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THE IMAGE/SIGN RELATION IN HUSSERL AND FREUD 

EDWARD S. CASEY 

Tout l'univers visible n'est qu'un magasin d'images et 
de signes auxquels l'imagination donnera une place 
et une valeur. 

?Baudelaire 

I 

JljVER since Plato declared imagining to be mere pseudo- or 

shadow-knowing?a form of eikasia, the lowest species of mental 

activity?Western philosophers have striven to put imagination in its 

place: a strictly subordinate place. With the exception of isolated 

figures such as Vico, Collingwood, and Bachelard, philosophers 
have denounced imagining for its digressiveness and excoriated it for 

its evasiveness, though sometimes surreptitiously admiring it for 

these very qualities. At the same time, and as part of the same 

deprecatory tactic, invidious comparisons have been instituted 

between imagining and supposedly superior psychical activities. In 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, for example, the paradigm 
was pure thinking, over against which imagining appeared as deceit 

ful and mendacious?as "the mistress of falsehood and error" in 

Pascal's classic complaint. Even Kant, for all of his attention to 

imagination as a source of synthesis, considered the image to be 

"a mere set of particular qualities, determined by no assignable 

rule"1?in contrast with the determinacy and rule-bound character of 

pure concepts. Kant, as much as Descartes or Pascal, Malebranche 

or Mersenne, Spinoza or Leibniz, would agree with Heidegger's stern 

verdict that philosophical thinking is "charmless and image-poor."2 

Just as philosophers of the Age of Reason were reacting to the 

Renaissance tendency to endow imagination with magical and meta 

1 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. N. K. Smith (New 
York: Humanities Press, 1950), A 570 B 598, p. 487. The citation from 
Pascal is from his Pens?es, ed. L. Lafuma (Paris: Seuil, 1962), p. 54. 

2 Martin Heidegger, Vortr?ge und Aufs?tze (Pfullingen: Neske, 1954), 
p. 229. Contrast this claim with that of Jaspers: "philosophy is always 
imagistic" (Karl Jaspers, Die Sprache [Munich: Piper, 1964], p. 72). 
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208 EDWARD S. CASEY 

physical powers, so many nineteenth and early twentieth century 
thinkers sought to deny to imagination the ascendancy accorded to it 

by Romantic philosophers and poets. From being (in Coleridge's 
formula) "the living power and prime agent of all human perception,"3 
it has been systematically subordinated to a series of putatively 
"higher" or "deeper" powers: Absolute Knowledge in Hegel, Will 
in Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, Faith in Kierkegaard, Vital Force 
in Bergson. The list could be extended almost indefinitely, but the 

principle would remain the same: imagining is of trifling significance 
in comparison with predominant paradigms of high- or deep-level 

activity. 
Over the course of the twentieth century, the two most con 

spicuous and fateful paradigms, compared with which the fanciful 

faculty of imagining almost inevitably appears paltry, have been 

perception and the sign. I shall not take up the case of per 

ception here, except to point to the striking similarity between 

analytical and phenomenological treatments of it vis-?-vis imagina 
tion. However differently described and interpreted, perception is 

given primacy over imagination in both traditions. Wittgenstein 
proclaims that "images tell us nothing, right or wrong, about 

the external world," and Merleau-Ponty continues the thought by 

opposing the "closely woven fabric" of the perceived world to the 

mere "pseudo-presence" of the "artificial world" of imagination.4 

Moreover, Sartre's earnest efforts to establish imagination as an 

independent act?efforts which parallel Ryle's in many ways?do not 

overcome the unfavorable contrast with perception: the inherent 

plenitude of perception overshadows what Sartre himself admits 

to be the "essential poverty" of imaginative experience.5 

My concern in this essay, however, is with a second species of 

invidious comparison which has become increasingly common in this 

3 S. T. Cole?dge, BiographiaLiteraria, ed. G. Watson (London: Dent, 
1965), p. 167. Coleridge refers here to "primary imagination." 4 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Zettel, ed. G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. von 

Wright (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), sec. 621; Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. C. Smith (New York: 
Humanities Press, 1962), pp. x, 181, and 341. 

5 On the essential poverty of imagining, see Jean-Paul Sartre, Psy 
chology of Imagination, trans. B. Frechtman (New York: Washington 
Square Press, 1966), pp. 11, 19, and 170. Ryle's interpretation of imagina 
tion is to be found in The Concept of Mind (New York: Barnes & Noble, 
1949), pp. 245-279. 
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THE IMAGE-SIGN RELATION 209 

century: that between the image and the sign. For the century has 

turned out to be less crucially a century of the image (as is mis 

leadingly claimed when "image" is identified with the sort of 
external visual image found in advertising, film, or television) than 

a century of the supremacy of the sign. Philosophers, linguists, 

literary critics, anthropologists, and many others have engaged in 

feverish speculation as to the nature of signs and sign systems. In 

this speculation, much of which falls under the generic heading of 

"semiology" and which extends from kinesics to poetics, the sign is 
almost automatically accorded priority over the image. A veritable 
semiomania has taken hold of the contemporary mind, and the image 
is once again the outcast. 

