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THANATOS, ID AND THE EVIL 1i\1PULSE

INTRODUCTION

Man constantly seeks to understand the nature of the forces
which seem to work within him and which he holds responsible
for his behavior. He relegates the study of such matters to the
rigors of a formal discipline such as psychology. Judaism, as a
religion which concerns itself with the total man, also investi-
gates and posits theories about the structure of consciousness,

personality and the nature of various psychological mechan-

isms, drives and impulses. This paper will discuss one particular
quasi-psychological concept oft spoken of in Biblical, Midrashic
and Talmudic sources, the yetzer hara (literally, evil imagina-
tion), and attempt an analysis of it in terms of the Freudian

psycho-analytic concepts of Thanatos - the death instinct -

libido, and the id.
There is a multifuld purpose for selecting a topic so seeming-

ly narrow in scope. On one hand, we are engaged in scholastic
pursuit of a tenable description of the yetzer hara. For this
purpose alone, we need not disturb ourselves with the princi-
ples of Freudianism. However, while occupied with this same
pursuit, many have adopted superficial approaches by attempt-
ing to establish similarities between the yetzer hara, the id or
Thanatos on very dubious grounds. These Freudian concepts,
therefore, become necessary to our discussion.

I
What are thc Biblical, as well as the classical rabbinic sources,

that make reference to the yetzer hara? We first encounter a Bib-
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lical passage in which God says, "For I know his (man's) yetz-
er."l Schechter correctly indicates that yetzer could be under-
stood to mean simply imagination or desire, whatever the nature
of that desire be: good or evi1.2 However, other Biblical pass-

ages attribute a specific character to this yetzer viz.,

. . . the yelzer of the heart of man is evil from his youthful days.3

Also,

. . . and He understands all the imaginations of the thoughts (kol

y.'!tzer machshavot),

in which case, again, yetzer is usually explained to mean two
hearts and two yitzrim; the "bad heart" with the bad yetzer and
the "good heart" with the good yetzer.4 In yet another tradi-
tion, the rabbis explicate the extra letter yud in the word vay-
yitzer (in the passage, "then the Lord formed (i::'l'li) the man
of dust . . ."5), as a hint to a belief in two yitzrim: good and
eviL. 6

We begin to see at this point some conception of two forces
in man, one of which is called rah; literally translated, eviL.
We shall see, however, that rah is a word whose connotations
mean other than eviL. In general, one finds the yetzer hara to
be the more conspicuous of the two yitzrim throughout the later
sources. Several opinions found in Midrashic and Talmudic lit..
erature add to the picture of an evil, scheming "enemy" ör
drive in man.

Some rabbis stated,

. . . the yetzer hara is problemsome in that (even) man's (basic)
nature is called evil, as it is said, "for the nature of man's heart is
evil from his youth."7

Or,

. . . two yitzrim were created by the Holy One . . . a yetzer for
idolatry and a yetzer for licentiousness. The former has already been
destroyed while the latter stil persists.8

98



Thanatos, Id and the Evil Impulse

Another interesting observation reads,

Come and see (what is the case) by the goat or kid; once it sees a
deep pit it retreats since there is no yetzer hara in an animaL. Yet"
the human infant is made lieadstrong by the yetzer hara; he ( care-
lessly) touches a snake or scorpion.9 .

Finaly,

the Good yetzer is poor and weak and has nothing tangible to show
as a reward for obedience to it. The Evil yetzer is strong. Whatever
the former is able to acquire through tireless labor, the latter snatches
away easily by holcling forth the immediate rewards of worldly
pleasure.10

I have refrained from over-use of the phrases "evil impulse"

or "evil instinct" which are usually acceptable translations for
yetzer hara. The reason for ths is that, first, there is yet to be dis-
cussed evidence which indicates that yetzer hara might not de-
note evil per se in an ethically judgmental sense. Furthermore,
it is not clear that a yetzer is similar to what psychoanalysis

labels "instinct."

