
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

BEATING FANTASY

Authored by

mohammad looti

November 4, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). BEATING FANTASY. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67660

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67660
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67660
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


BEATING FANTASY 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Beating Fantasy

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychoanalysis; Developmental Psychology

1. Core Definition

The Beating Fantasy is a specific, complex psychoanalytic concept referring to an unconscious or

partially conscious sexualized fantasy wherein the individual imagines being physically beaten by a

parental figure, typically the father or mother. This fantasy, first meticulously analyzed by Sigmund

Freud, serves as a powerful defense mechanism and a crucial site for the transformation of desire,

guilt, and sexual pleasure. While the conscious manifestation may simply involve the fear or

anticipation of punishment, the underlying structure reveals a profound entanglement of Oedipal

desires, aggressive impulses, and masochistic gratification.

Fundamentally, the beating fantasy represents the fusion of punishment and eroticism. The act of

being beaten, while superficially appearing painful or punitive, is unconsciously transformed into a

source of sexual excitement or release. This transformation allows the individual to simultaneously

satisfy two conflicting psychological demands: the need for punishment arising from guilt over

prohibited sexual wishes (often directed toward the parent of the opposite sex) and the desire for

closeness and physical attention from the punishing parental figure. The fantasy thus acts as a

compromise formation, where the superego's demand for retribution is met, but the resulting

physical sensation is cathected with libido.

In its most refined psychoanalytic sense, the term encompasses not only the fantasy of being

beaten oneself but also the intermediate stages, such as the fantasy of witnessing another child

being beaten. This displacement is crucial, as it allows the individual to distance themselves from

the intensity of the forbidden wish ("I am loved and punished by the father") by substituting the self

with a third party ("A child is being beaten by the father"). The ultimate aim of this psychic

maneuvering is the management of intense ambivalence directed at the primary objects of love

and aggression--the parents--during the critical phase of the dissolution of the Oedipus complex.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of the Beating Fantasy was introduced and systematically developed by Sigmund

Freud in his seminal 1919 paper, "A Child Is Being Beaten: A Contribution to the Study of the

Origin of Sexual Perversions." Freud based his analysis primarily on the clinical material derived

from the treatment of female patients who presented with specific repetitive fantasies involving

corporal punishment. Initially, these patients reported a simple, repetitive scenario, but through

deep analytic exploration, Freud uncovered the complex, layered structure that lay beneath the

manifest content, demonstrating the progression from conscious observation to unconscious

identification.
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Freud recognized that the simple, conscious fantasy ("A child is being beaten") was merely the

third and most superficial stage of a deeper neurotic structure. The true, unconscious core fantasy-

-the source of its intense emotional charge and sexual significance--was "I am being beaten by the

father." This intermediate stage, characterized by intense guilt and the fusion of punishment with

passive sexual pleasure, was generally repressed due to its intolerable implications for the Ego

and its aggressive transgression of Oedipal boundaries. The initial stage, often entirely lost to

memory, was hypothesized to be the aggressive wish "I am beating the mother/father," an impulse

quickly reversed and turned upon the self.

The historical significance of the 1919 paper lies in its demonstration of how complex psychic

scenarios, particularly those involving sadomasochism, arise not as direct instincts but through a

series of transformations (reversal, displacement, turning against the self) driven by the need to

resolve the Oedipus complex and negotiate the demands of the emerging superego. This work

cemented the understanding that fantasies, far from being idle imaginings, are highly structured,

defensive formations critical to psychic development and the subsequent shaping of sexual life.

3. Key Characteristics and Stages

The Beating Fantasy is characterized by a specific psychic architecture involving three distinct

stages, as identified by Freud, which delineate the defensive journey of the underlying desire. The

progression moves from an unbearable, active desire to a displaced, passive observation, all

mediated by intense guilt and fear of castration.

Stage 1: The Active and Prohibited Wish (Unconscious): The original impulse, often

reconstructed in analysis, is an active, aggressive, and sometimes sexualized desire: "I am beating

the child I hate" or, more accurately, "I am beating the mother (or the desired parental object)."

This stage is deeply rooted in the aggressive components of the Oedipal complex, where the child

harbors resentment or rivalry toward a sibling or the parental rival. This active impulse is

immediately rejected and repressed due to societal and internal prohibitions, generating immense

guilt.

Stage 2: The Core Masochistic Fantasy (Deeply Repressed): This is the critical transformation

where the active wish is turned against the self and reversed into a passive one: "I am being

beaten by the father." This fantasy carries the greatest intensity of both guilt and prohibited

pleasure, functioning as a punishment for the Stage 1 wish, while simultaneously granting a

masochistic, sexualized connection to the punishing parent. The grammar of this stage--passive

voice, immediate object (the self), and the central punishing figure (the father)--makes it too

threatening for conscious acceptance.

Stage 3: The Conscious Displacement (Neurotic Manifestation): To make the fantasy

tolerable, the subject and object are displaced: "A child whom I know and hate is being beaten by
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the father." This is the form most commonly reported by patients. The fantasy successfully

disguises the passive pleasure of Stage 2 by shifting the suffering onto an external object, allowing

the subject to experience the situation as a spectator. The satisfaction is derived through

identification with the punishing parent or through the perceived suffering of the substitute, which

retains the underlying masochistic charge without the intolerable risk of self-exposure.