It is ironic that Ferdinand de Saussure, who more than any other 

gave rise to this pervasive passion for semiological research, at first 

considered the "sound-image" {image acoustique) to be of equal 

importance with the "concept" in the formation of the complete sign.6 

As his Course in General Linguistics proceeds, however, the sound 

image recedes from sight and the semiotic term "signifier" takes 
its place: here the role of the image in verbal sign systems literally 
fades before our eyes. The point is reached where it can even be 

claimed that "the essence of the sign is not to be an image. 
"7 And 

once structural linguistics passes through its purifying Prague 

phase and settles in to stay in Paris, the strict separation 
between image and sign has become an article of faith. Thus it is 

not surprising to find L?vi-Strauss defining the goal of structural 

anthropology as that of "grasping, beyond the conscious and always 

shifting images which men hold, the complete range of unconscious 

possibilities."8 These possibilities are ordered by structural laws 

manifested in symbolic systems of kinship or myth and originating in 
a universal unconscious which is "as alien to mental images 
as is the stomach to the foods which pass through it."9 

Lacan, also beholden to structural linguistics, is even more in 

sistent upon keeping images and signs apart in the domain of the 

6 
See Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. 

Wade Baskin (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), pp. 12 ff. 
7 
Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie (Paris: Minuit, 1967), p. 67; 

my italics. Derrida is commenting on chapter 6 of de Saussure's Course. 
8 

Claude L?vi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, trans. C. Jacobson 
and B. G. Schoepf (New York: Basic Books, 1963), p. 23: italics mine. 

9Ibid., p. 203. 
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210 EDWARD S. CASEY 

unconscious. Not only can there be no effective compromise be 

tween the imaginary and the symbolic orders, but the latter 

("le symbolique") possesses by far the greater significance in psycho 
analytic theory and practice; it alone delivers what Lacan calls cryp 

tically "the full Word." The imaginary, in contrast, becomes a mere 

repository of delusive narcissistic identifications stemming from a 

pathogenic misrecognition of the self by itself.10 
But the structuralists are by no means the only ones who have 

promoted signs at the expense of images. Much the same deprecia 
tion of imagery is evident in Chomsky (for whom linguistic deep 
structures serve as innate, categorial, and astringently non-imagistic 

fundaments) and in Piaget, whose developmental psychology ex 

pressly subordinates imagining to the "semiotic function"?which 

is itself only a forerunner of formal operations that are altogether 
independent of mental imagery.n Even such otherwise diverse areas 

as symbolic logic and the philosophy of symbolic forms seek to 

purge what is strictly symbolic in status of any trace of the 

imaginary. In all such endeavors, it is presumed that images 
function at best as low-level embodiments or illustrations of high 
level insights, and at worst as daydreamlike diversions from 

the rigors of advanced cognitive activity. Once more, then, any 

intrinsic significance or validity which the image might possess has 

been downplayed or overlooked in focusing on a stipulatively 

superior term. 

Here we must ask: Is such suppression of imagination to be 

accepted without further question? Is imagining always to be re 

garded as second-best in any matching of mental powers? Are 

there, in particular, less tendentious conceptions of the image/sign 
relation whereby both terms might be given their just due? We can 

make a start toward answering these questions by taking a careful 

look at two thinkers who propose more adequate assessments of 

the relationship between images and signs than we have so far en 

countered: Husserl and Freud. For all their disparities, these erst 

while students of Brentano agree in according to images and signs 
an equality of status and value in human experience. 

10 See Jacques Lacan, The Language of the Self, trans. A. Wilden 
(Baltimore: the Johns Hopkins Press, 1968), esp. pp. 38-51. 

11 See Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge, 
Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1965), esp. chapters 2-3; Jean Piaget and B?rbel 

Inhelder, La psychologie de Venfant (Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 1966), esp. chapter 3. 
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THE IMAGE-SIGN RELATION 211 

II 

Despite a resolute logocentrism?an insistence that meaning 
in itself be strictly distinguished from any exhibition of meaning in 

image-form?Husserl does not hesitate to recognize the significance 
of images for phenomenological method. This significance is found 
above all in the procedure of "free variation," the continual amplifica 
tion-and-modification of phenomena in imagination so as to discern 

what is truly distinctive about them. What cannot be "imagined 
away" or dis-imagined from a given object or event belongs to it 

intrinsically as part of its eidetic structure. Free variation is thus 

not merely analogous to imagination (as we might be tempted to 

say of the technique of phenomenological reduction in its neutralizing 
role) but in fact involves the actual use of the investigator's imagina 
tive powers?powers which help to bring about an eidetic insight 
(Wesensschau) not otherwise available. Husserl even goes so far as 

to assert that 

in phenomenology as in all eidetic sciences, free images enjoy a 

privileged position in relation to perceptions. . . . freedom in the 

investigation of essences necessarily requires that we operate on the 

plane of imagination.12 

We must operate on the plane of imagination because only by imagin 

ing can we project purely possible objects and states of affairs, 

thereby transcending the narrow limits of our personal experience 
and enormously extending the range of material from which eidetic 

insight can arise. As a privileged means of achieving such insight, 

imagining is to be considered the "vital element" in phenomenological 
method and is thus to be accorded a place of its own on the map of 

mental powers.13 It becomes, in Husserl's terms, a "free," "pure," 
and "simple" act, an act essentially independent of other acts.14 

In addition to such freely projective and eidetically insightful 
imagining, Husserl also recognizes a second significant form of 

12 
Edmund Husserl, Ideas, trans. W. R. Boyce Gibson (New York: 

Macmillan, 1958), sec. 70. I have emended Gibson's translation here and in 
other citations as well. 

