Her intelligence and clear
thinking enabled her to see through my mistakes and problems, and
helped me make decisions, something never easy for me. Above all, she
was always there, and made this long period a pleasant one.
I wish to thank my past teachers to whom I feel indebted. First, Betty
Rojtman, with whom I share many intellectual interests, and whose
delicate and nuanced thought enriched my thinking on death. My consideration of psychoanalysis has evolved in various contexts. Vladimir
Marinov helped to deepen my investigation, and in many discussions
engaged me in a rigorous examination of aspects of psychoanalysis’
relation to death. Julia Kristeva taught me much about the strong and
weak points of psychoanalysis, and helped me develop a more existential
ix

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

x

Acknowledgments

approach. Ruth Ginsburg was the first to teach me that Freud can be
read in a literary way, that is, as a text, and fostered my keenness for
diving into Freud in search of pearls. Rivka Eifermann taught me how to
listen with an analytic ear.
I owe many of the improvements and changes to Cathy Caruth, Jose
Brunner, and three anonymous Cambridge reviewers, all of whom were
extremely helpful with their close attention to my text, and with evaluating the overall project and pointing out strengths, and weaknesses to be
worked on. I am very grateful to Hetty Reid from CUP for believing in
this book and putting this belief into practice, and to Carrie Parkinson,
Josephine Lane, Sally Seehafer, and Chris Miller for being so helpful
with its production.
Mark Joseph was much more than an English editor, although he also
performed this job tremendously. He was the first reader of the work in
its current version and alerted me to all those places which were theoretically unclear or fuzzy. Many of his important comments are now
incorporated in the book.
Much gratitude goes to Lia Levy and Batya Razinsky for their valuable
help in taking care of organizing the bibliography.
I wrote this study over the course of several years in the cafés of
Jerusalem. Specifically, I wish to thank the wonderful staff of Nocturno,
Uganda, and the Qawehouse for having created the kind of environment
that could make the potentially tedious work of writing a book pleasant.
***
The work was partly supported by scholarships from the Sigmund
Freud Center for Research in Psychoanalysis (Salinski Fund) and from
the Center for Austrian Studies, both at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem.
Some chapters and sections have previously appeared (with alterations) as articles or as book chapters, and I wish to thank the journals
and editors for granting me permission to reprint them here. Part of
Chapter 1 appeared as “Against Death’s Representability: Freud and the
Question of Death’s Psychic Presence,” in The Psychoanalytic Study of
the Child, 65, 2011. Chapter 6 appeared as “A Psychoanalytic Struggle
with the Concept of Death: A New Reading of Freud’s ‘Thoughts for the
Times on War and Death,’” in The Psychoanalytic Review, 94, 355–387,
2007, and is used here with the permission of the National Psychological
Assiciation for Psychanalysis, and Chapter 7 appeared as “Driving
Death Away: Death and Freud’s Theory of the Death Drive,” in Psychoanalytic Review, 97, 393–424, 2010. The section on ambition from
Chapter 4 first appeared as “Death and Ambition in Freud’s The

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-47844-2 - Freud, Psychoanalysis and Death
Liran Razinsky
Frontmatter
More information

Acknowledgments

xi

Interpretation of Dreams,” in A Kasher (Ed.), Making Sense of Dying and
Death, published by the Inter-Disciplinary Press, Oxford, 2011.
A shortened version of which was also published in the e-book Mortality,
Dying, and Death, edited by C. Edwards and C. Haliburton.
A few passages appeared in “How to Look Death in the Eyes Rather
Than Shunning It: Freud and Bataille,” published in SubStance.
A Review of Theory and Literary Criticism 38, 63–88, 2009. # 2009 by
the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System. Reproduced courtesy of the University of Wisconsin Press. Other Passages
were included in the review “On the Strange Case of the Attitude
of Psychoanalysis Towards Death,” Contemporary Psychoanalysis, 43,
149–164, 2007.
A very short summary of this work in its initial stages appeared as
“What Freud Did Not Say: The Absence of Death in Freud’s Writings,”
in A. Suppan & R. Lein (Eds.), From the Habsburgs to Central Europe.
Europa Orientalis, 6, 239–249, 2008.
All Freud’s citations are from The Standard Edition of The Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, translated and edited by James
Strachey # 2010 James Strachey. Reprinted by permission of the
Random House Group Limited, the Marsh Agency on behalf of Sigmund
Freud Copyrights, Basic Books, a member of the Perseus Books Group,
and W.W. Norton.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

