A Brief Introduction to Freud

I. Freud’s Life (1856-1939)

Sigismund Freud (later changed to Sigmund) was born in Freiburg, Moravia, part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire of the Hapsburgs, and currently part of the Czech Republic. At four, his family moved to Vienna, where he lived until almost the very end of his life. He was brilliant and ambitious from the beginning, and from a very young age wanted to solve some of the “great riddles” of man. At 17, he went to the University of Vienna, where he studied medicine. He took a degree in 1881, at the age of 25, and started a practice as well as worked in laboratories and hospitals. Two men served as mentors: Jean-Martin Charcot, a French physician, and Joseph Breuer, a fellow Austrian doctor—both specialized in what was called “hysteria”—that is, a condition in which (mostly women) patients suffered from physical symptoms that had no apparent physical origin. Freud too began to specialize in hysteria, and with help from his mentors, started to theorize that the origins of hysterical symptoms might be entirely psychological. At first, Freud used hypnosis to “uncover” painful memories in hysterical patients, and he discovered that often a patient’s symptoms would disappear once she remembered certain thoughts or memories that were associated with the onset of the hysterical symptom. (A simple example is of a woman who suffered, among other things, paralysis in her limbs; once she recalled that this paralysis began as she nursed her dying father for a long time in a chair which numbed her arms and legs, the symptoms disappeared). 

Freud abandoned hypnosis after a time, utilizing new techniques to get his patients to uncover the mental events that were connected to their physical symptoms; these techniques included free association, analysis of “mistakes” and evolved and expanded his clinical practice, he began to suspect that some physical debilitations, and most psychological problems—severe anxiety, depression, compulsions, obsessions, neuroses in general, and psychotic breaks, etc.—were traceable to traumatic emotional events in the patient’s past. He believed that a “talking cure”—that is, the technique of psychoanalysis—was often sufficient to cure patients of their problems. 
In 1900, after a lengthy and rather amazing self-analysis, Freud published his groundbreaking study The Interpretation of Dreams and the psychoanalytic movement in effect began. He published more than 20 books and scores of papers over the next 39 years, and began the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, which eventually included brilliant thinkers like Carl Jung and Freud’s own daughter, Anna Freud. Freud revised his ideas throughout his life, and began to expand his interests to include problems of history, religion, morality, and civilization. In 1920, Beyond the Pleasure Principle introduced the important idea of the “death instinct” in man. Freud’s thinking about the death instinct culminated in Civilization and its Discontents, a pessimistic assessment of the progress of civilization published in 1930 under the growing shadow of Nazism. Freud contracted cancer of the mouth and endured a number of painful operations through the 1930s. In 1937, after Hitler invaded Austria, an infirm Freud agreed to leave his country, and died in London in September 1939, three weeks into the World War that would confirm Freud’s own pessimism about civilization. 

Psychoanalytic theory and practice, because it has at its very core the most taboo themes, was understandably resisted for many years by many in the scientific and psychological communities. However, due to Freud’s untiring efforts, his vast erudition, the persuasiveness of his arguments, and growing clinical evidence in his favor, psychoanalysis eventually became—and remains today—one of the most influential and durable ideologies of our time. And so, as the phrase goes, “We are all Freudians,” whether we like it or not; depth psychology is an inextricable part of the way we explain our lives to ourselves, whether we agree with Freud’s specific ideas or not. It is everywhere, on talk shows, in our literature, in our books on how to raise children, in our everyday references to phallic and yonic symbols, sibling rivalry and Oedipus complexes, and has infiltrated almost every humanistic and social science  discipline. 

II. Some Preliminary Observations on Freud’s Thought

1. Freud was during his life an extremely controversial thinker, and his thought remains contentious today. What he did was inaugurate a new way of thinking about mankind’s mental life. Several factors, however, explain the fact that there remains substantial resistance to Freud’s ideas. First, Freud was a medical doctor, and always insisted that his ideas were based on scientific method; he believed his ideas had the status of “science,” though no one is able to defend that notion now. He was also an obviously ambitious man who was intent on starting a revolution in modern thought, and didn’t like to be contradicted. (His role model—seriously—was Moses, the Lawgiver.) Thirdly, his followers were often slavishly dedicated to him (which Freud did not discourage). All this makes it easy to be suspicious of Freud’s thought. He was, of course, often wrong about things, though to his credit, he constantly revised his thinking throughout his life. Contemporary departments of academic psychology, however, base themselves not on the speculations and what they consider the mystifications of Freudian psychology (What is the “id” after all, but a ghost in the mind? What is the “libido” but some spectral sort of “sex juice” flowing and blocking up in the body?) and have steered clear of Freud in favor of behaviorism, cognitive psychology, or biochemical explanations for behavior. Another problem is that psychoanalysis, as a clinical practice, isn’t any more “successful” in helping patients with their problems than other techniques that cost far less in terms of time and money. In fact, in the academic world, psychoanalysis is most alive at the moment not in psychology departments but in departments of literature and cultural theory. 