13 
Cf., ibid., sec. 70: 

" 
'Fiction' constitutes the vital element of 

phenomenology as of all eidetic sciences; it is the source from which a knowl 

edge of 'eternal truths' may be drawn." 
14 

See ibid., secs. 99, 111, and 43. Note that all imagining is a form of 

non-positing "presentification" (Vergegenw?rtigung); although it does not 
posit its content as existing, it does present it in an intuitive or quasi 
sensuous guise, i.e., "imagistically" (im Bilde). 
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212 EDWARD S. CASEY 

imaginative activity. This is of a bound sort because, instead of prob 

ing the purely possible, it subserves "symbolic representation." It 

is precisely in this bound form that imagining becomes conjoined with 

sign activity. For symbolic representation may occur either by 

images or by signs; either way is possible and of equal validity. As 
Husserl writes: 

Between perception on the one hand and symbolic representation by 
images or by signs on the other there exists an irreconcilable eidetic 
difference. In these [two latter] types of representation we have the 
intuition of one thing [the image or sign proper] together with the 
awareness that it depicts or indicates-by-sign another thing. When we 
hold the first thing in the field of intuition, we do not direct ourselves 
onto it, but onto the second thing, that which is copied or designated 
[by it]. Nothing like this occurs in perception, in simple memory, 

or in the simple image.15 

This critical passage from Ideas is rarely remarked upon, and it is 
not at all clear that Husserl himself faced up to its full significance. 
For in one fell swoop, he has propounded two theses which run counter 

to assumptions deeply ingrained in much of post-Cartesian philosophy: 
Thesis 1. Imagination is to be distinguished?in kind, and not 

merely in degree?from the two acts to which it has all too often been 
subordinated: perception on the one hand and signifying activity on 
the other. Therefore, an image is no more an instance of what Hobbes 

called "decaying sense" than it is an instance of a sign. 
Thesis 2. However, images can still ally themselves with percep 

tions and with signs in certain non-dependent and non-derivative ways. 
The alliance between percepts and images is integral to Husserl's dis 

cussion of D?rer's "Knight, Death, and the Devil," an engraving 
whose perception is supplemented by various imaginative and quasi 

imaginative (i.e., neutralizing) activities.16 But it is the other alliance 
?that between images and signs?which chiefly concerns us here. 

Its existence indicates that images and signs, far from being inimical 
to each other, display a distinctive homology of structure and func 

tion in the context of symbolic representation. In this context, each 

refers to something other than itself and yet without presenting this 

"something other" as such: 

15 
Ibid., sec. 43; Husserl's italics. The "simple image" is an image 

which has no depicting or designating properties. 16 For Husserl's discussion of the D?rer engraving, seeldeas, sec. 111. 

This content downloaded from 129.49.23.145 on Thu, 29 May 2014 11:01:11 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


THE IMAGE-SIGN RELATION 213 

We should notice that just as the Image' ['Bild'] in itself, in ac 

cordance with its meaning as image, gives itself as the modification of 

something which without this modification would be presented 
precisely in person . . . exactly so too the 'sign' ['Zeichen'], in its 

fashion, gives itself as a modification of something [other than 

itself].17 

The "modification" in question is effected by a process of media 

tion. For image and sign resemble and rejoin one another to the exact 

extent that they both mediate experience, interposing themselves 
between an intentional act and an object which, though intended, is 
not present to the senses or to memory. In each case, one thing (the 

object intended) is aimed at by means of another thing (the image 
or sign proper). What is meant or aimed at, the "something other," 

may be a perceived thing or a concept?or even another image or a 

sign?but what conveys the mind to this intentional target is itself 

only a non-fulfilling, intrinsically empty presentification. Yet, 

though it is non-presentational and non-plenitudinous, the image or 

sign proper is the crucial middle term, the term which brings together 
the originative mental act and its intended object. In playing this 

intermediary role, both image and sign perform an indicative func 

tion, a function which may be enacted either by imagistic depiction or 

by designation in a strict sense. For images and signs prove to be 

alternative, and equally effective, ways of adumbrating objects or 

events which are absent from direct presentation in perception or 

memory. They take us to what is not now present to the senses or to 

recollection by indicating?making a sign toward, "signing"?an 

object or state of affairs that exists only in absentia.18 

The suspicion of such fundamental similarity between images and 

17 
Ibid., sec. 99. This same section of Ideas suggests the following 

classification of what we might call "post-perceptual" acts: 1) reproductive 
modification: simple presentification, esp. memory qua recollection; 2) 

imaginative (verbildlichende) modification: imagining proper, whether 

"simple" or as forming part of symbolic representation; 3) representation 
by signs: this is said to be "closely related" to 2, because it is also non-positing; 
but unlike 2 it is always symbolic in status. See also Husserl's Phenome 

nology of Internal Time-Consciousness, trans. J. S. Churchill (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1964), sec. 17, 19, and Appendix II. 

