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on the psychology
of the uncanny

the German language seems to have pro-
duced a rather fortunate formation. Without
a doubt, this word appears to express that
someone to whom something “uncanny”
happens is not quite “at home” or “at ease”
in the situation concerned, that the thing is
or at least seems to be foreign to him. In
brief, the word suggests that a lack of ori-
entation is bound up with the impression of
the uncanniness of a thing or incident.

No attempt will here be made to define
the essence of the uncanny. Such a concep-
tual explanation would have very little value.
The main reason for this is that the same
impression does not necessarily exert an
uncanny effect on everybody. Moreover, the
same perception on the part of the same
individual does not necessarily develop into
the “uncanny” every time, or at least not
every time in the same way. But this does
not mean to say that it would be impossible
to give a working definition of the concept
of the “uncanny”, since one can perhaps
suppose that the impression which generates
the feeling will be constituted along the
same lines for a certain psycho-physiclogical
group. In the present state of individual psy-
chology, though, one can scarcely hope for a
step forward in knowledge by this path.

So if one wants to come closer to the
essence of the uncanny, it is better not to ask
what it is, but rather to investigate how the
affective excitement of the uncanny arises in
psychological terms, how the psychical con-
ditions must be constituted so that the
“uncanny” sensation emerges. If there were
people for whom nothing whatsoever is
uncanny, then it would be a question of psy-
ches in which such fundamental conditions
are completely lacking. But since (with the
exception of these conceivable extreme
cases) opinions as to what in this or that case
can be described as having an uncanny effect
will greatly diverge, it is a good idea provi-

sionally to limit the posing of the problem
even further, and merely to take into con-
sideration those psychical processes which
culminate experientially in the subjective
impression of the uncanny with some regu-
larity and sufficient generality. Such typical
events can be singled out from the observa-
tion of daily life with some precision.

If one takes a closer look at everyday psy-
chology in this sense, it can easily be seen
that a quite correct and simply confirmable
observation underlies the image used by lan-
guage that was noticed at the outset.

It is an old experience that the tradition-
al, the usual and the hereditary is dear and
familiar to most people, and that they incor-
porate the new and the unusual with mis-
trust, unease and even hostility (misoneism).
This can be explained to a great extent by
the difficulty of establishing quickly and
completely the conceptual connections that
the object strives to make with the previous
ideational sphere of the individual ~ in other
words, the intellectual mastery of the new
thing. The brain is often reluctant to over-
come the resistances that oppose the assimi-
lation of the phenomenon in question into
its proper place. We will therefore not be
surprised that misoneism will be weakest
where these resistances are smallest, where
for example associative activity in a corre-
sponding movement is particularly prompt
and lively, or where it takes its course in
some particular way: in the case of youth, of
high intelligence, or of a permanent aversion
to the well-tempered fashion of judging
things and reacting accordingly (as happens
in a hysterical disposition, for instance).

That which has long been familiar appears
not only as welcome, but also — however
remarkable and inexplicable it may be — as
straightforwardly self-cvident. No-one in the
world is surprised under usual circum-
stances when he sees the sun rise in the

morning, so much has this daily spectacle

crept into the ideational processes of the

naive person since early childhood as a nor-

mal custom not requiring commentary. It is

only when one deliberately removes such a

problem from the usual way of looking at it

— for the activity of understanding is accus-
tomed to remain insensitive to such enig-
mas, as a consequence of the power of the
habitual — that a particular feeling of uncer-
tainty quite often presents itself. In the
example mentioned above, this happens
when one remembers that the rising of the
sun does not depend on the sun at all but
rather on the movement of the earth, and
that, for the inhabitants of the earth,
absolute movement in space is much more
inconsequential than that at the centre of the
earth, and so forth. The feeling of uncer-
tainty not infrequently makes its presence
felt of its own accord in those who are more
intellectually discriminating when they per-
ceive daily phenomena, and it may well rep-
resent an important factor in the origin of
the drive to knowledge and research.

Tt is thus comprehensible if a correlation
“new/foreign/hostile” corresponds to the
psychical association of “old/known/famil-
iar”. In the former case, the emergence of
sensations of uncertainty is quite natural,
and one’s lack of orientation will then easily
be able to take on the shading of the uncan-
ny; in the latter case, disorientation remains
concealed for as long as the confusion of
“known/self-evident” does not enter the con-
sciousness of the individual.