A central characteristic across all stages is the strong link between the fantasy and the Oedipus

complex. The parental figure delivering the beating is often the figure toward whom the child's

primary sexual or aggressive desires are directed. Furthermore, the fantasy is generally highly

visual and rhythmic, often leading to rhythmic masturbatory practices that reinforce the connection

between the rhythmic pain/punishment and sexual release. The rhythmic cadence of the beating

serves to symbolize the rhythmic demands of coitus and masturbation, embodying the physical

manifestation of the psychic conflict.

4. Relationship to Masochism and Sadism

The Beating Fantasy is considered a foundational concept for understanding the development of

sexual masochism. Freud argued that while the fantasy originates in the attempt to resolve the

Oedipal phase, its final structure fixes a specific relationship between suffering, guilt, and sexual

gratification. The transformation from Stage 1 (active aggression/sadism) to Stage 2 (passive

submission/masochism) illustrates the crucial mechanism of "turning against the self," which is

fundamental to neurotic masochism.

In the masochistic transformation, the ego accepts punishment (the beating) as a substitute for the

desired sexual act. The inflicted pain is eroticized, turning the punitive figure into the sexual object.

This arrangement relieves the ego of guilt by ensuring that every pleasure is paid for by suffering,

thus placating the powerful punitive demands of the superego. The sexual excitement derived is

therefore directly proportional to the perceived severity and justification of the punishment.

Furthermore, the fantasy harbors an important component of sadism, even in its masochistic

formulation. In the displaced Stage 3, the individual often experiences sadistic pleasure by

watching the substitute child suffer. This observation allows the subject to temporarily revert to the

original aggressive impulse (Stage 1) while maintaining a safe distance. The complex interchange

between the passive-masochistic enjoyment (Stage 2) and the active-sadistic observation (Stage

3) highlights the profound psychological fluidity of these impulses and their constant negotiation

within the psychic economy.

5. Gender Differences and Object Substitution

While the structural elements of displacement and guilt are universal, Freud initially observed

distinct nuances in the fantasy based on gender, though contemporary analysis recognizes
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significant overlap. In female patients, the fantasy often centered on being beaten by the father

(the primary object of Oedipal desire), leading to the passive, eroticized identification with the role

of the guilty but loved victim. The beating was interpreted as the final, forbidden form of love,

rooted in the desire for the father's attention and the subsequent guilt related to rivaling the mother.

For male patients, the relationship was often more complicated, frequently involving the mother as

the fantasized punisher or the beating being inflicted by the father upon a sister or male rival. The

male fantasy often involved intense fear of castration, which the beating served both to symbolize

and to defensively ward off. The passive position ("I am being beaten") was highly threatening to

the masculine identity, often leading to a stronger need for displacement and reversal, projecting

the fantasy outward to maintain ego integrity.

The role of object substitution--where the self or the parent is replaced by a surrogate--is

paramount in managing the fantasy's intensity. The "other children" being beaten in the conscious

fantasy (Stage 3) often symbolically represent the siblings or rivals of the subject, allowing the

subject to act out both the desire to be punished (by identifying with the beaten child) and the

desire to inflict punishment (by identifying with the beating parent). This complex system of

identification ensures that the core conflict remains active and lubricated with libidinal energy,

despite its repression.

6. Significance in Clinical Practice and Neurosis

The Beating Fantasy holds significant diagnostic and therapeutic importance, particularly in

understanding the etiology of certain neurotic symptoms and sexual deviations. In clinical analysis,

the surfacing of fragments of this fantasy often signals the revival of the central Oedipal conflict

and the attendant guilt structure that underlies the patient's current psychological distress. Its

presence is frequently linked to cases of obsessional neurosis and severe hysteria, where the

individual struggles with pervasive, often irrational guilt and the compulsive need for self-

punishment.

The fantasy's enduring significance lies in its capacity to organize libidinal energy around themes

of authority, transgression, and punishment, thereby forming the structural foundation for later

sexual behaviors, particularly various forms of sadomasochism. While the fantasy is unconscious

in most neurotics, its explicit expression and conscious acting out are defining features of certain

perversions. Understanding the three-stage structure allows the analyst to trace the developmental

line from infantile sexual curiosity and aggression back to its adult manifestation, providing crucial

insight into the fixation points of the patient's psychosexual history.

Therapeutically, the goal is not merely to uncover the fantasy but to dismantle the defensive

system that created it, allowing the patient to process the underlying guilt and the original Oedipal

conflicts without requiring the transformation of anxiety into sexualized punishment. By bringing the
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deeply repressed Stage 2 ("I am being beaten by the father") into consciousness, the neurotic

compromise is exposed, enabling the patient to integrate the aggressive and passive components

of their desire in a more adaptive, non-pathological manner.

7. Further Reading

Sigmund Freud (Wikipedia)

Freud, S. (1919). "A Child Is Being Beaten: A Contribution to the Study of the Origin of Sexual

Perversions."

Oedipus Complex (Wikipedia)
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