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FOREWORD TO THE ENGLISH EDITION

Among all those who followed me along the dark paths of 

psychoanalytic research, he won so pre-eminent a place that only 

one name could be placed beside his. 

—Freud, Karl Abraham, 1926

This is an excerpt taken from Sigmund Freud’s obituary to Karl 

Abraham who died prematurely at the age of forty-eight. Abraham 

grew up in a serene family environment and although he came from 

an orthodox Jewish background, he did not follow all of the Jewish 

restrictions:

He was—quoting Jones—the most normal member of the group. 

His father, a teacher of religion, was unusually broad minded for 

his time; when Karl Abraham, about to take a position as a psychia-

trist informed him that he could no longer keep the Sabbath and 

other religious practices, the Elder Abraham told his son to obey his 

own conscience. (Gay, 1988, p. 180)

He began working at the Burghölzli clinic under the direction of Bleuler 

and with C. G. Jung as head physician. His psychiatric training met 
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the requirements of the day. His daily activity was far removed from 

the Viennese circle and he had to deal with the hostile atmosphere of 

Berlin where he began to practice as a psychoanalyst in 1907. In 1910 he 

founded Berlin’s Psychoanalytic Institute. His interest, however, was 

mainly drawn towards the theoretical side of his field, and it was his 

theoretical contributions that earned him his reputation among the psy-

choanalytic movement.

He always maintained a cordial relationship with Freud, free from 

tension to which the psychoanalytic circle was prone to at that time. 

Contrary to Jung, when he “discovered” psychoanalysis he was able to 

explore and research the field without too many setbacks due to his pre-

vious psychiatric training. This is evident in his article written in 1908: 

The Psychosexual Differences between Hysteria and Dementia Praecox.

It is interesting to contemplate the differences of his ideas with those 

of Bleuler and Jung regarding sexuality—in the psychoanalytic sense of 

the word and not in the limited sense of genital sexuality. For Bleuler, 

the condition, which would later be named schizophrenia, revealed 

very different autistic manifestations to the autoeroticism postulated 

by Freud. For Jung, the libido as sexual energy was substituted by an 

energy drawn from sexuality. These two differences would become 

another cause of the rupture within the psychoanalytic movement.

In a footnote in the afore-mentioned paper, Abraham writes: 

“In this paper many of the ideas which go some way beyond Freud’s 

published views I owe in the first instance to written and oral 

communications from Freud himself. And I have also been able to for-

mulate many points more clearly through discussion with Prof. Bleuler 

and Dr Jung in the course of my work at Zurich Psychiatric Clinic.” 

(Abraham, 1908, pp. 64–65). Abraham does not go into the details of 

these discussions but it seems clear that he used the concepts of autoerot-

icism and the libido in the same sense as they were used by Freud.

Abraham was a faithful follower of Freud but he was in no way 

his hagiographer: he improved and developed his theories and made 

valuable contributions in a field where much was still to be done.

The psychopathology field of psychoanalysis began to emerge. It was 

an area that had not been researched in depth and Abraham’s refined 

approach was noteworthy.

This book constitutes an in-depth analysis of the major milestones 

in Abraham’s career. At the risk of making unnecessary repetitions, we 

can highlight his interest in mythology (Dreams and Myths, 1909) and 
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his permanent focus on the libido, a field in which he made original 

findings. Perhaps in this area his most important paper was A Short 
Study of the Development of the Libido Viewed in the Light of Mental Disor-
ders, one of his later contributions; but his interest in this concept can 

be seen much earlier in 1907 in The Experiences of Sexual Traumas as a 
Form of Sexual Activity. Abraham based his theories on Freud’s pregeni-

tal states: The Development of the Libido and the Sexual Organization and 

The Libido Theory and Narcissism (1916–1917). He suggested that Freud’s 

oral-cannibalistic stage of libidinal development had two parts; a suck-

ing phase and a biting stage. He went on to develop two different forms 

of early object relations: incorporation and destruction. The destruction 

of the object that has been incorporated is a sign of ambivalence, which 

is at the very heart of melancholia.

The ambivalence of drives leads to a withdrawal of libidinal invest-

ment in the object which is transferred to the ego.

In his ongoing investigation into the destinations of the libido, 

Abraham made an important finding in The Psycho-sexual Differences 
between Hysteria and Dementia Praecox, in which he reported that the 

alterations of the function of the ego were secondary to libidinal disor-

ders and opened the theoretical door to the libido in relation to demen-

tia praecox.

He acquired extensive experience as a training analyst: Klein had 

been analysed by Ferenczi between 1914 and 1919. Abraham then ana-

lysed her in 1924 to 1925—Abraham died on 25 December 1925. He also 

analysed Boehm, Deutch, E. and J. Glover, Horney, Müller-Braunschweig, 

Radó, Reik and Simmel.

I personally believe that in developing her object relations theory, 

Klein was inspired more by Abraham than Ferenczi; although the lat-

ter’s work on pathoneuroses (1917) probably influenced her later con-

ceptions. Her theory draws from Introduction to Narcissism—written 

three years previously—and refers to the transition between narcissism 

and object libido. In 1924, when Abraham was analysing Klein, he wrote 

A Short Study of the Development of the Libido, Viewed in the Light of Mental 
Disorders in which he repeatedly mentions the “love-object” and addresses 

the relationship “with his love-object during his states of depression and 

mania and during his free interval”. (Abraham, 1924, p. 421).

