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Introduction

Sigmund Freud was a doctor who lived and worked for most of his life in Vienna, Austria. He lived from 1856 to 1939 and he is famous because he founded a new system of psychology that he called psychoanalysis.
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Key idea




Psychology is the scientific study of the mind and behaviour. Psychiatry is the study and treatment of mental illnesses. Psychoanalysis is the system of psychology and method of treating mental disorders, originally developed by Freud. The words all share the same root in the Greek word psyche, which means breath, life or soul.
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Before Freud, psychologists usually just described and observed behaviour. Freud wanted to go deeper, to analyse and explain it, and this is why I find his work so fascinating. Gradually, he put together existing ideas with findings from his own studies to create the new system of understanding human behaviour that he called psychoanalysis. He also applied his psychoanalytical theories to his own medical practice in treating mental disorders. Freud’s methods were not necessarily successful in healing disturbed people, and most of his theories have since been disproved, but psychoanalysis has survived and evolved and is still the basis of various therapies used today in the treatment of neurosis and psychosis.
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Key idea




One of the ways in which neurosis and psychosis differ is in their severity. A neurosis is a minor nervous or mental disorder. A psychosis is a more severe and potentially disabling mental disorder.
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Words emboldened in the text are defined or discussed further in the Key ideas boxes.



The word ‘psychoanalysis’ covers the whole system of psychology that Freud gradually developed as he worked with neuroses and other mental problems. It has three main aspects:

•  It is a type of therapy aimed at treating mental and nervous disorders – this is the aspect with which most people are familiar. This therapy is based on dynamic psychology – a system which emphasizes the idea that there are motives and drives behind behaviour. Psychoanalytical therapy works with theories about the unconscious and the ways in which it interacts with the conscious mind. The method was originally based on a free-association process, where the patient is given a word and asked to tell the analyst all the ideas that it brings to mind. This helps the patient to recall repressed experiences that have been pushed out of the conscious mind into the unconscious, and so begin to work through neuroses. (For more about free association, see Chapter 3).

•  It attempts to explain how the human personality develops and how it works.

•  It provides theories about how individuals function within personal relationships and in society. These theories attempt to explain human behaviour in a very broad sense, going into areas as diverse as art, literature, religion and humour.
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Key idea




Dynamic psychology, also known as psychodynamics, studies the ways in which various parts of the psyche relate to mental, emotional or motivational forces, particularly at an unconscious level.
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Freud’s work largely concerns the unconscious mind and the way its workings relate to neurotic symptoms. The idea is that the unconscious mind contains everything we are not directly aware of in our conscious mind, such as memories, dreams, suppressed feelings and urges, and also biological drives and instincts. Freud decided that the unconscious was the source of much of our behaviour and motivation. He did not invent the idea of unconscious mental processes – in fact, the idea had been around for centuries. As far back as Roman times the writer Juvenal (60–130 CE) wrote, ‘from the gods comes the saying “know thyself”’, showing that even then the idea was not new. (This saying was written up in the famous Temple of the Oracle at Delphi.) But Freud was the first really to apply the idea in his clinical practice and to formulate theories about it, because he lived at a time and place where he was able to bring together many previous ideas. In many ways he was way ahead of his time – his passionate interest in the mysterious world of the unconscious is one that many people share nowadays and that I myself have explored in my work as both therapist and writer.
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Key idea




The conscious mind is the part of the mind that is aware of its actions and emotions. The unconscious is the aspects of the mind and personality that one is not aware of. These are not physical areas of the brain, of course: they are useful abstract concepts which help us to understand how we think.
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Today it is generally accepted that unconscious motives affect our behaviour, and we are all familiar with the idea that our problems are often rooted in childhood trauma and buried emotions. But before Freud it was a different story. One of Freud’s own patients, the Wolf Man, a man suffering from a severe neurosis whose case is discussed later in this book, describes the agonizing world he found himself living in before he met Freud. On the one hand, ordinary people focused only on his emotional state and thought he was ridiculously over-reacting to everything. On the other hand, the endless succession of doctors whom he trailed to visit scarcely gave any attention to his emotional state, because for them it was just an unimportant by-product of a physical abnormality in the brain. Meeting Freud, and hearing his new ideas about the human psyche and the existence of the unconscious, was a revelation to him. Most importantly, he felt validated as a human being rather than simply being labelled as ‘sick’. Freud recognized the fact that there is no clear distinction between being ‘healthy’ and being ‘sick’, and treated his patients as intelligent people who were struggling to recover.

One of the most interesting aspects of Freud’s work – and one to which he gave great emphasis – was his study of dreams and the ways in which they can give us messages from the unconscious. Again, this was by no means a new idea – since as far back as Biblical times people have been recording their dreams and taking note of their messages. But Freud worked systematically with both his own dreams and those of his patients, gradually building up the beginnings of a language of dreams and the fantasy world of the unconscious. Freud emphasized the idea that buried emotions often surface in disguised forms during dreaming, and that working with recalled dreams can help to unearth these buried feelings. Today, dreams are widely used in many different kinds of psychotherapy. I have been deeply interested in them myself since I was a small child and I have kept a dream diary for many years. My own dreams have always been vivid, colourful and prolific, but in my work as a therapist I have been surprised to discover that not everyone has such a rich and varied dream life.