18 For Husserl's conception of indication, see Logical Investigations, 
trans. J. N. Findlay (New York: Humanities Press, 1970), I, sees. 1-8; and 

Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phenomena, trans. D. Allison (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1973), esp. chapters 1-3, where Derrida 

argues that for Husserl all signs have an indicative component. 
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214 EDWARD S. CASEY 

signs was not a merely casual thought of Husserl's. The same sus 

picion arose at three different points in his early career. The pas 

sages we have just cited all come from Ideas, published in 1913. But 
Husserl informs us in a tantalizing footnote in section 43 of this work 
that he had treated such matters much more fully in his G?ttingen 
lectures of 1904-5. These lectures were entitled "Main Themes in 

Phenomenology and Theory of Knowledge," and were given in four 

parts: 1) On Perception, 2) On Attention, Belief, etc., 3) Imagination 
and Image-Consciousness (Phantasie und Bildbewusstsein), 4) On 

the Phenomenology of Time. Immediately after the lectures were 

delivered, the first three parts were collected together and formed the 
bulk of what Husserl tells us was to be "a very encompassing work 

on perception, imagination, and time."19 Yet, with the exception of 

the lectures on time-consciousness, this work never saw the light of 

day. Still more curious is the fact that the G?ttingen lectures were 

themselves based on a series of essays which had been prepared for 

publication in 1898, though they were never in fact published. 
Careful research has shown that among these essays was a group 

designated by the laconic but significant title "Phantasie, Zeichen"? 

"Image, Sign."20 In this title we witness the very first expression 
of Husserl's repeated efforts to link these two enigmatic entities. 

The much delayed and then still fragmentary public acknowledg 
ment of this early interest in images and signs suggests that Husserl 

may have been aware that he had come across something of decidedly 

major significance: as indeed he had. For to realize that the 

image and the sign possess an inner affinity and equality is to win an 

insight whose very subtlety may mask its considerable import. More 

over, by adopting the simple two-word formula "image, sign," 
Husserl was pointing the way to a still more significant formula: 

"image-sign." But it took the very different genius of Sigmund 
Freud to substitute a dash for a comma. 

Ill 

Freud, like Husserl, was keenly aware of the methodological 
value of imagining. No less than free variation, Freud's technique 

19 
Diary entry of September 25, 1906, reprinted under the title 

"Pers?nliche Aufzeichnungen" in Philosophy and Phenomenological Re 

search, XVI (1956), p. 298. 
20 For details, see Rudolf Boehm's Introduction to Zur Ph?nome 

nologie des Inneren Zeitbeumsstseins (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1966), pp. 
xiii-xviii. 
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THE IMAGE-SIGN RELATION 215 

of free association allows us to attain insights not obtainable by 
more rigidly restrictive methods, and once again these insights are 

achieved by a multiplication of materials and a proliferation of perspec 

tives which are the specific work of imagining. Only by means of 

imagination, the variational faculty par excellence, can such multi 

plying and proliferating take place. Although free association was 

originally devised as a method for unearthing repressed memories, 

Freud was soon struck by the fact that much of the content that 
came to light in this way was clothed in imagistic form. As he wrote 
of one of his earliest patients: 

Throughout the analysis I made use of the technique of bringing out 

picture-images [Bilder] and ideas ... it was as though she were 

reading a lengthy book of such picture-images, whose pages were being 
turned over before her eyes.21 

What such a patient as well as his own self-analysis taught Freud 

was that free association is a way of transforming unconscious 

material into concrete imagery: "as the involuntary ideas emerge, 

they change into visual and acoustic images."22 He also came to 

suspect that what his patients had been reporting as historically 
accurate memories were in fact creations of their own imaginations. 

As he was to write years later of the Wolf-Man: 

Scenes from early infancy, such as are brought up by an exhaustive 

analysis of neuroses . . . are not [always] real reproductions of real 

occurrences, to which it is possible to ascribe an influence over the 
course of the patient's later life and over the formation of his symptoms. 
[Rather, they are frequently] products of the imagination.22. 

Thus Freud was led to recognize the central role of imagining at a 

second point in the life of his patients. It not only emerged in the 
vivid imagery that embellished their free associating while on the 
couch but also shaped the remembered origins of the neurosis that 

drove them to seek Freud's help in the first place. Imagination 
was beginning to insinuate itself into the very heart of psychoanalysis. 

Following the forced abandonment in 1897 of the seduction theory 
of hysteria?since this theory depended upon the reliability of child 
hood memories?Freud found himself at a stalemate, and he turned 

21 
Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychologi 

cal Works, ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953-1974), II, 
p. 153. I have substituted "picture-images" for the misleading term "pic 
tures." (The Standard Edition will hereinafter be referred to as "SE") 22 SE IV, p. 102. 

23 SE XVII, p. 49; my italics. 
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216 EDWARD S. CASEY 

to dreaming as a means of illuminating the nature of neurosis: "the 

key to hysteria really lies in dreams,"24 he wrote triumphantly to 
Fliess in 1899, the year in which The Interpretation of Dreams 

appeared. In this masterwork, Freud propounds the thesis that 
"our experience in dreams is only a modified kind of imagining made 

possible by the conditions of the state of sleep."25 Imagination is 

responsible for putting latent dream-thoughts into an imagistic (and 

highly disguised) manifest form. Much as in free association itself, 
there is a transformation of abstract, ideational material into pictorial 

imagery. Freud calls the result of this transformation, the manifest 

dream proper, a "picture-puzzle" (Bilderr?tsel) in view of its enig 
matic and often bizarre appearance. But the manifest dream is more 

than a picture, just as it is also more than a puzzle. It is said to be a 

species of "pictographic script" (Bilderschrift), the very term Freud 
and Breuer had applied to hysterical symptoms five years earlier in 
Studies on Hysteria.2* 

The composite term "Bilderschrift" bears further analysis. It 

contains two critical components: imagistic ("pictographic") and 

signifying ("script"). Image and sign come together in the same term. 