Apart from the lack of orientation arising
from the ignorance of primitive man, an
ignorance which under usual circumstances
is therefore hidden from him to a great
extent by the everyday, some stirrings of the
feelings of psychical uncertainty arise with
particular ease either when ignorance is very
conspicuous or when the subjective percep-

L e e




Ajerour 4q pajooy Sureq oxe Loty 1B fom
£1aa mouy £oy) usaym wana ‘paspuy -pasnore
aq o1 Lurepsoun [eoryodsd jo uonesuss
pasuaoRIEyD-[[oM 9Y} 10§ IapIo ul Apeap
A1oa pajemone oq uousenb w ssssavord
a1 teyl Lressooau jou A[urenad st 3j
"JUSWUOIIAUD § 3uo ul K[oreudoidde
suaAzaul auo moy ut ‘Ajjenba ‘pue sFumgy
spieBo1 suo moy ur InsaI Ayl o 9sIM0D
JO 1snw uoIsnfu0d ‘958D I331B] AY) U ‘J[ASH
uterq Sutardradde oy jo suonippe oy yum
Aem snoMSU0D §s8] 10 arowr € ur dn paxt
83W003( AM[Ba1 YoIYym Jo douonbasuod e se
*Asequey Bunerspiord {pueduies e jo esnesaq
paonpar Lpewadse 5q ues jydsur suo
ing -owm sreudordde sy je juswraZpn(
© JO UOLBULIO) 3y} 313[dw100 01 au0 MO[[E 10U
op — Aj1arxayya1 Buons L[rensnun 03 Louspuay
® ‘sjdwexa 10 ‘os[e pue — LjanoR sAnED
-OSSE DAISS30X9 20UIS ‘PaoNpai aq ued JyJrsut
Yong "paAjoAul jou 316 (U0 0s pue ‘uon
-SNBYXd ‘S9DUBISQNS D1I0DIBU SB yIns) $I0308f
Mywaey £qpeowyoisd 10 suossed Fuons se
Buoy se ‘oidoad Ayeay ur juesoad Ajperouss
ST UOIEN}IS B JO JUSWSSISSE 9Y) Ul sa1310edeo
[EMI[[2IUT UMO §9U0 JO UOREWINS? Y}
03 preBax yum WSsur uteisas e ‘ond e sy
*eare zemnonaed e 13a0
L1181 [BNIO3[[87UI UIBLIAD B 2A3TYIE 0} pade
-uews aaey £ay) 3dU0 Ayeeyd pue jusuryradun
Lpeponaed aurodaq weo 1ane] oy ‘pappe
aq 98IN00 Jo snw sB ‘yFnoyie — are ualp
-[IYo paiu] 310U UBYY SII[IQE [EUOTIRIUILIO
UMO JI3Y} JO SALIBPUNOQ 9Y} INOQE I3IEd|
a1e £oy1 aours ‘jnjreaj ysowr ayy anb Apeaa
-uad 308} Ul are wIp[yo wAuq pue taouapy
~U0O-J[3S I[N OS SMOYS puE [nIeaj os L[1sour
ST p[Iyo oy Aym suosear juelrodurr jsowr
3y} Jo sUO St JIGY ‘131098 yrep juasaxdaz
ueo suonenyis pajestidwod Apydis usas pue
iy 10§ dfqedrdxom oq wed sGuryy apdurns
12} souauradxe api| 08 PRy Sey pryo> Iyl
UBIPIIYD U PIAIIsqO A L[IS8I UED ISED 151y
ay [, “8uons 4[[euriouqe st uouE[[EA JO UCH