IT

The fist qualification has already been observed by scholars,

based upon the following types of rabbinic statements:

There is no evil inclination (sitra achra) that does not contain a
thread of the holy inclination (sitra dkeddushah).11

Or, R. Samuel b. Nosson stated,

"And behold it was good" is a reference to the good yetzer while
"behold it was very good"12 is a reference to the evil yetzer.. But is
the evil yetzer to be considered very good? Actually, without the

yetzer hara, man would not build a house, marry, have children or
do business.13

Thus, one writer concludes that
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even the yetzer hara which corresponds roughly to man's untamed
natural (and especially sexual) appetites or passions, is not intrinsical-
ly evil and, therefore, not to be completely repressed.14

Similarly, "the evil yetzer, as manifested socially and unmodi-
fied by the good yetzer, is considered in Jewish tradition to be
"eviL." However, intra-psychically, it has neutral moral val-

ue."15 In other words, since "evil" or "wrong" are terms whose
meanings vary cross-culturally, the particular underlying forces
which incline a person toward the fulfillment of basic primary
needs (eating, sleeping, procreation, domination) cannot, itself,
be rightly called "eviL." If one society, for example, holds that
marriage to a mother or sister is permissible and another does
not - such that if such a bon,d was to be consummated, the

latter society would castigate the participants - this should

not have any bearing on the organismic drive which merely

seeks propagation of a species. Thus, the fact that the yetzer
hara causes sin. and, as a result, death, does not make it an
evil yetzer but, at most, a yetzer to do acts which are some-
times considered deviant and/or evil.16

From this observation, a varety of conclusions are possible.
One is that if th~ yetzer hara represents a neutral life force it
could be seen as an analogue to Freud's concept of Libido.
Indeed, Andy Solomon, suggests that, ". . . the evil inclina-
tion . . . may be seen, actually, as the psychic energy, libido."17
Moreover, if the yetzer hara seems to cause behavior by its
obedience to some sort of pleasure-principle, then again, per-
haps, it represents the more primitive part of the psyche, the id,
which also operates on such a principle.

On the other hand, if we view the yet£er hara as a cause
of death, destruction, regression and aggression, perhaps it bears
a closer resemblance to Thanatos.18 And if it is true that the
yetzer hara causes man to "return to the earth" and to have

backslides in his personality development then is this not ter-
ribly similar to Freud's own statement concerning the death
instinct? Freud stated:

. . . we may suppose that the final aim of the destructive instinct is
to reduce living things to an inorganic state. For this reason we call
it a death instinct. 19
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Andy Solomon comes close to dealing with the last possibil-
ity but veers off course and, instead, suggests a historical ante-
cedent for Thanatos in an arcane Talmudic view of death qua
biological cessation of life.

As for Thanatos, there is also a lodging in Jewish tradition. . . , in

the Torah of R. Meir it was found written, "and it was very good":
and behold death is good.20

The author chooses to explain that tradition as meaning that,

. . . death . . . is not the end of life, but a part of the cycle of
eternity. It is God's implement for change and rebirth. Without it
man would have no incentive for productive work.21

This, in other words, would equate Thanatos with death itself
rather than with the yetzer hara or any impulse.

A comment is in order concerning this conclusion. Freud's
view of Thanatos was an entirely pessimistic conception and to
it he relegated only dysfunctional characteristics. He consid-

ered it responsible for man's essential aggressiveness and for

often exhibited self-destructive and self-defeating behaviors.22

This death-instinct expresses an innate tendency towards cata-
bolism, i.e., any organism's fatal evolution toward stagnant in-
ertia. (At certain levels, Freud makes little distinction between
man and animaL.) Furthermore, he considered that if the earliest
state of an organism was an inanimate one, this regulatory prin-
ciple of the aggression drive called for a return to the state of

death.
Now, in Freud's view, the above is a portrait of an instinct

which is the antithesis of constructiveness or of "an incentive
for productive work." Thanatos, itsèlf, would tend to draw man
away from productivity. Moreover, unlike Eros, the energy of
Thanatos cannot even be sublimated into productivity; only
true libido can be sublimated.

All man"s constructive activity comes from the libido. The only thing
which cannot be reduced to Eros is the destructive instinct. 23

It would seem from the above that there is no real basis for
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grounding the cöncept of Thanatos in R. Meir's view of the

motivating and growth provoking capacity of death. The for-
mer is an (hypothetical) intra-psychic entity, an instinct, while
the latter is, at most, a philosophical way to approach death.
We will say more about this shortly.