I do not believe that it is by chance that Klein introduced the “depres-

sive position” in her writings (1934) in A Contribution to the Psychogenesis 
of Manic-Depressive States, before the “schizoid position”, which was not 
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addressed until 1946 in Notes on some Schizoid Mechanisms. I also believe 

that it was Abraham’s influence that led “depression” to play such an 

important role in Kleinian theory. It seems that Rank’s ideas on object 

relations after 1920 did not make any perceptible impact on Klein.

The vicissitudes of the libido are a prominent feature of Abraham’s 

work. The other field in which Abraham made valuable contributions 

was object relations.

Freud defined the object as where drives are discharged. In other 

words, he established the primacy of the drive on the object, from which 

we can deduce that there are many other potential objects provided 

that they satisfy the objectives of the discharge. Later in Mourning and 
Melancholia (1917), in which Abraham’s influence is evident, the status 

of the object changed: the drive object, from an economic perspective—

undergoes a metamorphosis and becomes an historical object, that 

is, a unique object for each individual that forms part of his or her 

biography. The mother (love–object) becomes my mother (singular and 

historical object).

Mourning and Melancholia (1915 [1917]) reveals, like no other of 

Freud’s works, the mutual influence that existed between the master 

and the disciple. Their relationship showed no signs of rivalry. Freud 

acknowledges this from the outset when he wrote: Abraham (1912), to 

whom we owe the most important of the few analytic studies on this 

subject, also took this comparison (mourning and melancholy) as his 

starting point. Object libido and object relations are the central themes 

of this paper, as we can see from this well-known excerpt:

The object cathexis (investment) proved to have little power of resist-

ance and was brought to an end. But the free libido was not displaced 

onto another object; it was withdrawn into the ego. There, however, 

it was not employed in any unspecified way, but served to establish 

an “identification” of the ego with the abandoned object. Thus the 

shadow of the object fell upon the ego … (Freud, 1917, p. 249)

Melancholia is an anti-cure that carries out a pathological redistribu-

tion of libidinal investments. The libido regresses. The investment 

in the object converts it into a historical object which has special 

characteristics—impregnated with narcissism—it is lost, recovered as a 

shadow and falls upon the ego; an ego altered by the identification with 
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this object, a damaged ego which suffers from an impairment known as 

a narcissistic injury.

All of these aspects, which we have merely touched upon here, are 

examined in depth in the book. In the serene way in which she expresses 

herself, Isabel Sanfeliu has carried out a profound and creative study of 

Abraham. She provides us with an historical perspective of the man 

and analyses the significance of his work, which is often forgotten or 

eclipsed by other authors.

Nicolás Caparrós
Psychoanalyst member of Espace Analytique (Paris)
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FOREWORD

I am one of those fortunate beings that react enthusiastically to being 

surprised by an excellent and original work. On these occasions I try 

to contain my initial enthusiasm and examine the work from a scien-

tific standpoint. In my first reading of Isabel Sanfeliu’s book about Karl 

Abraham, which traces the origin of object relations theory to his work, 

I was impressed by her creativity. Subsequently, when I read the book 

again during the summer, I appreciated the psychoanalytic viewpoint 

from which it is written and how it constitutes a highly precise analysis 

of Karl Abraham’s clinical and theoretical contributions to psychoanal-

ysis. It also contemplates the biographical and geopolitical dimensions 

of the psychoanalytic movement in such a way that it enables us to 

relive the vicissitudes of the life and psychoanalytic developments of 

Karl Abraham within the framework described.

Isabel Sanfeliu is a unique clinical psychologist with a solid psycho-

analytic and psychiatric training. She has a profound knowledge of the 

work of Freud, Abraham, and Melanie Klein as well as of the history 

and founders of the psychoanalytic movement, which has enabled her 

to skilfully combine the scientific aspects with history and biography.
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Karl Abraham, born in Bremen on 3 May 1877, was the younger 

of two children of a Jewish religious instructor who was married to 

his cousin. In 1901 he obtained his first psychiatric position in the 

Psychiatric Hospital of Berlin. Even then he had a clear desire to form 

part of Bleuler’s team whose work had impressed him. In 1904 he 

became Bleuler’s first assistant and also got married. In the Burghölzli 

clinic in Zurich he became familiar with Freud’s work and began to 

exchange letters with him. After Jung had created the “Freud Society” 

in 1907 he went to Vienna and was invited to attend the “Wednesday 

Meeting”. He moved to Berlin and in 1910 founded the Berlin Psycho-

analytic Society. Later, he collaborated with Eitingon in the creation of 

the Polyclinic. In 1916, during the First World War, he was enlisted in 

the army and sent to a psychiatric department. He became the head 

of the psychiatric clinic of the twentieth Army Corps. Between 1922 

and 1925 he was secretary and the president of the International Psy-

choanalytical Association. He died at the age of forty-eight on Christ-

mas Day 1925 at the height of his creative development. Almost to 

the day of his death, he worked with the optimistic vitality that char-

acterised his active and fruitful life. As Sanfeliu writes: “Abraham … 

died before finishing one of the most powerful concepts regarding 

the evolutionary process from a psychoanalytical point of view. His 

death also cut short, or at least slowed, the momentum of the clini-

cal perspective. Additionally, his death also affected the joint psycho-

biological research activities, that crossroads where the laws of two 

so different yet so inseparable fields meet. Abraham’s life was cut 

short too soon.” (Sanfeliu, in press). And “All of the different refer-

ences regarding Abraham describe him as a serene, enthusiastic and 

balanced person” (Sanfeliu, in press). We can unhesitatingly accept 

the words of Jones when he said that Abraham was divinely normal. 

He emphasised his normality because he believed, with Freud, and 

contrary to the psychoanalytic movement, which was predominantly 

reluctant to adopt rules, that it was still possible to distinguish neu-

rotic misery from ordinary unhappiness although we know that the 

boundary that separates the two is fuzzy.