yosiua| 3susa

-deazad aanalqns oy usym 10 snonoidsuoo
£124 s1 2ourIOUST UIYM TaYIe sER IE[NOTIRd
qim gsue Ljurersooun [edryodsd jo sFurpaay
a3 Jo sBurrns awos ‘AepAIaas sy £q Juagxa
12013 ® 01 WY WOl UIPPIY aI0§arag} S
S30UEISWNOI [BNST 12pUn yoiym sdueroudy
ue ‘uew oanmwud jo soueroudr sy woy
Buisure uoneiuaLIo Jo Yor[ oYy woxy Jedy
"[ENPIAIPUI 3Y] JO SSAUSNOIIS
-U0D 91 I3)U3 10U SI0P  JUIPIAR-J[as/umouy,
Jo uomsnyuod 3yj se Juo| se 10} pa[eaouod
SUIBWIAl UONBIUSLIOSIP ‘9seD Ja13e[ oyl ur ‘Au
-uedun 3yl jo Burpeys syj uo ayel 01 qe Iq
AJISB2 USY} [[IM UOTIBIUALIO JO YOB[ §,9U0 puE
‘eamieu b st Ljurepadun jo suonesuos
Jo 2ouaBiowio ayy ‘ases Iauiroy oYy uj °, Iel
-[turej/umouy/po,, jo uonewosse [eoryohsd
syl o1 spuodsaizoo  3usoy/uBiarof/mou,
uoNE[1100 € J1 3[qisuayardurod snyy st 1]
"yo1e3sa1 pue aFpapmouy 01 2ALIp 3y}
Jo uBuo oy ur so3oey juelrodun ue JUISAI
-dax [jom Lewr 1 pue ‘euswouayd A[rep sare0
-1ad £ay3 uaym Funeuruuosp A[remiosqieiut
2IOUI 3IE OYM 3501 UL PI0IDE UMO SI JO 1[3]
soussaxd syt seyem Apuenbarjur jou Ljurey
-10un jo Burpesy ayy, ‘yioj 0s pue ‘Yies
913 JO 913U 31 1B 18y} uRy) [enuanbasuodur
s10w yonw st sdeds Ul JUIUIAACUI In[oSqE
‘Yued Syl jo siuejqeyUl oY) 10f “jey)
PUB YLEBI SY} JO IUSWIAOW 3Y} UO IDYIel
nq e 1e uns 3y} uo puadop 10u seop uns
3y} jo Bursur Ay} 1eYl SISQUIIUIAI JUO UIYM
suaddey sy ‘osoqe pouonuewn o[durexa
a1 uy -jEsn swesaid uayo aymb Ljurey
-190un jo Fures) semonred e 1Ey) — [ENNIqEY
a3 jo 1amod ay; jo aouanbasuod e se ‘sew
-Brus yons 01 sAnISULSUI UIRWSI 0} pawIO}
-8n00e ST Furpueiszapun Jo £1au0e Ay 10§ —
1 18 Buryoo] Jo £BMm [ensn oy} wolj wayqord
B [ONS S3A0WIa1 A[31R1aqI[ep 3u0 uaym L[uo
st 1] “Arejuswiwiod Suunbaz jou woisno [ewx
-10U © §8 pooyp[iyo Aj1ea 29uts uosiad aareu
3y} jo sassevoxd [euoneapt ayy o 1dard
sp®oads Afrep sty1 sey yonw os ‘Gunrowr

L g

9} UI ISU UNS 3Y) SIS Y UIYM SIOUBIS
-WnoNd [ensh sapun pasudins s ppom
93 UL AUG-O)] "JUapIAd-§[3s A[presmiopiyBrens
se — 5q Leur )t s[qeordxauy pue aqexreurar
1aA3M0Y — os[e Inq ‘awioojam se L[uo jou
sreadde xenprure; ueaq Juoy sey yorym ey,

*(9oueisur 10§ ‘uonodsip pouarsiy ® w
suaddey se) L[Butpiosoe Funoeer pue sJumnpy

Sudpn( jo uowsey peradwsy-[ram a1 o1
uotsraae yuauewiiad ® Jo 10 ‘ouadyrarut Y3y
Jo ‘yano{ jo ased oy} ut :{em Iepnonted awos
UL 95IN0D §31 838} W a1aym 10 ‘A[aAr| pue
1dwoad Aprepnonred st juowanow Sutpuods
+31100 B UT AJ1AOR dAneIO0ssE ajduwrexs 10§
S1ayMm “ISIY[BTUS AIB FIOUBISISIL ASAY) IIayM
18a)BaM aq [ wstouosur jeyy posuding
3q j0u ar03e19y) [M 34 eoe(d xadoxd sn
ojut uonsenb ux wouswouayd aty Jo uonwy
-Tuntsse a1 asoddo 1eyy seouelstsar oy awr0o
-1940 01 juelN(aL UAYO St utelq Ay, ‘Fumy
Mau Y} jo Aialsewr [enjoo[[aIUI ay) ‘spIom
19710 ut ~ [enpralput ay3 yo sxoyds [euoneap
snotaaid ayy {im axew 03 SaALNS 103(qo ayy
12y} suondsuuod remidaoucs ayy £prerdwon
pue Appmb Jusyquse jo Lmoypp oy
Aq 1u31xs 18213 ® 0y paureidxs aq ued smy,
*(wistauostur) Lin[usoy ueAs pue aseaun Gsnn
-SIU Uit [ensnun Sy3 pue mou ayy orerod
-Iodut Loy jeys pue ‘ajdoad 3s0ur 07 Teljruey
Pu® xe2p SI Lreyipazay oy pue [ensn ayy ‘e
-uontpen sy3 1ey) aouattadya po ue st |