It is Freud's view that the manifest dream is a combination of these 

two co-essential constituents and cannot be comprehended unless 

both are taken into account: "If we attempted to read [manifest 

dreams] according to their pictorial value [alone] instead of accord 

ing to their symbolic relation [as well], we should clearly be led into 
error."27 If dreams are to be read (that is, interpreted), they must 

be written, hence the "-schrift" o? Bilderschrift. Signs in dreams are 

inscribed or written, for the dream-scene must have a scenario or 

script, or rather, it must be a script: a pictographic script. The 

manifest dream is not a chaotic conglomeration of dispersed dream 

images; these images are concatenated in such a way as to constitute 

what Derrida has called "a signifying chain in scenic form."28 In 

other words, dream-images constitute a language. 

24 SE I, p. 276 (letter of January 4, 1899). 
25 SE XV, p. 130. This statement comes from Freud's own recounting 

in the Introductory Lectures of his position in The Interpretation of Dreams. 
26 See SE II, p. 129: "We [Breuer and I] had often compared the 

symptomatology of hysteria with a pictographic script which has become 

intelligible after the discovery of a few bilingual inscriptions." 27 SE IV, p. 277. "Symbolic relation" translates "Zeichenbeziehung" 
or, literally, "sign-relation." It is to be noticed that Freud does not distin 

guish between "symbol" and "sign" in any systematic way. 28 
Jacques Derrida, "Freud and the Scene of Writing" in French Freud, 

ed. J. Mehlman (Yale French Studies, 1972), p. 102. 
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THE IMAGE-SIGN RELATION 217 

Like verbal language, the pictorial language of the manifest 

dream is built up from two fundamental factors: basic units of various 

kinds and rules governing the relationships between these units. Thus 

Freud speaks of the manifest dream's individual "characters" 

(Zeichen?signs as such) and of the "syntactic laws" (F?gungsgesetze? 

literally, laws of disposition) by which these characters are com 

bined with one another.29 By their interaction, such characters and 

laws compose the manifest dream as a signifying system. But unlike 

other such systems (e.g., alphabetized languages), this system signi 
fies in images instead of in nonpictorial, purely conventional signs. 
The dream-script, in contrast with phonetically based writing, is 

presented in pictograms, hence its "hieroglyphic" character.30 

Hence, too, its analogy to the rebus, a set of pictorial objects which 

together signify a word, phrase, or sentence, that is, a set of explicitly 
verbal signs.31 

Like a rebus, the manifest dream also signifies a second set of 

signs, not, however, a group of words but the original dream-thoughts 
whose pictorial projection it is. For the complete dream contains 

the equivalent of two different languages, and the pictographic script 
of the manifest text is in fact a transcript of the unwritten and non 

pictographic thought-language of the latent text. In Freud's words, 
the manifest dream is "like a transcription (?bertragung) of the 

dream-thoughts into another mode of expression, whose characters 

and syntactic laws it is our business to discover by comparing the 

29 See SE IV, pp. 277-278, for Freud's discussion of these terms. 
30 "The interpretation of dreams is completely analogous to the 

decipherment of an ancient pictographic script such as Egyptian hiero 

glyphics" (SE XIII, p. 177; cf., also S?; V, p. 341). Hieroglyphs, incidentally, 
are not purely pictographic; they are in fact signifiers of morphemic units 

(typically, words) which are constructed in such a way as also to be schematic 

images of the object or event designated by the morpheme. (On this point, 
see the article on "?criture" in Oswald Ducrot and Tzvetan Todorov, 

Dictionnaire encyclop?dique des sciences du langage [Paris: Seuil, 1972], 
pp. 249-256.) 

31 On the dream as rebus, see SE IV, p. 278: "a dream is a picture 
puzzle of this sort and our predecessors in the field of dream-interpretation 
have made the mistake of treating the rebus as a [purely] pictorial composi 
tion. 

" 
It should be noted that a rebus normally works on the basis of affinities 

between homophonic words: an image of a human eye can signify the maker 
of a given rebus because of the homophony of "eye" and "I" in English. 
Thus the rebus itself combines imagistic with strictly linguistic (i.e., 
phonetically based) elements. In constructing a rebus, one moves from a 
word (or set of words) to an image; in interpreting it, one moves from the 

image back to the word or words from which it originated and which it 

depicts via homophonic resemblance. 
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218 EDWARD S. CASEY 

original and the translation."32 The mention of "translation" serves 

to remind us that even if the latent language of the dream-thoughts is 

"original" in a strictly chronological or psychogenic sense (after all, 
it expresses the basic wishes that motivate dreaming in the first 

place), it cannot claim any final priority over the manifest language 
of dream-images. For translation is always in principle two-way, 
and in view of this reciprocity neither language can claim primacy 
or ultimacy. In the case of the two dream languages, we have to do 

with "two versions of the same subject matter"33?that is, with an 

abstract and an imagistic expression of basic wishes and their fulfill 

ments. This means that if manifest dream-images can be "transposed 

individually into the language of the dream-thoughts," then by the 
same token, latent dream-thoughts can be "transformed into visual 

images" in the manifest dream?and must be.34 

They must be, for this latter translatio is "the essence of the 
formation of dreams."35 Dream-thoughts are doomed to frustration 

if they remain in their original unintuitive and purely conceptual 
form. They must gain pictorial representation, however disguisedly, 
if the basic wishes they embody are to be satisfied (or represented 

as satisfied). A dream must become a scene?an experience, even 

a quasi-hallucinatory experience as Freud suggests36?if it is to be 

wish-fulfilling. And yet the manifest dream depicting the scene of 

satisfaction is more than purely pictorial; as itself constituting a 

picture-language, it is semiotic in status. The dream-scene speaks in 

signs. 