As I previously mentioned, Doctor Sanfeliu has fleshed out the out-

line of Abraham’s biography with meticulous detail which she has 

elegantly combined with the history of the psychoanalytic movement 

and also with the history of a relationship between two men in terms of 

their scientific exchanges and their personal friendship which, despite 
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the occasional difference of opinion, was based on trust and mutual 

respect.

Isabel Sanfeliu’s classification of his writings in accordance with 

their content and order of publication reveals that Abraham was, above 

all else, a clinical observer with a capacity for analytical listening in-line 

with his mental functions, that is, his capacity for empathy, his under-

standing, accessibility, tolerance to frustration … essential qualities in 

the analytical relationship both then and now. After 1908, he exhibited 

a clear interest in psychoneuroses: he contributed to determining their 

different etiological, symptomatic, and evolutionary aspects, giving 

detailed descriptions of the therapeutic difficulties, particularly uncon-

scious resistance that arises in treatment. In the field of applied analy-

sis, his first essay was Dreams and Myths published in 1909. Later, in 

1911, he published a psychoanalytic essay on Segantini and a year later 

another on Amenhotep IV and the monotheistic cult of Aton. After 1917 

he became increasingly interested in the influence of infantile sexual-

ity on the mental development of the child, describing the factors that 

play a role in character formation and in the appearance of neuroses. 

Within this context, in 1923, he focussed his attention on specific clinical 

situations, such as premature ejaculation, impotence, and fetishism. In 

1924, Abraham published what Isabel Sanfeliu believes could be con-

sidered to be his pinnacle work, A Short Study of the Development of the 
Libido, Viewed in the Light of Mental Disorders in which he related the 

different phases of infantile development to characteristic mental disor-

ders. In other words, it was a synthesis of historical development of the 

libido based on a study of mental disorders. The long, fruitful dialogue 

between Abraham and Freud on manic depression (today bi-polar dis-

order), which was uninterrupted until the former’s death, was initiated 

by Abraham with his article in 1911, Notes on the Psycho-analytical Inves-
tigation and Treatment of Manic-Depressive Insanity and Allied Conditions. 

When we look at the list of psychoanalysts of the pioneer period who 

were interested in manic depression, apart from Freud, Abraham, Jones, 

Deutsch, and later Melanie Klein, we can observe that manic depres-

sion became the specialisation of a particular section which could be 

called “Abraham’s school”. Freud’s monumental paper, Mourning and 
Melancholia completely dominated psychoanalytic literature and was 

subsequently completed with his Beyond the Pleasure Principle which 

preceded the second topography of the psyche. As Bleuler pointed out, 

there was no doubt that Abraham was highly influenced by his reading 
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of Mourning and Melancholia but Abraham’s paper was more systematic 

and precise. It constitutes the first definitive paper to address the role 

played by drives in the formation of the mental apparatus. The theories 

on melancholia were based on the observation of ten cases, the majority 

of which were private patients of Abraham.

Isabel Sanfeliu’s reflections in the four parts that make up this book 

not only convincingly show us the structuring of object relations theory, 

but also contribute to the understanding of the complexity inherent in 

the functioning of the human psyche which has a high level of evolu-

tionary organisation yet is subject to disorganised processes. She also 

helps us to understand the current developments in psychoanalytic 

theory.

This book is enormously useful for all professionals interested in the 

vicissitudes of infantile development and the problems of psychotic 

patients: psychoanalysts, psychiatrists, and psychologists will find it 

particularly valuable due to the richness of its content, the skilful com-

bination of historical analysis and psychoanalytic theory and the crea-

tive psychoanalytic thought of the lucid mind that merged these two 

dimensions.

Luis Fernando Crespo
Vice-President of the Madrid Psychoanalytical Association
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CHAPTER ONE

An introduction

K
arl Abraham redefined the status of the object in his new 

structural theory regarding the first relationships formed 

between infants and objects (or others); although in his papers 

the object still maintained its elementary condition as a place in which 

drives discharge. Object relations theory is becoming an increasingly 

significant aspect of psychoanalysis and continues to evolve. However, 

this shift in emphasis has meant that some schools desensitise the object 

by ignoring or undervaluing the notion of drive. The consolidation of 

any scientific theory requires an acknowledgement of its initial starting 

point and the process carried out from this point. In this respect, this 

book seeks to fill the gaps that may exist by reconstructing these bases 

for Abraham and his object relation’s theory.

In many ways, Abraham was the true pioneer of the concept of object 

in psychoanalysis due to his division of the libidinal organisation into 

stages in accordance with the evolution of object-love. The active and 

passive currents in his theories allow us to address the issue from a 

double perspective: that of appropriating the object and that of identify-

ing with the object.

His earliest studies were carried out in the field of psychosis, simulta-

neously analysing the most intimate and the most external dimensions, 
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namely narcissism and the reality principle. Abraham conducted his 

psychoanalytical study of psychosis based on an in-depth and detailed 

examination of the phases of libidinal development. The concept of 

object relations arose with full force in his comparison of hysteria and 

dementia praecox.

The way in which he approached psychoanalysis, completely rethink-

ing psychopathology and “forgetting” what he had been taught, was 

something that Bleurler or Jung, his superiors in the Burghölzli clinic, 

were unable to achieve. He adopted this research method throughout 

the whole of his life, scrutinising the origins that lead to the most dys-

functional cases.

As we shall see, the precocity and profoundness with which 

Abraham addressed object relations paved the way for Melanie Klein 

in developing her formulations regarding the internal object.