"195IN0 a1) 1B PIOTIOU seM Jey) 9Fend

-ue[ 4q pasn sFeun oy satprepun UOT}BAISSQO
s|qeurryuod Ajduns pue 103100 symb v el

U335 aq L[1sea WED 3T ‘0suas sy} U A3ojord

-ksd LepL1aaa 1 joof 1as0p ® saxe1 a0 "

‘uotstoaxd awios yim a1y AJrep jo uoy
~BAI3840 9y} WOIJ N0 pa[BuTs aq ULd §1UAAI

[eatd£y yong -Lirerouad usnYyns pue Lyire|

-nfaz awos yim Luuesun 3y} jo uossazdun

sanoalqns gl ur Ajenuauadys ajeurwnd

Y1y sassavord eoryodsd esoryy woneseprs

“U0D 0JUT 93e} 0] A[QIOUI PUB ‘IYMNY UaAd

wapqoad ay1 jo Fusod ayy ruyy o3 Aqreuors




on the psychology
of the uncanny

harmless illusions, many people cannot sup-
press an extremely uncomfortable feeling
when a corresponding situation imposes
itself on them. In games, children strive by
means of grotesque disguises and behaviour
directly to arouse strong emotions in each
other. And among adults there are sensitive
natures who do not like to attend masked
balls, since the masks and disguises produce
in them an exceedingly awkward impression
to which they are incapable of becoming
accustomed. This abnormal sensitivity is not
infrequently a phenomenon accompanying a
generally nervous disposition. It should
therefore ultimately not make a great differ-
ence whether the affective availability of a
certain class of moderately unsettling influ-
ences that do not generally or persistently
concern healthy people is to be ascribed to a
particularly intensive and rapid proliferation
of the potential chain of consequences of the
phenomenon in question, or whether, in
more causal terms, their availability repre-
sents an excessive combination of more or
less apposite unsettling reasons for the ori-
gin of the images exciting the affect. In any
case, a stronger tendency to bring about
such sensations of uncertainty under certain
external circumstances is created in the case
of an abnormal disposition or merely of a
psychical background deriving from an
abnormal base, as for example in light sleep,
in states of deadening of all kinds, in various
forms of depression and after-effects of
diverse terrible experiences, fears, and in
severe cases of exhaustion or general illness.
The breakdown of an important sense organ
can also greatly increase such feelings in peo-
ple. In the night, which is well known to be
a friend to no man, there are thus many
more and much larger chicken-hearted peo-
ple than in the light of day, and many peo-
ple are much relieved when they have left a
very noisy workshop or factory floor where

they cannot make out their own words.

This entire group of states of psychical
uncertainty, already determined in many
subsidiary ways by abnormal conditions, can
show similarities with or transitions to the
general disorientation that appears in psy-
chical illnesses.

The affective position of the mentally
undeveloped, mentally delicate, or mentally
damaged individual towards many ordinary
incidents of daily life is similar to the affec-
tive shading that the perception of the
unusual or inexplicable generally produces
in the ordinary primitive man. This is the
source of that characteristic wariness in rela-
tion to unusual people, who think otherwise,
feel differently, and act otherwise than the
majority, and in relation to processes that
for the time being elude explanation or
whose conditions of origin are unknown. It
is not always just the children who watch the
skilled conjurer — or however he calls him-
self now — with a certain nervous feeling. For
the more clearly the cultural value of an
enigmatic process strikes one, the more
strongly the sensation aroused doubtless
approaches the pleasant and joyful feeling of
admiration. The appearance of this stirring
always presupposes the individual’s insight
into a certain higher form of expediency of
the phenomenon in question. So the remark-
able technique of a virtuoso or a surgeon is
simply admired, while an “artist” who has
huge stones crushed on his head, swallowing
bricks and petrol, or a fakir who has himself
buried or walled up, do not receive the gen-
uine admiration of the majority but rather
leave behind a different impression. A slight
nuance of the uncanny effect does also come
to light now and then in the case of real
admiration, and can be explained psycholog-
ically in terms of one’s bafflement regarding
how the conditions of origin for the achieve-
ment in question were brought about, on

10

-

account of which such a nuance is generally
lacking in those who are special experts in
the field at stake.