The second issue Solomon discusses is whether or not the
yetzer hara can be equated with libido or, in extension, with
its locus, the id. The similarity Solomon feels the yetzer hara
and libido share is that they both seem to represent life forces
which are above value judgment. And it is true, we have seen,
that the yetzer hara cannot be considered an "evil" instinct.
However, at this point we must consider whether it can even
be considered an instinct.

III

Whether or not the yetzer hara is an analogue to the id or
Thanatos is an issue which has validity only after one has proven
that the yetzer hara is, in fact, also some type of instinct. Ac-
tually, "instinct" is merely the accepted translation for certain
entities which Freud called triebe. Triebe and Instinkt in Ger-
man have quite different connotations.

Instinkt implies a fixed pattern of response to stimuli~like the web-
spinning behavior of a spider. Triebe, on the other hand, pertains to
a stimulus which creates a demand for some behavioral response. . .
All that Freud insisted upon was the necessity for assuming an in-
ternal motivating source (italics mine) , in contrast to the radical

empiricists who viewed the organism as merely the passive recipient
and recorder of external experiences.24

Furthermore, Freud's concept of triebe implies only an internal
excitation that requires discharge. It does not imply fied un-
learned responses.25 Thus, some writers have suggested that
"drive" would be a more instructive term for aggressiveness and
constructiveness. Yet, as for the constructs of the id and Thana-
tos, perhaps instinct is still a better description of how Freud
viewed them. Simple erotic and destructive tendencies, i.e.,
drives for particular incidents of the need to perform construc-
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tive or destructive acts, seem to be psychological concepts de-
rived from clinical observation; the life and death "instincts" -

Eros and Thanatos - are biological concepts. The latter are
not psychic representations of endosomatic stimuli (drives)
but are biological trends similar or equal to metabolism and
catabolism. A cts involving man's essential destructiveness, for
example, should be seen as expressions of a destrnctive drive
which, in turn, is seen as a. derivative of Thanatos; the destruc-
tive drives must be seen as manifestations of the hypothesized

Thanatos (see fig. 1.). Indeed,

the death instinct itself does not appear as (an) element of psycho-
logical interpretations suggested in analysis. Interpretations may refer
to destructive or constructive strivings, but their biological root is not
relevant for psychological investigation and treatment, just as the
assumption, made by some theoretical biologists, that the mortality
of all living organisms is ultimately due to the prinCiple of entropy,

the second theorem of thermodynamics, has no direct bearing upon
the study and treatment of cardiac failure.26

ID

INSTINCT
( aggression)

aggressive
DRIVE .. ACTS of

aggression-+

intrapsychic real world

Fig. 1

A final instructive historical note. In Freud's fourth revision
of his drive theory, he hypothesized a structural organization

for both the life and death instincts which he called the id.27

That is, both the constructive sexual drives as well as the de-
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structive, aggressive drives stem from instincts contained in the
id. Thus, the id, in itself, cannot fairly be called "good" or
"bad" as we indicated above and it is a term which when em-
ployed, always refers to both instincts. .

If We will accept, therefore, that destructiveness and con-

strctiveness are both drives which stem from instincts con-
tained in the id, Thanatos and Eros, and. that Thanatos and
Eros are instincts of the sort described, is the yetzer hara sim-
ilar to either an instinct or to a drive?

IV

In the three possible comparisons which could be made be-
tween the yetzer hara and either 1) the entire construct of the Id,
2) the death instinct or 3) any specific constructive or destructive

drive, there appears insuffcient evidence to indicate that the

yetzer hara represents any of these.
First, I question whether the yetzer hara is an instinct at alL.

