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This paper examines Ludwig Striimpell’s contribution to Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams
(1900). Although Freud repeatedly cited Striimpell’s Die Natur und Entstehung der Trdume
(1874) as providing excellent examples of dream phenomena, the theoretical framework
underlying Striimpell’s analysis has yet to receive more than minimal scholarly attention.
Trained in the Herbartian tradition at Kénigsberg and Leipzig, Striimpell developed a theory of
dreams that was grounded on three core principles: (1) representations function as forces that
mutually inhibit (Hemmung) one another according to mechanical laws (directly derived from
Herbart’s and Drobisch’s reformulation of Euler’s elastic collision theory); (2) during sleep, the
psychic value (psychischer Wert) of representations diminishes due to disconnection from
external stimuli, leading to a misinterpretation of nerve excitations; (3) dream consciousness
occupies an intermediate state between full consciousness and complete unconsciousness,
governed by the same mechanical laws that regulate waking mental life. Striimpell’s analysis of
how physical stimuli trigger dream imagery, through faulty associations with memory traces,
granted Freud the framework for understanding dream distortion, affect detachment and
primary-process thinking. This study confirms that some key psychoanalytic concepts, i.e. the
threshold of consciousness and the mechanical dynamics of repression, originated not in clinical
observation, but in the Herbartian psychological tradition that permeated German-speaking
psychology from Leipzig to Vienna throughout Freud’s formative years.