2. If this is so, what remains so compelling about Freud’s thought, particularly to literary people? The primary reason is probably that Freud’s concept of instincts (sex, aggression, death), the idea of the Oedipal struggle, as well as concepts of repression, sublimation, and transference have provided literary critics with extraordinary tools to analyze literary characters, texts, and authors (such as the analysis of phallic/yonic symbols for instance). But in a wider sense, Freud invented a way of thinking about humans and their mental life that is as infinitely interesting as any narrative ever devised—by Homer, the Biblical writers, Shakespeare, Dickens, Proust. It’s a story of enormous mythical power because it makes every single consciousness on earth a battleground of truly epic proportions. What Freud convinced us of is that what goes on in the minds of even the dullest of people is absolutely breathtaking. The story that Freud tells is simply one of the most interesting stories mankind has ever told itself. 

3. The world of Freud gets stranger and stranger the deeper we enter into it. This makes sense, because Freud’s great subject is the Unconscious, and the Unconscious is the repository for all that is taboo both for the individual and for culture in general. (We can, for now, define the Unconscious as that part of mental life which is outside of conscious awareness; it is a mental reservoir containing every sense impression we’ve ever had. Perhaps more importantly, is also a roiling cauldron of instinctual desire. It is where the Id resides.) Reading about the taboo can excite in us some pretty unruly passions, and sometimes it can feel like we’re traveling in an underworld—which we are, mythically. This underworld can feel threatening and dangerous to us. It can almost make us feel, frankly, crazy; certainly it calls for a suspension of what we like to call “common sense.”

4. Fundamental to everything in Freud and to all the thinkers you may read in the future who comment on Freud, is the notion of the Repressed Unconscious. According to Freud, the Unconscious is the “primary process” of mental life, far more influential in our mental and  behavioral lives than the “secondary process” that we call “conscious life.” The image of the iceberg, with its tip visible but its huge mass hidden underwater, is often invoked by Freudians to describe the proportions of conscious to unconscious life. (This in itself is revolutionary, as one of the basic notions of Western thought since the Enlightenment is that man has the capacity to understand himself, completely, as a whole, integrated being.) Now the problem, and where our resistances come in, is that for Freud the Unconscious is not simply irrational—it is physically unbearable. We literally can’t abide what goes on in there, so we repress it just so that we can continue living. For Freud, to be alive and conscious is to drown most of our memories and feelings, because if we admitted them, we couldn’t stand our own minds. 

5. In his primers to psychoanalysis, The Origin and Development of Psychoanalysis, New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, and A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, (any of which I recommend you read), Freud spent a good deal of time preparing his readers to deal with the shocking ideas he would present to them. He said that they would not like to hear them; he said that they would resist them at first, and that this was so because the entire structure of civilization was organized around the repression of just such ideas of Freud wanted to make conscious. In our own time, of course, Freud is old news, and so people, as Norman Mailer puts it, are more likely to admit that they have an Oedipal complex than that, say, they are afraid of waiters. Still, most of us don’t have more than a cocktail-party knowledge of Freud, and so to seriously consider his ideas is to enter some potentially dangerous psychic territory. 

III. A Very Brief Outline of Freud’s Thought

1. (In the next few paragraphs, I will follow Freud in discussing male psychology as exemplary. Freud wrote on female psychology, of course, especially later in his career.  I will include both genders in the discussion here, although Freud did make distinctions. Many thinkers have revised Freud to more accurately account for female experience, most notably his daughter Anna Freud.) 


Humans begin their emotional life not at birth, but when they are still in the womb, and the womb is a fine and private place. It is, in essence, paradise itself—it’s the psychic source of our conceptions of Eden—and for Freud, all our desires begin with the bond we have with our mothers before and immediately after birth. To be in the womb—and after birth, to be at the mother’s breast—is to be warm, secure fed, and stimulated pleasurably. 


The Unconscious, Freud tells us, never “grows up”; it never matures. We’re forever chained to a child inside us screaming its desires (which is, incidentally, a far cry from pop psychology’s “inner child,” which is all cuddly need, not wild screaming desire.) The feelings we had in the womb and at the mother’s breast remain with us throughout our lives; they remain in the Unconscious as powerful wishes which we all seek to reproduce in some refracted and socially acceptable way. Unfortunately, we can never adequately reproduce these feelings, except for one great and mysterious exception: those rare moments of bliss we call love. 

