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I

It is surprising how often people who seek analytic treatment for hysteria 
or an obsessional neurosis confess to having indulged in the phantasy: ‘A 
child is being beaten.’ Very probably there are still more frequent instances 
of it among the far greater number of people who have not been obliged to 
come to analysis by manifest illness.

The phantasy has feelings of pleasure attached to it, and on their account 
the patient has reproduced it on innumerable occasions in the past or may 
even still be doing so. At the climax of the imaginary situation there is 
almost invariably a masturbatory satisfaction - carried out, that is to say, 
on the genitals. At first this takes place voluntarily, but later on it does so 
in spite of the patient’s efforts, and with the characteristics of an obsession.

It is only with hesitation that this phantasy is confessed to. Its first 
appearance is recollected with uncertainty. The analytic treatment of 
the topic is met by unmistakable resistance. Shame and a sense of guilt 
are perhaps more strongly excited in this connection than when similar 
accounts are given of memories of the beginning of sexual life.

Eventually it becomes possible to establish that the first phantasies of 
the kind were entertained very early in life: certainly before school age, and 
not later than in the fifth or sixth year. When the child was at school and 
saw other children being beaten by the teacher, then, if the phantasies had 
become dormant, this experience called them up again, or, if they were 
still present, it reinforced them and noticeably modified their content.  
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From that time forward it was ‘an indefinite number’ of children that were 
being beaten. The influence of the school was so clear that the patients 
concerned were at first tempted to trace back their beating-phantasies 
exclusively to these impressions of school life, which dated from later 
than their sixth year. But it was never possible for them to maintain that 
position; the phantasies had already been in existence before.

Though in the higher forms at school the children were no longer beaten, 
the influence of such occasions was replaced and more than replaced by 
the effects of reading, of which the importance was soon to be felt. In my 
patients’ milieu it was almost always the same books whose contents gave a 
new stimulus to the beating-phantasies: those accessible to young people, 
such as what was known as the “Bibliothèque rose”, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, etc. 
The child began to compete with these works of fiction by producing his 
own phantasies and by constructing a wealth of situations and institutions, 
in which children were beaten, or were punished and disciplined in some 
other way, because of their naughtiness and bad behaviour.

This phantasy—“a child is being beaten”—was invariably cathected with 
a high degree of pleasure and had its issue in an act of pleasurable auto-erotic 
satisfaction. It might therefore be expected that the sight of another child 
being beaten at school would also be a source of similar enjoyment. But as 
a matter of fact this was never so. The experience of real scenes of beating 
at school produced in the child who witnessed them a peculiarly excited 
feeling which was probably of a mixed character and in which repugnance 
had a large share. In a few cases the real experience of the scenes of beating 
was felt to be intolerable. Moreover, it was always a condition of the more 
sophisticated phantasies of later years that the punishment should do the 
children no serious injury.

The question was bound to arise of what relation there might be between 
the importance of the beating- phantasies and the part that real corporal 
punishment might have played in the child’s bringing up at home. It was 
impossible, on account of the one-sidedness of the material, to confirm the 
first suspicion that the relation was an inverse one. The individuals from 
whom the data for these analyses were derived were very seldom beaten 
in their childhood, or were at all events not brought up by the help of the 
rod. Naturally, however, each of these children was bound to have become 
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aware at one time or another of the superior physical strength of its parents 
or educators; the fact that in every nursery the children themselves at times 
come to blows requires no special emphasis.

As regards the early and simple phantasies which could not be obviously 
traced to the influence of school impressions or of scenes taken from 
books, further information would have been welcome. Who was the child 
that was being beaten? The one who was himself producing the phantasy 
or another? Was it always the same child or as often as not a different one? 
Who has it that was beating the child? A grown-up person? And if so, who? 
Or did the child imagine that he himself was beating another one? Nothing 
could be ascertained that threw any light upon all these questions—only 
the hesitant reply: “I know nothing more about it: a child is being beaten.”

Enquiries as to the sex of the child that was being beaten met with 
more success, but none the less brought no enlightenment. Sometimes the 
answer was: “Always boys”, or “Only girls”; more often it was: “I don’t 
know”, or “It doesn’t matter which”. But the point to which the questions 
were directed, the discovery of some constant relation between the sex 
of the child producing the phantasy and that of the child that was being 
beaten, was never established. Now and again another characteristic detail 
of the content of the phantasy came to light: ‘A small child is being beaten 
on its naked bottom.’

In these circumstances it was impossible at first even to decide whether 
the pleasure attaching to the beating-phantasy was to be described as 
sadistic or masochistic.

3