Therefore, the manifest dream (the dream that we experience 

32 S?/ IV, p. 277; I have changed "transcript" to "transcription." 
Note also Freud's warning at Si? XV, p. 173: "the dream-work carries out a 

very unusual kind of transcription [Transkription] of the dream-thoughts: 
it is not a word-for-word or a sign-for-sign translation." This is due to the 
fact that dream-images are not the exact equivalents of dream-thoughts. 
Even if it is true, as Peirce claims, that "we think only in signs," we should 
not assume that the signs in which the mind thinks in dreams belong to the 
same species as those in which the manifest dream is expressed. (For Peirce's 

statement, see C. S. Peirce, Collected Papers, eds. C. Hartshorne and 
P. Weiss [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960], I?II, 2.302.) 

33 SE IV, p. 277. 
34 These two phrases are from SE IV, p. 277 and Si? V, p. 534. 
35 SE XV, p. 175. 
36 See SE V, p. 534: "a thought, and as a rule a thought of something 

that is wished, is objectified in the dream, is represented as a scene, or, as it 
seems to us, is experienced." Also SE IV, p. 50: "dreams hallucinate ? 

they replace thoughts by hallucinations" (Freud's italics). 
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and remember) is neither a pure image?a non-signifying "simple 

image" in Husserl's nomenclature?nor a sheer sign (an abstract 

sign without pictorial content). It is precisely an image-sign, an 

ideogram of unsuspected symbolic significance. As such, it repre 
sents one indispensable strand of the double-talk in which the dream 
as a whole expresses itself. For as a whole, the dream is composed 
of interlocking systems of image-signs and thought-signs; it is a form 
of redoubled discourse, continually rearticulating itself upon itself. 
Like the hysterics to whom Freud offered a "talking cure," the dream 
talks in two tongues at once. The key to hysteria lies in dreams be 
cause the gesture-language of the former, like the picture-language of 

the latter, is comprehensible only as the interplay between two 

simultaneous sign systems.37 

IV 

The term "image-sign" indicates that the dream presents us with 

an instance of what I earlier called "bound imagining." This is 

imagining which is done in the context or service of some ongoing or 

overarching activity?such as wish-fulfillment in the case of dreaming 
?and which is consequently "modified" in some fundamental fashion 

(to use Husserl's term for this process). Such imagining is to be 
contrasted with free imagining, in which imaginative activity pro 
vides its own context and occurs in essential independence of other 

mental acts and functions. Only this latter form of imagining can be 

said to be autonomous, that is, self-motivating, self-regulating, and 

self-sustaining. It alone exhibits a genuine freedom of mind which 

is predicated on the projection of the purely possible: free imagining 
"alone accounts for what can be," as Andr? Breton exclaimed in the 

first Surrealist Manifesto.38 

It has been free imagination?variously termed "creative," 

37 
Cf., Freud's discussion of "the philological interest of psycho 

analysis" in "The Claims of Psychoanalysis to Scientific Interest," where he 
says that the "gesture-language of hysteria agrees on the whole with the 

picture-language of dreams and visions" (SE XIII, p. 177). 38 For further discussion of free vs. bound imagining, see my Imagin 
ing: A Phenomenological Study (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1976), chapter 8, section E. A detailed treatment of freedom of mind is to be 
found in the same chapter. The Breton citation is from Andr? Breton, 

Manifeste du surr?alisme (Paris: J. J. Pauvert, 1972), p. 17; his italics. 
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"productive," or "primary"?which has borne the brunt of logocentric 
criticism within the mainstream of Western thought. In particular, 
its claim to autonomy has been the object of a series of skeptical 
nay-sayings from Aristotle to Freud himself, who inveighs that "the 
'creative' imagination is quite incapable of inventing anything; it can 

only combine components that are strange to one another."39 But if 

free imagining is characteristically denied in Western thinking, 
bound imagining has been equally characteristically ignored. In their 
obstinate efforts to put imagination in its place, Western thinkers 

have tended to overlook the existence and even the possibility of 

bound imagining. 
This long-standing neglect is especially evident in the case of the 

bound imagining which is manifested in the "image/sign relation. 
When Plato said that "a theoretical inquiry no more employs images 

than does a factual investigation,"40 he was in effect discounting the 

possibility of significant intellectual endeavor in which images 
and signs might both become indispensable instruments of inquiry. 
Despite testimony that speaks in favor of such collaboration,41 Plato's 

dismissive attitude has itself become a tradition. Its most recent ex 

pression is found in Sartre's pronouncement that we must free our 

selves "once and for all from the egregious error of making images 
into signs and signs into images."42 For Sartre as for many others, 
the image and the sign are incompatible in such a way as to be beyond 
reconciliation. 

Over against such a dogmatically divisive stance?with its anti 

septic air of trying to keep images and signs apart at all costs?we 

find the mutual insistence on the part of Husserl and Freud that 

images and signs not only can conjoin but in fact do so in nontrivial 

ways. Starting from a common emphasis on the methodological 

39 Si? XV, p. 172; Freud's italics. In its reductive character, this 
statement reveals traces of Freud's early influence by Herbart's and Mill's 
associationism. For Aristotle's questioning of imagination's autonomy, 
see De Anima, Book II, chapter 3, esp. 428b 10-16. 