There is very little biographical information about Abraham in the 

literature on the history of psychoanalysis. His whole existence was ded-

icated to the creative process. All of the different references regarding 

Abraham describe him as a serene, enthusiastic, and balanced person. 

It is possible that his austerity and the absence of scandals or a defined 

pathology could have rendered him uninteresting for journalistically-

inclined researchers. However, I believe that conclusions cannot be 

drawn without contemplating history. Therefore a comparative analysis 

of his works with those of other pioneers within the framework of the 

decisive events of the Europe in which he lived, will provide a backdrop 

for a review of his psychoanalytic elaborations. His profound studies 

of language and medicine (of Freud’s earliest disciples, few had such a 

solid psychiatric training), would later give rise to a fruitful consolida-

tion of these two branches of psychoanalysis in which he continued to 

exercise his great ability as a clinical observer, while also making incur-

sions into the fields of history, anthropology, and mythology.

It is also necessary, in my opinion, to describe the historical context 

within which he developed his theories; therefore we will examine the 

economic, political, and social aspects of the period.

Regarding the object

Since Kant, the object has been defined as reality set against the sub-

ject, which in turn is the object for the other. There are several concep-

tions of object; Freud’s initial approach to this concept coincides on the 

whole with the Kantian view. However, the internal object is related to 
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structure, giving it a new dimension, which is very different from the 

philosophical theories. Nevertheless, object theory in Freud’s works is 

not systematically defined; although the initial emphasis on drive in 

his early writings and the relative subordination of the object do the 

job. Therefore, in his Three Essays (1905), we can see how the object 

is an integral element of the drive concept; but it is not a secondary 

actor with respect to drive. Accordingly, we can affirm that they are 

two inseparable elements, which in a broad sense, constitute the links 

which, after successive internalisations, give rise to the different types 

of object relations.

Object relations theory has been modified to such an extent by differ-

ent authors that this generic term is too vague to cover all of the resulting 

hypotheses and developments. Although this theory enriches the pre-

oedipal aspects of development and minimises biologistic temptations, 

at the same time it runs the risk of eliminating the bonds with biology: 

Fairbairn, for example, said that the drive concept may be eliminated 

from consideration, creating a transitional space in the social realm. If 

the theory were to work in this way it would have the advantage of 

eliminating the nineteenth century mechanistic straightjacket, but at the 

same time it ran the risk of converting the psychological fact into some-

thing intangible and speculative; disconnected from the links that on 

one way or another relate it to biology.

Melanie Klein’s “world of internal objects” was initially composed 

of a series of brilliant insights, however, it was characterised by the 

Viennese consistency that was typical of Freud and the majority of his 

first-generation disciples. The most probable source of this weakness 

was Klein’s pre-analytical training, as, from an epistemological point of 

view; her theories lack the close interlocking which is required by the 

complexity of object relations.

In his seminar of 30 September 1975, Lacan pointed out that object 

relations continuously refer to a lost object, whereby the gratifying object 

is the re-found object of desire, which, however, is never found. This 

initial gap, which is also mentioned in the Three Essays, always persists, 

preventing repetition from leading to satisfaction, whereby the latter 

eclipses and eliminates the former which is rendered superfluous.

It is not surprising that the object has undergone so many meta-

morphoses in the hands of different psychoanalysts. The difficulties in 

determining its function and the role that it plays in the structuring of 

the psychic apparatus are numerous.

Let’s start at the beginning.
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CHAPTER TWO

Historical context

The remote environment: political intrigues

How can we begin to tell a story, or indeed recount an historical period 

that will later focus on one specific man? This beginning may comprise 

of a variety of ideological and epistemological alternatives. Classic his-

tory’s use of events such as battles, weddings, and births is correct to 

the extent that they constitute violent alterations in the course of events, 

mainly deaths, and abrupt changes in the order or the latter part of 

the order of a specific period. The great battles are condensations of 

everyday occurrences, which should then be combined with other non-

bellical dimensions. Battles in classic history are intersections which 

threaten the prevailing structures, critical points from which it is pos-

sible to chart a before and after, although this before and after are not 

linear. The modern perception of history is far from simple.

The term “Mitteleuropa” refers to the sum of many events dating 

back to when Tiberius was unsuccessful in Romanising Germania in 

the same way as Caesar had done with France and, later, Claudio with 

Britannia. The barbarians withstood their ground through successive 

and overlapping assaults, the details of which are not relevant to our 

case. Throughout the centuries they created a place of permanent 
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instability dating back so far that its origins have been buried in time 

and the consequences of which re-emerge over and over again in 

different forms.

Now we will turn our attention to Prussia; and to illustrate how it 

influenced an event which would trigger the series of successive latent 

incidents, we will refer to one battle. The battle of Sadowa took place 

on 3 July 1866, eleven years before Karl Abraham was born. Previously, 

the Prussians had invaded Saxony. Initially, the imperial artillery had 

the upper hand in the skirmish, but the Prussian infantry, with their 

breech-loading needle guns and resulting firepower, executed an encir-

clement manoeuvre, obliging Benedeck to withdraw, incurring losses of 

20,000 men. Vienna was only a three-week march away.

This momentous defeat had many repercussions. Firstly, cracks 

appeared in the solidity of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and it also 

opened the door for Napoleon III’s projects. At first, this was favour-

able for Prussia, although it was very surprised by the swift victory 

of Napoleon’s armies. The French emperor faced opposing pressures: 

firstly, the closeness of Prussia raised fears that a disproportionate 

increase of its power would pose a threat to France. Moreover, Prussia’s 

left wing was hostile to Austria. Additionally, the Italians, who had been 

attacked by the Empire, were not sympathetic towards the French.

