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III 

…[W]hat 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 attitude 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… [One of these historical 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. [Another historical 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… 

 

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 
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adjust their mutual relations.
1
 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… 

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 are 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 that the element of civilization enters on the scene 

with the first attempt to regulate these social relationships. 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 

                                                           
1
 See The Future of an Illusion (1927c). [Here Freud is making reference to one of his earlier books which discusses 

the same issues.  All footnotes are Freud’s own, unless I indicate them as my own comment by using square 

brackets and adding ‘JB’.] 
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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 
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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.
2
 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.
3
 

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 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. ¹ Cf. my 

‘Character and Anal Erotism’ (1908b), and numerous further contributions, by Ernest Jones and 

others. 

                                                           
2
 [Here ‘anal erotism’  is a reference to the ‘anal stage’ of Freud’s broader psychoanalytic theory.  In Freud’s theory 

the anal stage refers to a period of a child’s psychosexual development—usually corresponds to the second and third 

years of life—in which the child learns to control his or her bowls.  The point here is that children desire to relieve 

themselves when and where they are inclined to, but social pressures, driven by standards of order and cleanliness, 

push them to constrain that desire.  JB] 
3 Cf. my ‘Character and Anal Erotism’ (1908b), and numerous further contributions, by Ernest Jones and others. 