Among all the psychical uncertainties that
can become an original cause of the uncan-
ny feeling, there is one in particular that is
able to develop a fairly regular, powerful and
very general effect: namely, doubt as to
whether an apparently living being is ani-
mate and, conversely, doubt as to whether a
lifeless object may not in fact be animate
(SE 226) — and more precisely, when this
doubt only makes itself felt obscurely in
one’s consciousness. The mood lasts until
these doubts are resolved and then usually
makes way for another kind of feeling.

One can read now and then in old
accounts of journeys that someone sat down
in an ancient forest on a tree trunk and that,
to the horror of the traveller, this trunk sud-
denly began to move and showed itself to be
a giant snake. If one accepts the possibility
of such a situation, this would certainly be a
good example to illustrate the connection
indicated above. The mass that at first
seemed completely lifeless suddenly reveals
an inherent energy because of its movement.
This energy can have a psychical or a
mechanical origin. As long as the doubt as to
the nature of the perceived movement lasts,
and with it the obscurity of its cause, a feel-
ing of terror persists in the person con-
cerned. If, because of its methodical quality,
the movement has shown its origin to be in
an organic body, the state of things is thus
explained, and then a feeling of concern for |
one’s freedom from personal harm arises
instead — which undoubtedly presupposes,
however, a kind of intellectual mastery of
the situation for the sake of all other forms
of intensity.
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on the psychology
of the uncanny

does not seem so remarkable in view of the
fact that the elephants had not read the tril-
ogy [in which Fafner appears].

The unpleasant impression is well known
that readily arises in many people when they
visit collections of wax figures, panopticons
and panoramas. In semi-darkness it is often
especially difficult to distinguish a life-size
wax or similar figure from a human person.
For many sensitive souls, such a figure also
has the ability to retain its unpleasantness
after the individual has taken a decision as
to whether it is animate or not. Here it is
probably a matter of semi-conscious sec-
ondary doubts which are repeatedly and
automatically aroused anew when one looks
again and perceives finer details; or perhaps
it is also a mere matter of the lively recol-
lection of the first awkward impression lin-
gering in one’s mind. The fact that such wax
figures often present anatomical details may
contribute to the increased effect of one’s
feeling, but this is definitely not the most
important thing: a real anatomically pre-
pared body does not need in the least to look
so objectionable as the corresponding model
in wax. Incidentally, it is of considerable
interest to see in this example how true art,
in wise moderation, avoids the absolute and
complete imitation of nature and living
beings, well knowing that such an imitation
can easily produce uneasiness: the existence
of a polychrome sculpture in wood and stone
does not alter this fact in the least, and nor
does the possibility of somewhat preventing
such unpleasant side-effects if this kind of
representation is nevertheless chosen. The
production of the uncanny can indeed be
attempted in true art, by the way, but only
with exclusively artistic means and artistic
intention.3

This peculiar effect makes its appearance
even more clearly when imitations of the