In view of the circumstances, Franz Joseph accelerated the cession of 

Venice, which, for all intents and purposes, had been lost. By doing this 

he tried to liberate his Italian flank and at the same time attempted to 

save the Rhineland, which was a territory that France had set its sights 

on. The limited political stature of Napoleon III was more evident now 

than ever. His European objective would have led him to a logical and 

immediate conflict with Prussia. However, he decided not to take this 

course of action. The Austrian Metternich saw the dilemma clearly: 

they could let Prussia continue its path and accept immediate peace 

which would avoid confrontations with the Germans and Italians, or 

they could join forces with Austria and accept a head-on conflict with 

the Prussians and Italians. The first alternative would delay the Franco-

Prussian war. When it took place the conditions would be worse for the 

French.

Napoleon III chose to pressure Austria to accept the armistice, pav-

ing the way, to his regret, for the Prussian Empire. The outcome was 

that Prussia annexed four million inhabitants in the so-called North 

German confederation under the auspices of Berlin; Bavaria became 
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the South German Confederation and constituted the pretext for the 

ensuing Franco-Prussian war of 1870.

In the Austro-Hungarian Empire a hornet’s nest of nationalities 

remained, including Ukrainians and Polish in the north, Czechs, 

Slovaks, Serb-Croats, Slovenians, Romanians, and Magyars. Upper and 

Lower Austria were occupied by Germans, and the south and Venice by 

Italians and Ladinos. Only twenty-four per cent of the total population 

were German speakers.

Pan-Germanism can be defined as the desire for the political and cul-

tural unification of all the German-speaking people dispersed across 

many states. Before the creation of the German Empire in 1871, it was 

a synonym of German nationalism. After the emergence of the Empire, 

the concept diversified: in the Reich it meant the protection of German 

rights overseas and an aggressive foreign policy with racist and anti-

Semitic connotations; it could be said that it was more befitting of the 

expansion and imperialist policy of Prussia than a nationalist ideology. 

Until the First World War, this policy had very few disputes with the 

declining Austro-Hungarian Empire.

During the time remaining for the House of Hapsburg before the 

Great War, Franz Joseph sought to maintain the strength of the two 

nations from which his empire took its name, Austria and Hungary. 

He did not engage in any type of belligerent or extremist policy either 

beyond the borders, as Prussia was doing, or within the social move-

ments of the Empire: namely social democracy, liberal bourgeoisie, and 

nationalism. The emancipated Jews constituted a source of support for 

Germanism, which neither the Reich nor Austria which emerged after 

the war were capable of using to their own benefit; on the contrary, this 

emancipation gave rise to intense anti-Semitic currents.

In 1914, Franz Joseph, pressured by a group of warmongers in 

his government, sent Serbia an ultimatum after the assassination of 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand. This would lead to the end of Austria-

Hungary, which at that time saw a unique opportunity to settle scores 

with Serbia. Germany found it impossible to refuse support to its only 

reliable ally and endorsed the declaration of war against Serbia; its role 

was to ensure that the Russians did not intervene, but it failed, and on 

1 August 1914 Germany was forced to declare war against Russia and, 

consequently, its ally France. The British were reluctant to enter war 

and did not declare war against Germany until 4 August 1914. At the 

end of 1915, Poland and Lithuania were in the hands of Germany and 
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after the victories of the East, they moved their troops to Verdun, the 

site of one of the most devastating battles. In 1917, “the people had 

lost all enthusiasm for that bloody war” (Asimov, 1991, p. 758) and the 

British fleet controlled the seas; despite this, the victories of the East 

encouraged them to embark on the “great German Spring offensive of 

1918” which depleted their armies.

The situation got out of hand and on 9 November 1918 Wilhelm 

II abdicated: the socialist Ebert became the chancellor of the new German 

Republic. Shortly after the end of the war, a national assembly met in 

Weimar to draw up the constitution, which came into force on 31 July 

1919.

It has often been said that the Weimar republic—the incarnation of 

German humanism—was a republic without republicans, or, according 

to the right wing parties, a Jewish republic. With the fall of the impe-

rial regime, two rival powers emerged: a social republic and a socialist 

republic. They arose from an unnatural alliance: “between the different 

influential social strata under Wilhelm II’s reign, a Group of antidemo-

cratic forces and social-democrat leaders. This paradox of a republican 

state highly influenced by an anti-republican spirit became even more 

prominent after the death of Ebert” (Fine, 1979, p. 29). From the point of 

view of a historian of psychoanalysis, this instability can be explained 

by the irreconcilable contrasts, which gave rise to the conflict.

Historical breakthroughs are made in small steps; one event paves 

the way for the next. Anti-Semitic agitation constituted an important 

part of the political objective of the two conservative parties of the day: 

the Christian Social Party (led by Karl Lueger who greatly influenced 

the young Hitler) and the Pan-Germanic Party. Adolf Hitler, born in 

Austria, had led a life full of resentment and poverty until he found 

his place as a soldier in the Great War. After the conflict, he proposed 

to avenge the defeat by spreading the idea that it had been caused by a 

conspiracy from within: the Jews were the enemy.

Although anti-Semitism was fairly widespread, it had limited reper-

cussions as the centre of political power still revolved around the 

Emperor who was openly hostile to this discrimination.

Laín Entralgo (1954, p. 499) divides this period in history into three 

parts:

• The years between the Revolution of 1848 and the Franco-Prussian 

war of 1870; Romanticism, which had been on the decline since 1830, 

came to an end.
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• The period between 1870 and the end of the century; the golden age 

of naturalistic mentality and the bourgeoisie. The German Empire 

was created in 1871; Abraham was born in 1877.