40Phaedo, 100. 
41 Consider Einstein's autobiographical account: "The psychical 

entities which seem to serve as elements in [my] thought are certain 

signs and more or less clear images, [both of] which can be 'voluntarily' 
reproduced and combined." (Cited in B. Ghiselin, ed., The Creative Process 

[New York: Mentor, 1955], p. 43; my italics.) 42 Jean-Paul Sartre, Imagination, trans. F. Williams (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 1962), p. 143. See also Psychology of 
Imagination, pp. 26-38, 82, 86, and 107-111. 
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value of imagining, they proceed to single out the collaboration of 

images and signs in what Husserl calls "symbolic representation" 
and Freud the "symbolic relation." To acknowledge thus the exis 

tence and efficacy of bound imagining of the image/sign variety is to 

display an openness of attitude rarely found in Western treatments 

of imagination. It also suggests that phenomenology and psycho 

analysis are capable of alliance even in the face of deep-going dif 

ferences. For Husserl and Freud both underline the intrinsic im 

portance of bound imagining of the type in question; each shows how 

images and signs can confederate for purposes of eidetic and psycho 

logical insight and in the process create complex psychical structures 

of considerable practical and theoretical interest. 

Husserl and Freud begin to diverge significantly only when they 
attempt to account for the precise form in which images and signs 
realize their conjoint action. For Husserl, the image and the sign in 

bound imagining are parallel in structure and function. Each carries 

out the basic task of indication in a similar way; each is an optional, 
and equally possible, means of adumbrating or specifying something 

which is absent from present perception or memory. Freud moves 

beyond this model by holding that images and signs are not only parallel 
but may become intimately united as occurring together in one and the 

same psychical structure. In such a structure, image and sign are 

no longer mere alternatives to one another but have become so 

closely bound up as to be two aspects of a single self-sufficing 
whole. This whole, a Janusian entity, whose prototype is the mani 

fest dream but which is also found in symptoms, jokes, slips, and 

works of art,43 is imagistic only insofar as it is signifying?and 

signifying only insofar as it is composed of images. Hence, the dis 

junctive phrase, "images or signs," which is a hallmark of Husserl's 

treatment,44 gives way in Freud to the compound construction 

"image-sign." The optionality of the "or" is superseded by the di 

polarity of the dash. 
What this dipolarity means is that the respective members of the 

image-sign dyad are: 1) necessary to each other, and 2) necessary qua 

single dyadic unit to a given psychical structure as a whole. (1) The 

43 On the dream's theoretical value as a paradigm for a whole series of 

psychopathological phenomena, see the Preface to the First Edition of 
The Interpretation of Dreams, SE IV, p. xxiii. 

44 See Ideas, sees. 43, 52, and 99-100 for this recurrent phrase. 
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image is needed to give sensuous content to an otherwise empty sign, 
and the sign is in turn required to give continuity and structure to 

what, as pure image, would be merely ephemeral and evanescent: 

"one glimpse and vanished,"45 says Samuel Beckett of the pure image. 

(2) Further, the resulting compound image-signs are essential to 

underlying thought-signs and vice versa. Thus, in Freud's oneiric 

paradigm, without the pictoriality of the manifest dream, the 
abstract dream-thoughts would remain barren and unfulfilled; yet 

without these latent thoughts, the manifest content would lack depth 
of meaning, that is, a symbolic dimension. For the symbolic relation 

realized in the dream as a whole presupposes the co-presence of both 

of its basic layers, latent and manifest. If it is true, as a disciple of 
Lacan has stated, that "no symbol can do without support in the 

imaginary,"46 it is equally the case that the imaginary element cannot 

exist without support at the latent level?a support that is necessary 

to complete the symbolic circuit. In the structure of dreams and 

kindred phenomena, the symbolic becomes imaginary and the 

imaginary symbolic, or rather, the symbol is in the image and the 

image itself exists in the symbolic order.47 

Freud and Husserl diverge still further when we attempt to 

distinguish between symbolic and non-symbolic signs, something 
which neither thinker does in any rigorous way. In keeping with 
Peirce's conception of semiotic, we may assert that Husserl (despite 
his use of the phrase "symbolic representation") conceives of signs in 

the image/sign relation as exclusively indexical or iconic. A strictly 

non-imagistic, purely designative sign is indexical in nature; it points 
without showing. An image functioning as a sign, on the other hand, 

points by showing and is thereby iconic in character; its form is iso 

morphic with what it depicts. Freud also makes use of indexical and 

iconic signs as thus construed. The manifest dream per se serves 

45 Samuel Beckett, Imagination Dead Imagine (London: Calder & 

Boyars, 1965), p. 7. 
46 

Serge Leclaire, "A la recherche des principes d'une psychoth?rapie 
des psychoses," L'Evolution psychiatrique (1958), p. 384: "aucun symbole 
ne peut se passer de support imaginaire." 47 To state things this way is also to remind one of Jung's view of 

archetypal symbols, which must be presented through specific "primordial 
images. 