human form not only reach one’s percep-
tion, but when on top of everything they
appear to be united with certain bodily or
mental functions. This is where the impres-
sion easily produced by the automatic fig-
ures belongs that is so awkward for many
people. Once again, those cases must here be
discounted in which the objects are very
small or very familiar in the course of daily
usage. A doll which closes and opens its eyes
by itself, or a small automatic toy, will cause
no notable sensation of this kind, while on
the other hand, for example, the life-size
automata that perform complicated tasks,
blow trumpets, dance, and so forth, very eas-
ily give one a feeling of unease. The finer the
mechanism and the truer to nature the for-
mal reproduction, the more strongly will the
special effect also make its appearance. This
fact is repeatedly made use of in literature in
order to invoke the origin of the uncanny
mood in the reader. Not the least pleasure of
a literary work (or of a play, and so on) lies
in the empathy of the reader or audience
with all the emotional excitements to which
the characters of the play, novel, or ballad,
and so forth, are subject. In life we do not
like to expose ourselves to severe emotional
blows, but in the theatre or while reading we
gladly let ourselves be influenced in this
way: we hereby experience certain powerful
excitements which awake in us a strong feel-
ing for life, without having to accept the con-
sequences of the causes of the unpleasant
moods if they were to have the opportunity
to appear in corresponding form on their
own account, so to speak. In physiological
terms, the sensation of such excitements
seems frequently to be bound up with artis-
tic pleasure in a direct way. However strange
it may sound, there are perhaps only very
few affects which in themselves must always
be unpleasurable under all circumstances,
without exception. Art at least manages to
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make most emotions enjoyable for us in
some sense. For we can observe in children
that they often show a certain preference for
ghost stories. Horror is a thrill that with care
and specialist knowledge can be used well to
increase emotional effects in general — as is
the task of poetry, for instance. In story-
telling, one of the most reliable artistic
devices for producing uncanny effects easily
is to leave the reader in uncertainty as to
whether he has a human person or rather an
automaton before him in the case of a par-
ticular character. This is done in such a way
that the uncertainty does not appear direct-
ly at the focal point of his attention, so that
he is not given the occasion to investigate
and clarify the matter straight away; for
the particular emotional effect, as we said,
would hereby be quickly dissipated. In his
works of fantasy, E.T.A. Hoffmann has
repeatedly made use of this psychological
artifice with success (SE 227). The dark
feeling of uncertainty, excited by such rep-
resentation, as to the psychical nature of the
corresponding literary figure is equivalent as
a whole to the doubtful tension created by
any uncanny situation, but it is made ser-
viceable by the virtuosic manipulation of the
author for the purposes of artistic investiga-
tion.

Conversely, the effect of the uncanny can
easily be achieved when one undertakes to
reinterpret some kind of lifeless thing as a
part of an organic creature, especially in
anthropomorphic terms, in a poetic or fan-
tastic way. In the dark, a rafter covered with
nails thus becomes the jaw of a fabulous ani-
mal, a lonely lake becomes the gigantic eye
of a monster, and the outline of a cloud or
shadow becomes a threatening Satanic face.
Fantasy, which is indeed always a poet, is
able now and then to conjure up the most
detailed terrifying visions out of the most
harmless and indifferent phenomena; and
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on the psychology
of the uncanny

astonishing if that which man himself semi-
consciously projected into things from his
own being now begins again to terrify him in
those very things, or that he is not always
capable of exorcising the spirits which were
created out of his own head from that very
head. This inability thus easily produces the
feeling of being threatened by something
unknown and incomprehensible that is just
as enigmatic to the individual as his own
psyche usually is as well. If however there
prevails sufficient orientation with respect to
psychical processes, and enough certainty in
the judgement of such processes outside the
individual, then the states described — under
normal psycho-physiological conditions, of
course — will never be able to arise.

Another confirmation of the fact that the
emotion being discussed is caused in partic-
ular by a doubt as to the animate or inani-
mate nature of things — or, expressed more
precisely, as to their animatedness as under-
stood by man’s traditional view ~ lies in the
way in which the lay public is generally
affected by a sight of the articulations of
most mental and many nervous illnesses.
Several patients afflicted with such troubles
make a quite decidedly uncanny impression
on most people.

‘What we can always assume from our fel-
low men’s experiences of ordinary life is the
relative psychical harmony in which their
mental functions generally stand in relation
to each other, even if moderate deviations
from this equilibrium make their appearance
occasionally in almost all of us: this behav-
jour once again constitutes man’s individu-
ality and provides the foundation for our
judgement of it. Most people do not gener-
ally show strong psychical peculiarities. At
most, such peculiarities become apparent
when strong affects make themselves felt,
whereby it can suddenly become evident
that not everything in the human psyche is

of transcendental origin, and that much that
is elementary is still present within it even
for our direct perception. It is of course
often in just such cases that much at present
is generally accounted for quite well in terms
of normal psychology.