• The period between the beginning of the century and the First World 

War (1914). Life opposed reason; synthesis opposed analytical dis-

aggregation; imagination opposed consciousness … and so the cur-

rent era was born, in which ̋ the European soldiers began digging the 

grave of the modern man between the Seine and the Rhine˝ (Entralgo, 

1954, p. 499).

Social and cultural aspects

Let us explore this period from a different angle. Berlin was founded 

in 1237, but it was years before a true city emerged. Decimated 

by the plague and the Thirty Years War, it began to flourish when 

Friedrich Wilhelm Brandenburg began his rule in 1640. Later, during 

the Imperial Germany of Friedrich II (Friedrich the Great), the King 

of Prussia and under Wilhelm II, defined by Sigmund Freud as “the 

incurable romantic”, it began taking shape in terms of population, 

buildings, and monuments. In 1887, Berlin had the most highly devel-

oped railway network in Europe and the prestige of its universities 

attracted ambitious professors. However, after 1871, with the unifica-

tion of Germany orchestrated by Bismarck, the splendour of the city 

waned. Then, after the abdication of Wilhelm II, artists and creators 

began to regard the new Republic as an unprecedented opportunity 

for renewal.

In the mid 1920s, Germany was, without a doubt, the most cul-

tured country in the world; there was no other place where trade was 

as frenzied as Berlin. Tempelhof Airport was opened in 1924. Together 

with Paris, it was the European city with the richest and most diverse 

artistic life, although in the 1920s it was also regarded as a place of 

perdition and had a reputation of being morally depraved.

The intellectual class of Berlin—its University, was completely inde-

pendent. However, on 26 August 1920, The Die Weltbühne magazine 

commented:

The spirit of the University of Berlin is scandalous for the whole of 

Germany. Racial hatred, class hatred, chauvinism, anti-Semitism, 

violence against the most cultured professors. And the government 

tolerates this and does nothing. […] The people of the right enjoy 
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a freedom, which would have been inconceivable in the time of 

Wilhelm II. (Bourel, 1991, p. 154)

The powerful association of classical language teachers was equally 

hostile to the regime. The German University constituted a mirror of 

the contradictions and impotence of this republic.

The devastating effects of the Great War on the complex Weimar 

Republic did not darken the cultural panorama; this was a brief and 

tragic period which was made worse by the economic depression. The 

humanism, which emerged in Germany at the end of the previous cen-

tury, a romantic exaltation of the irrational and unique, which was imi-

tated by small groups of poets, artists, and philosophers throughout 

Europe, was followed by a vigorous realism. Science, which had been 

excessively partitioned into specialist fields by positivism, now suffered 

limitations; gradually two currents emerged; a mechanistic current and 

an evolutionist movement which did not take hold until the publica-

tion, in 1859, of The Origin of Species by Charles Darwin.

While encyclopaedists placed man at the centre of the universe, 

romantics revered nature and its hidden side. Sociology advanced inde-

pendently in Germany in the nineteenth century determinedly defining 

itself as a science.

The cultural sphere generated a considerable amount of employ-

ment. Between 1919 and 1932, 400 family-planning offices were opened 

throughout Germany and 2,450 women appeared before the courts 

charged with abortion in 1920. Sexuality sought new formulations; 

Helene Stoecker founded the league for the protection of mothers and 

sexual reform in Berlin in 1905 during the Empire in order to distin-

guish sexuality from procreation.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, German psychiatry 

represented, in the words of Laín Entralgo (1954, p. 612), a positiva-

tion of the philosophical-natural psychiatry of the Romantic period; 

the “mythology of the soul” [translated for this edition] according to 

idealist speculation was replaced by a “mythology of the brain” which, 

while appearing to be empirical was no less speculative (for example 

Griesinger, Meynert and Wernicke). Other branches emerged, includ-

ing practical and custodial psychiatry (Jessen), descriptive psychia-

try (Kahlbaum, Kraepelin, Bleuler), or what Laín Entralgo defines as 

descriptive psychopathological analysis, pioneered by the Frenchman 

Pierre Janet and Karl Jaspers, which gives priority to the psychological 
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structure of mental illness. Finally, this period witnessed the emergence 

of the field in which psychoanalysis is rooted: psychotherapy and psy-

chopathological analysis from a genetic and operational perspective, 

developed by Charcot and Breuer.

In the Germany of Griesinger’s time, many concepts were developed 

which were later incorporated into psychoanalysis. Freud, and therefore 

Abraham were indebted to Griessinger, Meynert, Fechner, Breuer, Kraft-

Ebing, Herbart and, of course, philosophers such as Schopenhauer, Kant 

and Nietzsche. Many concepts, including unconsciousness, repression, 

and representation were derived from these powerful sources and rep-

resented Central European culture at the end of the century.

The empirical psychology of the nineteenth century gave way to a 

whole series of different notions: the concept of the psyche, Wundt’s 

psychic relation principle (considered by Laín Entralgo, 1954, p. 690—as 

the need to acknowledge a system of relations in order to understand 

the meaning of each psychic element), introspective experiments, the 

conquest of the psychological unconscious and the contemplation of 

the higher psychism as the final stage of an evolutive process in early 

childhood. With respect to Berlin, Lionel Richard comments: “Psychoa-

nalysis has different groups of affiliation, but the Freudian tradition is 

solidly implanted throughout the International Psychoanalytical Asso-

ciation presided by Karl Abraham” (Richard, 1991, p. 41) [Translated 

for this edition].