" 
But if the above interpretation is correct, Jung is wrong to charge 

Freud with being anti-symbolic and thus merely "semiotic." (For Jung's 
charge, see C. G. Jung, Psychological Types, trans. H. G. Baynes and 

R. F. C. Hull [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971], p. 63 n. 44.) 
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as an index, pointing beyond itself to the existence of unconscious 

motives and materials, and condensation, a major means of disguise, 
forms composite entities which are iconic reconstructions of the 

original figures they mirror so evasively. But beyond indices and 

icons Freud has recourse to signs that are properly symbolic. A 

"symbol" in Peirce's sense of the term is a sign that embodies a rule 

or law by which it is to be interpreted, i.e., related to other signs as 

well as to extra-semiotic entities. As Peirce himself averred, a 

paradigmatic instance of symbolic signs ("legisigns" in his terminology) 
is the verbal sign. And verbal signs, as linguists since de Saussure 

have insisted, are themselves doubly articulated?segmented into 

meaning units ("morphemes": words and syllables) and into still more 

basic sound units ("phonemes") which allow the meaning units to be 

distinguished from each other.48 

It was Freud's great discovery that the dream is a symbolic con 

struct. As such, it is an analogue of verbal language?or rather, 
of two such languages, one superimposed on the other. For the 

dream on Freud's view is comparable to a doubly doubly articu 

lated set of signifiers or symbolic signs; thus its status as a sign 
system is symbolic?indeed, symbolic twice over if the analogy to 

verbal language is to be maintained. First, the latent dream 

thoughts constitute a language of desire in which wishes take the place 
of phonemes as the distinctive units of an unconscious discourse. 

Second, the manifest dream as a form of pictographic inscription 
constitutes a pictorial language whose basic units are imagistic 
rather than phonemic; for images in dreams function much as discrete 

sounds do in ordinary verbal discourse, that is, as differentiae and 

vehicles of meaning. In the manifest dream as in verbal language, 
this meaning is immanent in its supporting structure. Thus, dream 

images are not free images?free-floating and detached "simple" 

images?but symbolic image-signs that are analogous to words. It is, 

therefore, not surprising that Freud conceives of dream interpreta 
tion as a process of finding appropriate verbal equivalents for the 

fully formed image-signs that together make up the manifest dream: 

dreams parse into words. The dream-work is an analogue of a word 

work, and "the words which are put together in [the interpretation 

48 por pace's conception of icons, indices, and symbols, see Collected 

Papers, I-II, 2.247-249, 2.274-2.307. Peirce defines "symbol" at 2.249 as 
"a sign which refers to the object that it denotes by virtue of a law." 
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of dreams] are no longer nonsensical but may form a poetical phrase 

of the greatest beauty and significance."49 
It is remarkable enough that Freud should have come upon such 

an insight?showing images and signs to be intrinsically intertwined 
in a symbolic relation that is "different and far more complicated"50 
than even Husserl had suspected it to be?almost a decade before 
de Saussure delivered his Geneva lectures on general linguistics and 

fully fifty years before Lacan was to recapture and reexamine the 

same basic insights. But it is perhaps still more remarkable that 
Freud himself was anticipated by several centuries in the verse of the 

English poet he most admired: 

The poet's eye, in a fine frenzy rolling, 
Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven; 
And as imagination bodies forth 
The forms of things unknown, the poet's pen 
Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing 
A local habitation and a name.51 

A poem, like a dream, puts together images and signs; it combines 
what is inherently amorphous and unruly with what is well-shaped 
but pictorially poverty-stricken, and in this way it brings about a single 
synthetic product. In poems as in dreams, images are given place and 

shape when conjoined with signs, and sheer fantasy becomes what 

Shakespeare calls "shaping fantasy" and Sidney "speaking pictures."52 

By the same token, signs (words-signs in the poem and thought-signs 
in the dream) are given body and content by images, and mere word 

play becomes poetry, just as unconscious thoughts and wishes become 

dreams. 

We may conclude that we are not forced, as Husserl thought, to 

49 SE IV, p. 278. The analogy between oneiric and verbal language 
should not be taken to mean identity of structure. There is nothing that 

strictly corresponds to phonemes and to their distinctive traits in the dream, 
which contains no privileged set of universal images or of constituents of 

images. Nor is there anything in dream language comparable to the meta 

linguistic capacity of verbal language: a dream cannot comment on itself or on 
other dreams. 

50 SE XV, p. 173. Freud is referring specifically to the formation of the 
manifest dream. 

51 
Shakespeare, A Midsummer-night's Dream, V, i, 12-17. For 

Freud's own recognition of the analogy between dreams and poems, see 
SE V, p. 340. 

52 
Shakespeare, A Midsummer-night's Dream, V, i, 5; Sir Philip 

Sidney, Apologie for Poetrie (1595), cited by R. L. Brett, Fancy and 

Imagination (London: Methuen, 1969), p. 10. 
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choose between images and signs as parallel possibilities. Rather, 

it is a question of acknowledging the indissoluble union of images 
and signs, as Freud knew and poets intimate. Signs, symbolic in 

status and doubly articulated in structure, supply the script for what 

would otherwise be a shapeless scene, a formless phantasmagoria. 
But the scene in turn supplies sensuousness to the emptiness of an 

unperformed script, to sets of signifiers devoid of qualitative content. 

Yeats, commenting on Shakespeare, said that it is a matter of "gaiety 

transfiguring all that dread."53 The gaiety of the image, entering 
into active alliance with the sobriety of the sign, manifests itself in 
the transfiguring force of the image-sign, the pictogrammatic basis of 

poetry and dreams alike. 

Yale University. 

53 W. B. Yeats, "Lapis Lazuli." 
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