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!e Fantasy Principle – 
Psychoanalysis of the Imagination: 
Michael Vannoy Adams, 
Hove: Brunner-Routledge, 2004 252 pp, 

Reviewed by: John Clare

!is passionately written book makes the 
case for a ‘psychoanalysis of the imagination’ 
based on the primacy of the image and 
the essential hegemony of fantasy in the 
elaboration of the self. !e content is wide 
ranging, from Schreber revisited, Jung in 
Africa, racism in modern America, James 
Hillman’s critique of psychotherapy and a 
"ctitious case study by Joyce McDougall 
– also taking in Derrida, Levi-Strauss, Roy 
Rogers and Jerry Lee Lewis amongst many 
others along the way.

!e author, a Jungian psychoanalyst 
in New York, makes a radical plea for the 
instatement of fantasy as the primary goal 
of psychotherapy; the need for the Reality 
Principle to be replaced by what he calls 
the Fantasy Principle; and the use of a 
phenomenological approach to ensure the 
authenticity of the image. Whereas Freud 
saw his task as being to cure patients of their 
fantasies, Jung wanted to encourage fantasy, 
“this visual and natural activity”, this creative 
matrix of irreducible value. (p. 5)

In contrast to Freud, I would say that 
not only unhappy persons but also happy 
ones fantasize, that not all fantasies are 
wish-ful!lments….and that the purpose of 
analysis is not to cure illness in conformity 
with reality but to increase consciousness by 
interpreting or experiencing the meaning of 
those fantasies. (p.5)

Here, fantasy always supercedes 
reality, there is no real distinction between 

imagination and fantasy, or between reverie 
and fantasy. For Adams, as for James 
Hillman, imagination can be another word 
for unconscious. We need to ask, says 
Adams, how our patients imagine the world, 
not whether their image conforms to so-
called reality. Curiously he quotes Philip 
Roth’s novel, ‘!e Breast’, as a way into 
delineating his theory but it is never made 
clear what this story of a man who turns into 
a breast is meant to signify, except that Freud 
was wrong. !ings are what they are. Where 
Freud translates the image, Jung de"nes it, 
a process Adams calls imaginal essentialism, 
where you take the thing for what it is, not 
for something else. It is the image that talks 
and analysts should take the image for what 
it says. Like Roth’s breast, the image is literal. 
It is to be described and stuck to, not to be 
interpreted. It does not stand for something, 
there is no hermeneutic, no manifest or latent 
content. Infact the classical psychoanalytic 
methods are ridiculed as preposterous – “a 
phallocentric Freudian translation in which 
everything is a penis or a mammocentric 
Kleinian translation in which everything is a 
breast.” (p.14). In contrast to interpretation, 
Jungian techniques are of explication, 
ampli"cation and active imagination. You 
must step into the fantasy yourself and 
compel the "gures to give you an answer.

To this reader, putting aside the 
defamatory language used to dismiss Freud 
and Klein, much of this sounded like a rose 
by any other name, a di#erent language to 
describe similar phenomena. For example, 
active imagination – a dialogue between 
yourself and unconscious "gures – could 
include transference but Adams assures 
us that these techniques are what makes 
Jungian analysis di#erent and ‘superior’ to 
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other methods. !e stereotypical caricature 
of Freud’s ideas is almost satirical in its 
kitsch put-down and the polemical style 
sounds increasingly like a competition, 
which the Jungians win hands down. And 
yet the overlap between the two approaches 
may be as interesting as the di#erences. 
Perhaps it is not a matter of whether Freud 
and Jung are wrong but of what we can do 
with their ideas.

Adams emphasises that adherence to the 
image – phenomenological essentialism – is 
the rule in dream interpretation. Jung asks 
for associations to the dream but this is not 
the same as free association. Instead it is 
crucial to stick to the dream image and to 
refute the di#erence between manifest and 
latent content. !us Freud’s fundamental 
rule of free association is banished as a form 
of resistance, a kind of free dissociation. 
But surely there is a subtle di#erence 
between avoiding unconscious material and 
spontaneously speaking your mind from 
moment to moment; a di#erence familiar to 
most of us in the consulting room. Is not free 
association, that most subversive of mental 
activities, the basic tool of creative endeavour 
and individuation in both Freudian and 
Jungian analysis? It is an act which involves 
great risk. In the words of Christopher Bollas, 
‘ Not only is the free-associating analysand 
creating his analysis, he is creating his life.’ 
(Scalia p.182). Indeed, as Andrew Samuels 
suggests, even James Hillman adheres to the 
classical methodology of free association 
with his love of parapraxis, semantic reversal 
and play and is here closer to Freud than he is 
to Jungian ideas of compensation. (Samuels 
p.238)