Psychoanalysis, which was becoming increasingly more prominent, 

certainly contributed to this cultural remodelling. Although the latest 

postulations regarding sexuality clearly represented a step forward 

with respect to the preceding rigid morality, the medical circles were 

still very reticent. Psychoanalysis spontaneously leads to metapsychol-

ogy and this is what Kraepelin, Moll, or Löwenfeld among others, flatly 

rejected (Freud’s correspondence extensively illustrates this extreme).

Harsh criticism was made of, for example, the audacity of Abraham 

in his analysis of Segantini; in Psychiatry Monthly, Otto Schütz-Hartheck 

made a scathing review, summarised by Le Rider:

It seems superfluous to go into the details of this essay. However, 

one would not know how to object to the project whose author will 

only end up being ridiculed. For those who look for erotic themes 

in art, that art is no longer art. I hope that Freud is dismayed by this 

latest product of his school. (Le Rider, 1982, p. 126)



14  KARL  ABRAHAM

This was simply applied psychoanalysis; Abraham persevered and the 

group of German psychoanalysts became increasingly influential in the 

movement.

We can see this German influence in the places chosen for the first 

international congresses: after Salzburg in 1908, the venue selected in 

1910 was Nuremberg, followed by Weimar in 1911 and Munich in 1913. 

Furthermore, the planned venue for the 1914 congress was Dresden but 

it never took place due to the war. Years later, the Second World War 

also held up the development of psychoanalysis; Jones’ biography of 

Freud reflects the liquidation of this theory in Germany whose Demo-

cratic Republic officially condemned it.

The horror of the Hitler period cast a shadow on the extraordinary 

cultural achievements of the preceding Weimar Republic, which inci-

dentally had also promoted the advent of Hitler in 1933. Prominent 

figures in the field of psychoanalysis appear in the records of alumni 

and teachers of Germany’s psychoanalytical institute; for Reuben 

Fine (1979, p. 95), it was by far the most distinguished institute of that 

period, even though Freud presided the Vienna branch. The education 

and training system created in Berlin still exists today without any fun-

damental changes: personal analysis, didactic instruction, and super-

vised analysis.

The Institute was considered by Peter Gay as the most vital of the 

1920s: “By the first years of the Weimar Republic, Berlin had established 

itself as the nerve centre of world psychoanalysis, despite the precari-

ous political health of the young republic, threatened by runaway infla-

tion, political assassinations, sporadic foreign occupation and at times 

virtual civil war.” (Gay, 1988, p. 460) The city offered the best train-

ing system; Paul Roazen does not hesitate to affirm that “The Institute 

in Vienna never had the success of the Berlin Institute: in terms of the 

number of candidates, the quality of its work or its financial resources.” 

(Roazen, 1936, p. 355) Eitingon was a cultured person, although he was 

not a particularly outstanding teacher or speaker (he had a stammer) 

and hardly wrote anything. He financed the founding of the Berlin 

Psychoanalytic Polyclinic and Institute in 1920.

As was the case in so many other fields, the dramatic events of 

the war temporarily paralysed the progress of psychoanalysis in 

Germany; in Jones’ biography of Freud we can read: “This year saw 

the flight of the remaining Jewish analysts from Germany and the 

liquidation of psychoanalysis in this country. It was one of Hitler’s few 
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successful achievements” (Jones, 1953–1957, T.III, p. 199). In the German 

Democratic Republic, psychoanalysis was officially condemned; even 

within intellectual and university circles, ignorance and indifference 

prevailed.

Let us digress from the events of the Institute for a moment to 

examine the historical context. At that time, decisive progress was 

being made in the understanding of the elementary morphological 

constitution of living organisms. The healthcare situation of the time is 

summarised by Jones: “The fatigued atmosphere and narrow minded-

ness which characterised Vienna, was a sad contrast with the vibrant 

and progressive spirit of Germany.” (Jones, 1953–1957, T.I, p. 304). 

Diphtheria was possibly the most dangerous illness before the dis-

covery of the anti-diphtheria serum by Roux in 1894. In those times 

there was no serological treatment for diseases such as scarlet fever, 

smallpox, and measles. Emile Roux (1853–1933), a disciple of Pasteur, 

also researched anthrax, cholera, rabies, and tetanus. However, we can-

not refer to him without mentioning Robert Koch (1843–1910), who 

played a decisive role with the development of his postulates of infec-

tious diseases. Based in Berlin in 1880, he discovered the bacterium that 

causes tuberculosis, introduced technical innovations, and invented a 

series of prophylactic measures and tests for therapeutic procedures.

One of the most influential researchers of the day was the eminent 

pathologist Rudolf Virchow (1821–1902), who lost his university posi-

tion in Berlin for participating in the revolutionary movement of 1848 

and was not able to return to this university until 1856. From this year, 

his activity in the German capital (where he founded and directed the 

Pathologisches Institut), was extraordinary; he declared that the cell 

was “the elementary form of all living things” and it was Ramón y 

Cajal (1852–1934), “the founder and paladin of neuron theory” (Laín, 

1954, p. 510), who applied this theory to the nervous system. With this 

notable exception, it was mostly German scientists who led the way in 

conventional cytology.

In another field of science, Albert Einstein (1879–1955) devised an 

equation that enabled the size of atoms to be calculated. He also pre-

sented his relativity theory and determined that the speed of light in 

vacuum is the fastest speed possible. These are just a few of his better-

known investigations.

When the speculative ardour of romantic “Naturphilosophie” 

turned into a passion to see and measure what, in the words of Laín 
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Entralgo in the afore-mentioned text, constitutes “the nerve of the 

Naturwissenschaft”, the most notable German scientific contribution 

focussed most directly on physiological research. Hermann von 

Helmholtz (1821–1894), one of Freud’s idols, which he acknowledged 

himself in 1883, was as prominent in this field as he was in physics, 

which was his main vocation and the subject for which he obtained a 

professorship at the University of Berlin. Furthermore, the origins of 

the modern physio-pathological orientation of universal medicine can 

be found in the reformers of German medicine who also influenced 

Karl Abraham.