An instinct is some stimulus which arses within the body (en-
dosomatic) which can become conscious only through the ideas
and afect that become associated with the expression of its
aims.28 There is no direct statement in the Talmud or Midrash
that alludes to anything similar to this.29 The sources do, how-
ever, discuss the age at which the yetzer hara is first supposed
to exist in the individuaL. R. Judah originally felt that the yetzer
hara was already present in the embryonic state, which could
substantiate the argument for an innate, somatic position, but
later came to believe that: ". . . at the door (of man's entering
the world) the sin lieth."30 Thus, R. Judah rejected the "in-
nate" position in favor of one which sees the yetzer hara as
a more post uterine developmental phenomena. Other sources

concur that while the yetzer tov first comes to man at the age
of thirteen, the yetzer hara is present at earliest childhood.31

This, in fact, is the general consensus. It is also true that the
yetzer hara has both constructive and destructive powers.32 In
this sense, it can be seen as some type of life force. Yet, to say
that it is an instinct is false. God's providence, for example, or
the past experience of a child's interactions with his parents
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and peers are forces in our lives but they are not instincts. The
yetzer hara is simply not a biological construct. Thus, we must
reject the first hypothesis.

v
Does the yetzer hara represent an antecedent to the death

instinct? We have already mentioned the difparity between
death and the death instinct. Let us add that since the yetzer
hara is not an instinct it, therefore, cannot be analagous to
Thanatos. Furthermore, the Jewish view of total human mo-
mentum and of the nature of historical change is a forward;
teleological and constructive modeL. Our belief in Messiah, in
the World to Come and in the abilty of man to repent (Teshu-
vah) are all indications of our particularly progressive, non-

catabolic weltanschauung. So, while death, destructiveness and

aggressiveness may stem from the yetzer hara, there is still too
"much contradiction involved in equating the latter with

Thanatos.

That the yetzer hara contains both constructive and destruc-

tive attrbutes may lead us to compare it with the id; the id
being the locus of both Eros as well as Thanatos. The diffculty
encountered here is that while. the id drives are unconscious -
"the drives of the id are unconscious not only in a descriptive

sense but also in a dynamic sense in that their access to con-
sciousness is actively opposed"33 - rabbinic sources maIntain
that we can have complete control over the yetzer hara.34
Moreover, while superficially both constructs seem to operate
on a pleasure principle, in the yetzer hara this refers simply
to the traditional belief that unrestricted hedonic pursuit is

primitive, contrary to the Torah and, thus evil, while in the
id, this principle merely implies that an organism has a tendency
to nd itself of tensions - both external and derived from

drves - by the most immediate route. That is, the drive for
the pursuit of worldly pleasure by yetzer hara is no analogue to
Freud's more sophisticated tension-reduction mechanism of the
id~
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VI

Is the belief that the Hyetzer for licentiousness" still persists
as a dominant inclination in man at all a similar one to that of
the pervasiveness of libido qua the energy of the sexual

drive?35 Again, there is only a semantical similarity. Sexuality,
in psychoanalysis, refers not merely to matters pertaining to
copulation or preparatory to it but includes all sensual strivings
and satisfactions (competition, need for achievement, need to
create, etc.).

Sexuality, in the Freudian sense, does not begin in puberty, after an
asexual childhood, nor does it end with the end of genital discharge;
it starts at birth or nearly so, and ends with death. Sexuality pene-

trates most of our activities which -are to a large extent, though by
no means only, satisfactions of sexual drives. . ,36

Now, it is true that some sources indicated that the yetzer

hara, probably including its particular sexual connotation, be-
gins at birth or nearly so. This, again, is a merely fortuitous

similarity. Libido is seen as a deep-seated life force for all con-
structive activities. In the course of a normal development,
libido, or sexual energy, becomes attached to various body
organs and undergoes what Freud termed the "vicissitudes of
the Libido," i.e., the direction of this energy inward, outward,
towards fiation, regression and sublimation.37

It seems that the sexuality inherent in the yetzer hara refers
only to sexual offenses or, on the positive level, to the fulfill-
ment of marriage. There is no indication that the concept of
yetzer hara encompasses a theory of the eroticization of other
organs in the body. Moreover, we can argue that if someone

holds that the yetzer hara represents destructive forces then it
cannot be libido since libido, as Freud postulated it, is unable
to explain aggression, perversion and narcissism. On the third
hand, the drive of the yetzer hara is never related to any mech-
anism like sublimation. Sublimation implies that the sexual

need itself is manifested and released in the "higher" activities
of culture and personality which the sexual need has called into
being.38 Sublimation also refers to Freud's opinion that "higher"
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psychic activities as such are brought into being through sexual
activity and to be nothing but disguised manifestations of this