But if this relative psychical harmony
happens markedly to be disturbed in the
spectator, and if the situation does not seem
trivial or comic, the consequence of an
unimportant incident, or if it is not quite
familiar (like an alcoholic intoxication, for
example), then the dark knowledge dawns
on the unschooled observer that mechanical
processes are taking place in that which he
was previously used to regarding as a unified
psyche. It is not unjustly that epilepsy is
therefore spoken of as the morbus sacer, as
an illness deriving not from the human
world but from foreign and enigmatic
spheres, for the epileptic attack of spasms
reveals the human body to the viewer — the
body that under normal conditions is so
meaningful, expedient, and unitary, func-
tioning according to the directions of his
consciousness — as an immensely complicat-
ed and delicate mechanism. This is an
important cause of the epileptic fit’s ability
to produce such a demonic effect on those
who see it. On the other hand, the hysterical
attack of spasms generally has a limited
alienating effect under ordinary conditions,
since hysterics usually retain consciousness,
falling over and hitting out so that they do
not (or only slightly) harm themselves —
whereby they reveal precisely their latent
consciousness. Then their type of movement
again frequently reminds one of hidden psy-
chical processes, in that here the muscular
disturbances follow a certain higher ordering
principle; this stands in relation with the
dependence of their fundamental affliction
on processes of imagination (in other words,
processes that once more are psychical).
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In the case of an expert, the correspond-
ing emotion will occur only rarely or perhaps
be completely lacking, for to him the
mechanical processes in the human mind are
no longer a novelty; and even if he is still
exposed in particular cases to numerous
errors with regard to their course, at least he
knows that they exist and rediscovers their
trace so often elsewhere that their appear-
ance no longer has the power to affect him
to any extent. The situations mentioned are
also naturally quick to lose their emotional
effect if someone is or has become otherwise
used to such incidents, as is the case with a
nurse, for instance, and — if one can speak of
them in this way — with sick people them-
selves.

The uncanny effect which an insight into
the deranged system of a sick person pro-
duces for most people is doubtless also based
on the fact that a more or less clear idea of
the presence of a certain urge to associate —
that is, a mechanism — appears in man
which, standing in contradiction to the usual
view of psychical freedom, begins to under-
mine one’s hasty and careless conviction of
the animatedness of the individual. If clarity
regarding the relevant conditions is estab-
lished, then the special character of the
peculiar emotional state disappears — a state
whose roots are to be sought simply in peo-
ple’s current disorientation with regard to
the psychological.

The horror which a dead body (especially
a human one), a death’s head, skeletons, and
similar things cause can also be explained to
a great extent by the fact that thoughts of
latent animatedness always lie so close to
these things. Such a thought may often push
its way into consciousness so that it is itself
capable of giving the lie to appearance,
thereby again setting the preconditions for
the psychical conflict that has been
described. It is well known that such stir-
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on the psychology
of the uncanny

Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol.
17, ed. and w. James Strachey et al. (London:
Hogarth, 1955) p217-56; or in The Pelican Freud
Library, vol. 14, ed. Albert Dickson, tr. James
Strachey (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985) p335-
76. For Freud’s German text, see the Gesammelte
Werke, vol. 12, ed. Anna Freud et al. (London:
Imago, 1947) p227-68; or the Studienausgabe, vol. 4,
ed. Alexander Mitscherlich et al. (Frankfurt: Fischer,
1970) p241-74.

3 [At this point Jentsch’s essay breaks off, to be
resumed in the next issue of the Wochenschrift.
Trans.)

rost Jentsch’s essay “On the Psychology

of the Uncanny” [1906] is “in reality
nothing new or alien, but something which
is familiar and old-established”.l It forms
the starting point, the point of disagreement,
for Sigmund Freud’s celebrated essay “The
Uncanny” [1919). In that essay, the form as
well as the argument of which explores
doubt and uncertainty at every turn, the one
thing that is certain is the inadequacy of
Jentsch’s account of the uncanny (as the
product of intellectual uncertainty).

Freud’s essay has attracted a great deal of
attention in recent years. For Harold Bloom
“it is the only major contribution that the
twentieth century has made to the aesthetics
of the Sublime” (101). Readers as well-
known and as careful as Héléne Cixous,
Samuel Weber, Sarah Kofman, Jeffrey
Mehlman, Neil Hertz, and Maria Torck have
worked through its text brilliantly and at
considerable length. In most cases, the
analysis of E.T.A. Hoffmann’s tale “The
Sandman” - Freud’s essay’s first and most
elaborate example — has formed the basis of
their readings, readings which have staged
provocative encounters between psycho-
analysis and literature.

And yet the only “literature” Freud can
find to read before writing “The Uncanny”
is Jentsch’s “On the Psychology of the
Uncanny”. As many of the readers above
return to “The Sandman” and the other lit-
erary examples Freud deploys, they refer to
Jentsch and his essay’s argument. They refer
to it without themselves returning to it.2
They quote it but only to quote Freud quot-
ing it.3 With only one exception in the vast
“literature” that has built up around “The
Uncanny”, Jentsch’s essay has remained
unread.4

The repressed, however, always returns — the
uncanny in “The Uncanny” is about nothing
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