Economic uncertainty

During the first decade of the twentieth century, Germany was, without 

a doubt, the leading European power in terms of its military, its technol-

ogy, and its economy. It continued the policy introduced by Bismarck 

to prevent the left wing party from coming to power, granting social 

benefits such as increased pensions, extended medical insurance and 

reduced working hours, etc. These measures did not stop the socialists 

from gaining popularity, receiving the most votes in the Reichstag elec-

tions of January 1912.

It was not until long after 1918 when the country was able to enjoy 

the relative wellbeing that had existed before 1914. The devaluation 

of the mark and the economic consequences of the war, together with 

the draconian peace conditions established by the Treaty of Versailles, 

gave rise to a galloping inflation, which had a huge impact on every-

day life for the majority of the German population between 1919 and 

1923. By the end of 1918, the mark had lost forty per cent of its value; 

Berlin became a paradise for foreigners who could change their money 

and earn a huge profit. However, for the Germans, it became the most 

expensive city in the country where corruption and the black mar-

ket were predominant forces. The misery and undernourishment of 

the children was terrible; in November 1923, a pound of bread cost a 

thousand million marks in Berlin and an underground ticket cost one 

hundred thousand million.

Bourel describes how the everyday life of Berlin at that time was 

characterised “most of all, at least in its most popular districts, by 

desperation, oppression and bitterness” (Bourel, 1991, p. 51). At the 

end of 1919, food, housing, and coal were rationed and Germany was 
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still denied access to international markets. In the Weimar constitution, 

one of the articles refers to the right of all German citizens to a “decent 

home”, but the construction sector could not be developed until after 

1924, after the monetary reform and the Dawes plan. Until then, the 

rents were so high that the lower classes could not afford them.

In August 1923, the Reichstag withdrew its confidence from 

Chancellor Cuno and the Populist Party leader, Gustav Stresemann 

formed a coalition government. The situation was catastrophic and 

a monetary reform was implemented in order to stabilise the mark. 

National reconstruction was the order of the day and the Weimar 

republic achieved equilibrium at the beginning of 1925 although the 

shadow of inflation was looming.

The president of the republic, Ebert, died on 19 March 1925. This was 

also the year of Abraham’s death.
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CHAPTER THREE

The limits of a life

Dr Karl Abraham, President of the Berlin group, of which he was 

the founder, and President at the time of the International Psycho-

Analytical Association, died in Berlin on December 25 [1925]. 

He had not reached the age of fifty when he succumbed to an 

internal complaint against which his powerful physique had had 

to contend ever since the spring. At the Homburg Congress he had 

seemed, to the great joy of us all, to have recovered; but a relapse 

brought us painful disappointment.

We bury with him—integer vitae scelerisque purus (he that is 

unstained in life and pure from guilt. Horace, Odes. I, XXII, 1)—one 

of the firmest hopes of our science, young as it is and still so bit-

terly assailed, and part of its future that is now, perhaps, unrealiz-

able. Among all those who followed me along the dark paths of 

psycho-analytic research, he won so pre-eminent a place that only 

one other name could be set beside his. It is likely that the bound-

less trust of his colleagues and pupils would have called him to the 

leadership; and he would without doubt have been a model leader 

in the pursuit of truth, led astray neither by the praise or blame of 

the many nor by the seductive illusion of his own phantasies.
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I write these lines for friends and fellow-workers who knew and 
valued Abraham as I did. They will find it easy to understand what 
the loss of this friend, so much younger than I am, means to me; and 
they will forgive me if I make no further attempt to express what 
it is so hard to put into words. An account of Abraham’s scientific 
personality and an appreciation of his work will be undertaken for 
our journal by another hand. (Freud, 1926, Vol. XX, p. 277)

Karl Abraham died on 25 December 1925 when he was the president of 
the International Psychoanalytical Association. There are biographies 
which should start at the beginning: birth, childhood, adolescence and 
so on. This would be the case of a biography recounting the life of Freud 
or Goethe or Nietzsche. Lives that have been fully lived from which we 
always hope for a little more, something more, still more, squeezing to 
achieve what against all hopes is no longer possible. With Abraham it 
is different: he died before finishing one of the most powerful concepts 
regarding the evolutionary process from a psychoanalytical point 
of view. His death also cut short, or at least slowed, the momentum 
of the clinical perspective. Additionally, his death affected the joint 
psychobiological research activities, that crossroads where the laws of 
two so different yet so inseparable fields meet. Abraham’s life was cut 
short too soon.

Childhood and family environment (1877–1903)

Karl Abraham was born in the port city of Bremen on 3 May 1877 into a 
wealthy, respectable Jewish family from Hamburg. He was the younger 
of two children. The family tree drawn up by Karl dates the family’s 
presence in Germany back to the seventeenth century. The genealogical 
chart provides general information of the family in which intermarriage 
was frequent; in fact, his own parents were cousins.

His father, Nathan was born in Hannover in 1842. He was an intelli-
gent, erudite and attractive man and was unusually liberal for his time. 
He was the youngest of six siblings of which only five lived to be adults. 
He studied religion and Jewish law and at the age of nineteen he was 
appointed as professor in Bremen, which was a small community with-
out a rabbi at that time. When he was thirty he resigned from his position 
in order to be accepted by the family of his future wife, Ida; they were 
married in 1873. His father-in-law introduced him to the trading sector. 