It is with Adams’ approach to a dream 
about the Ku Klux Klan that we see the 
divergence between the two methods He asks 
for a phenomenological non-reductionist 
approach. With such material the analyst 
must be culturally and socially aware and 
careful to avoid banal interpretations from 
an object relations perspective, which, we 
are told, originate ‘from a “bad breast” in 

the "rst few months of life.’(p.136) We 
must pay attention to the speci"c images 
employed by the unconscious. He deduces 
that the dreamer has Ku Klux Klan complex 
(like himself, he tells us) and notes the 
terrorizing and resisting personi"cations 
of the patient’s psyche. !e author rightly 
underlines the importance of our cultural 
and mythological knowledge of this fascistic 
organization. No doubt the mythological 
dimension is signi"cant but it is di$cult 
to see how we can evaluate the author’s 
conclusion without hearing details of the 
patient’s inner world and life experiences. 
!e paintings of the artist Philip Guston 
are a case in point. !e grim Ku Klux Klan 
images and hanging light bulbs of his late 
work could easily be mistaken for mere 
politico-cultural stereotypes if we were 
unaware that, as a boy, the painter found 
his father hanging in the bathroom.

!e book invites us to re%ect on what 
a real phenomenological psychotherapy 
would be but implies that authenticity 
always precludes the hermeneutic, that 
engagement with the image rules out 
any interpretation of hidden meaning. 
Of course it is true that there are highly 
interpretive object relations approaches 
where the analyst translates the patient’s 
speech into here and now metaphors of the 
transference and that this can obscure vital 
aspects of creative expression fundamental 
to unconscious process. But surely we need 
both a phenomenological and a hermeneutic 
stance. !is is what Winnicott refers to as 
needing to be hidden but wanting to be found 
– a paradox which should never be resolved. 
!us, we need to allow shape and form to 
emerge as well as to interpret the di#erent 
layers of meaning, where appropriate. Both 
are basic to any creative analytic approach. 
In the words of the anthropologist Cli#ord 
Geertz, “!e ability to look at persons and 
events (and at oneself) with an eye at once 
cold and concerned is one of the surest 
signs of maturity in either an individual or 
a people.”(Geertz, 2001 p.3) !e image is 
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not sui generis. We do not understand our 
patients merely by empathising with them.

!is is a densely written book where 
detailed analyses sometimes trail-o# 
randomly into anecdote or invective. What 
it did stimulate this reader to think further 
about was the di#erence between fantasy 
and imagination. Is imagining life the same 
as the fantasising about it? !e O.E.D. 
de"nition of imagination is the forming 
of new ideas, involving creativity and 
resourcefulness (origin Latin for ‘to picture 
oneself ’). Whereas ‘fantasy’ is the act of 
imagining things which are impossible or 
improbable (origin ‘to make visible’). !e 
latter implies an idea with no basis in reality. 
Kleinians have used the archaic spelling 
‘phantasy’ to distinguish unconscious fantasy 
from the sense of daydream. However, there 
is still confusion over these two words in 
psychoanalysis. Perhaps Winnicott comes 
closest to teasing out the nuances, when 
he says that “….fantasy and day dreams 
are omnipotent manipulations of external 
reality”. (Winnicott 1971 p.192). !us fantasy 
is an isolated phenomenon absorbing energy 
but not contributing to either dreaming or 
reality. Imagination is nearer to the dream 
and therefore to reality. Winnicott relates 
fantasy to dissociation – things are imagined 
but nothing has actually happened, whereas 
with imagination something new has taken 
place. By this reading, imagination is about 
elaboration and creation, fantasy is an 
avoidance. Commenting on a patient who 
was gradually seeing the di#erence between 
dreaming and daydreaming, Winnicott 
says:

“It taught me that fantasying interferes 
with action and with life in the real or 
external world, but much more so it 
interferes with dream and with the personal 
or inner psychic reality, the living core of the 
individual personality.” (ibid p.37)

For Adams there is no di#erence between 
imagination and fantasy and yet perhaps 
this distinction would serve his theory well. 
Oscar Wilde said, “Our real life is o&en not 

the one we lead”. If fantasy is paramount 
then what can we make of the ‘as-if ’ world of 
the hysteric, or the death-defying musings of 
the pervert? When fantasy paralyses action 
then the poetry of the dream is missing, and 
then no sense can be made of the image. 
Perhaps we could take this book as a fantasy 
in itself, an image which talks to us, with a 
voice that is cultural as well as personal. It 
has a particularly late 20th Century American 
aesthetic, in both content and style, at once 
individualistic, optimistic, eclectic and 
folksy. Like Pop Art it seems able to be both 
a critique and an echo of the decline of depth 
and meaning in American society.
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