activity. "The 'higher' activity is a way of escape created by
the libido."39

Once again, while the yetzer hara is sometimes spoken of as
the motivator for specific activities it is nowhere viewed as spe-
cific energy sublimated into psychic or life activities, aspira-
tions and cultural perfectian. In general, we cannot accept a
view which holds that all of our lives' activities are motivated
by extrinsic causes. For example, we are enjoined to study the
Torah "for Torah's sake" and for no other motivation.40 How

can this be possible if, even on an unconscious level, such pur-
suit is merely a tension reducing expression of transformed

sexual energy or that, on another level, we learn Torah be-
cause of an impulse to return to our infantile stage and to re-
cover the feeling of pleasure experienced then; the tendency

towards progress being, in reality, a regressive force?41

VII

From our analysis of the meaning of yetzer hara and Freud's
psychoanalytic concepts we conclude that there can be no com-
parison between them for the following reasons: yetzer hara is not

1. an instinct per se, because it is neither an endosomatic construct
nor is it a biological construct;

2. Thanatos (the death instinct), because Thanatos is an instinct
and is a purely destructfve, regressive and catabolistic urge which

does not fit into the Jewish philosophical framework;

3. Eros (the constructive life instinct), becaúse Eros is an instinct
and does not explain destructivity or aggressiveness;

4. Libido, because the libido is a sQmatic energy of specific quan-

tity which operates on a tension-reduction principle and through sub-

limation-concepts not clearly established in the rabbinic literature;
5. the id, because id is a reservoir of libido, is the housing of the

combined instincts of Eros and Thanatos, and is a means of primitive
phylogenetic drives which seek expression through various symptoms
and sublimated activities which the yetzer hara does not seem to
possess.

What, then, is yetzer hara? In rabbinic literature it has been

107



TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought

depicted as follows:

1. only evil;
2. containing both constructive and destructive urges leading to sin

and, ultimately, to death; and
3. containing neutral forces whose constructivity and destructivity

depend on their use.

When attempting to understand the motivation for sin in man,
it was helpful and. instructive to identify certain urges created
in man by God with a model such as the yetzer hara. Some
conceptions of the yetzer hara viewed it as the sinful nature,
or yetzer, of man. However, sexual and competitive drives were
quickly recognized as forces which could easily hallow or cor-
rupt and be either hallowed or corrupted. It must be noted:

the yetzer hara is a metaphysical concept and is not closely
analogous to the biological constructs postulated by Freud. The
forces which urge - indeed, we dare not say "cause" - man
to sin can and should be overruled by man's basic goodness.

The "energy" of the yetzer hara neither stimulates all life ac-
tivities not is it transmogrified into higher cultural activities,
ideas or spiritual development. The Jewish view of death, once
again, is that it is ultimately brought about by sin.42 Our lives
progress towards growth, not return - even death js not perm-

anent. T eshuvah, repentance, which literally means return, rep-
resents creative growth.43

We know that the basic nature of man is actually considered
good in Jewish philosophy as implied by the concept of imitatio
Dei, man is created in the image of God. Man's capacity for
goodness is a reflection of the goodness of God.

The idea that human goodness derives from the goodness of God is
well expressed in the Seier ha-Yashar of Zechariah ha-Yevani . . .
"The good deeds which we perform point to the goodness of the
Creator, just as smoke points to fire. "44

We hold that man shares in God's freedom and that he con-
sciously designs and grows. Thus, his nature cannot be wholly
determined by unconscious instincts, good or bad, as ìmplied
by psychodynamics. It seems, therefore, that the yetzer hara is

108



Thanatos, Id and the Evil Impulse

best viewed as an external force, i.e., not identical with man's
natural good self, which merely represents primary or animal-
istic drives when perverted to base levels or indulged in to the
point of sin.45 It is not an instinct sui generis which either direct-
ly or indirectly causes man to act in any way. It is, as it were,
a model superimposed post hoc on man's sinful behaviors but
is never viewed as the total dynamic of human personality.
Caution, accordingly, should be used in future comparisons

between the yetzer hara and any of the psychoanalytic concepts
described here.
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