Freud developed his theories at a time when scientists were beginning to discover how our physical reality is constructed of smaller particles, such as atoms and electrons. Scientific thinking tended to take a very reductionist stance – breaking everything down into its smallest possible parts in order to find out what it is made of and how it works. Similarly, Freud always tried to reduce everything down to what he saw as hard facts, claiming that psychoanalysis always looked at the world in a very scientific way. In fact, many of his ideas are impossible to test scientifically; his theories were formed from experiences with a very small sample of middle-class patients and would not stand up to scientific scrutiny today.

However, psychoanalysis soon acquired a huge following – the rigid ‘scientific’ emphasis appealed to people who wanted to be seen as ‘realists’. Like any great leader, Freud’s huge self-confidence gave him an air of authority. Before long, a psychoanalytic movement had grown that offered great status to those who belonged to it, and poured scorn on those who challenged it. Indeed, Freud had many critics and his ideas have waxed and waned in popularity ever since. But he undoubtedly changed the way people look at human behaviour, and his influence was so important that there are now hundreds of different forms of psychotherapy.

Freud’s work with the unconscious made people begin to look at themselves more honestly and consider what really goes on under the surface. It was Freud who first promoted the idea that giving people plenty of time and really listening to them talking about their problems could help them towards self-understanding. Nowadays this seems really obvious. Although psychoanalysis didn’t really prove to be any more or less effective than any of the subsequent methods of psychological therapy, in many cases it enabled people to move on, to some extent, from unhelpful or damaging ways of thinking and behaving. Of course, many of Freud’s ideas have proved to be wrong in the hundred or more years that have followed, but they did have a huge influence on modern thought and many of his ideas have been absorbed into everyday life. For example, everyone knows what we mean by a ‘Freudian slip’ or an ‘anally retentive person’.

Freud said that we have many inner motives for our behaviour, and that these are mostly sexual. In fact, he was one of the prime thinkers who helped to make the Victorian prudish attitude to sex a thing of the past. His new theories that sexuality had a part to play in the formation of neuroses caused an enormous uproar at the time, because sex simply was not a topic for open discussion. Nowadays, Freud is often ridiculed for seeming to have claimed that absolutely everything in our minds is sexual. In fact, he realized that not everything could be about sex – otherwise neurotic people would not have to struggle to suppress sexual feelings. Freud gradually developed new theories about other motives for our behaviour, such as power or aggression.

Not only did Freud make people look more closely at entrenched beliefs about sex: he also made them more aware of children’s emotional needs. In Freud’s day, children were ‘to be seen and not heard’ and were often emotionally neglected. Freud’s studies of neurotic patients led him to believe that neurosis often arose as a result of traumatic experiences in childhood. This seems obvious to us now, because children today are seen as real human beings with their own needs and feelings, but Freud was a major pioneer of this school of thought.

As Freud’s theories achieved wider acceptance and his ideas began to be absorbed into everyday thinking, they soon began to produce some negative effects, too, because the idea of hidden motives caught on. For example, an unselfish person might be seen as secretly indulging in self-punishment, while celibacy might be seen as hiding a fear of sex, or even a nasty perversion of some sort.

Freud had a lively and enquiring mind; he was a skilled physician and scientist; he was also a prolific writer and very good at explaining his ideas in words. All this meant that he acquired many followers and his work has had far-reaching effects. His theories have led to much controversy and debate, and people who pour scorn on his ideas today often make the mistake of taking his ideas out of the context of the period of history in which he lived. Looked at in this light, we can begin to understand that he was a highly gifted and original thinker, and that from his work many new divergent strands of psychology and psychotherapy have developed. This book aims to provide a simple introduction to some of Freud’s original ideas, as well as a glimpse into the life of the man himself.
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Focus points




✽  Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) was a doctor who lived and worked for most of his life in Vienna, Austria.

✽  Before Freud, psychologists usually just described and observed behaviour. Freud wanted to go deeper, to analyse and explain it.

✽  Freud founded a new system of psychology called psychoanalysis.

✽  Psychoanalysis is the basis for various therapies still used today in the treatment of psychological problems.

✽  Psychoanalysis also provides theories about the human personality and how it develops.

✽  It also explores human relationships and the functioning of society.

✽  Freud was one of the first thinkers to formulate ideas about the unconscious mind and the ways in which it affects our behaviour.

✽  Freud’s ideas were revolutionary and gave rise to great debate.

✽  Freud’s thinking has totally altered the way we think today about subjects as diverse as sex, dreams, children’s emotional needs, and the hidden motives behind our behaviour.
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