2. In his early and middle period (prior to 1920), Freud believed that humans were born with two primary instincts: those of Self-Preservation and Sexuality and in this we’re no different from other animals. He paid most attention, however, to the sexual instinct, which Freud thought of in the widest possible terms, as the desire to gain bodily pleasure. Freud claimed that from the beginning of life, we are all narcissists; that is to say, an infant is only concerned with itself—with obtaining pleasure and avoiding pain. When it feels pleasure, it smiles, gurgles, sleeps, and is happy; when it feels pain, it fusses, cries, or wails. Only later does it begin to care about others. This orientation Freud calls The Pleasure Principle. Now the pleasure principle never really goes away; some of it remains with us consciously in our efforts to get pleasure as adults, but most of it gets repressed into the unconscious, or is sublimated (defined as “the process of diverting unacceptable, unconscious libidinal drives into socially accepted channels”). As we get older, we realize that it is impossible to live entirely by the Pleasure Principle, and so we compromise, and adopt The Reality Principle, which is our idea that we cannot act on all our impulses toward pleasure, but must delay our gratification so that we can obtain at least some of the pleasure we desire.  Example: A man wants a woman, but he knows he can’t simply “take” her as a Neanderthal would by bonking her over the head and dragging her into his cave. He knows that in “reality,” he needs to become “worthy” of her, so he delays immediate gratifications in order to, say, become educated, to make a name for himself, to become attractive to women physically and socially, to make money to make her feel secure enough that she can see him as a mate and the father of her children, etc. He succumbs to “reality” so he can ultimately get what he wants. He sublimates his desire for the promise of future satisfaction. As we’ll see later, the sublimation of instinctual desire is what makes civilization possible. 
3. An infant lives a life of complete submission to its instinct for food, warmth, love, and pleasure. An infant lives entirely in the Unconscious, or to be more precise, the conscious mind hasn’t differentiated yet from the Unconscious, so the infant represses nothing: it denies none of its desires, it never says no to itself. (We can define repression as the process whereby anxiety-laden emotions, thoughts and impulses are “pushed down” into the unconscious.) This absence of repression says Freud, is the reason adults can’t’ remember their infancy: we adults can’t handle what we used to feel as infants. When the infant feels pleasure at the mother’s breast, it is a living example of bliss, and of any idea of bliss mankind will ever have.  Anatole France, a late 19th and early 20th Century French writer says, “As long as man is suckled at a woman’s breast, he will be consecrated in the temple and initiated into some mystery of the divine. He will have his dream.” When a baby feels pain or abandonment, it screams in anguish and confusion. To be an infant is to be in a constant state of extreme feeling. These feelings are never entirely lost to us; they remain in the Unconscious as we get older as we get older and have a great deal to do with how we seek pleasure, avoid pain, and try to find love in the future. 
4. A child has a sexual life. This is the idea that Freud had the most difficulty convincing his Victorian audiences of. Now, in some ways anyone who has raised children knows this: children love to explore their bodies; they are extremely curious about their own and other people’s genitals, and at a certain point they play “doctor” and other exploratory games if they can get away with it. It is because their sexual play isn’t necessarily genitally centered, and because this play doesn’t result in orgasm that adults have decided that these behaviors aren’t “really” sexual, but simply experimental or “naughty.” However, Freud goes beyond this observable behavior in postulating childhood sexuality. He discovered that the sexual problems that plagued some of his patients—impotence, for instance, or frigidity (the inability to experience pleasure), or nymphomania (a hysterical experience of pleasure), or fetishism (focusing one’s pleasure on a “deviant” object or body part), or any number of other problems—were always directly traceable to events that happened to these patients when they were very young. Freud found that these childhood events had to do with the child’s attitude toward and experience of its own bodily pleasure. Thus, an adult who is frigid might, through psychoanalysis, discover that her parents punished her severely whenever she mentioned sex. Because Freud saw direct connections between events in childhood that had to do with pleasure and an event of condition in adulthood that was undoubtedly sexual in nature, he decided that these events constituted a continuum. A child, therefore, is sexual because it seeks pleasure in the body just as an adult does in sex, and also because sexual problems in adults were directly traceable to childhood events. 

5. An infant’s sexuality is, in fact, wild and abandoned: a child is “polymorphous perverse” (polymorphous means “many-structured”). This term of Freud’s connotes nothing negative; it is in fact positive, indicating that an infant experiences every part of its own body as a zone of potential pleasure. Now, as a child develops, the “polymorphous” quality of his sexual pleasure begins to specialize, or to locate itself in specific parts of his body. Thus, the childhood “stages” of sexual development, as follows:

a. The pre-oral stage: this stage (actually proposed late in Freud’s career) includes the period just after birth, when the child does not even conceive herself/himself as a separate being, but “believes” s/he is a part of the mother’s body. As the child begins to develop a consciousness of her own, s/he will be polymorphous perverse, taking narcissistic pleasure in all parts of the body. 

The oral stage: Beginning at the age of a few weeks and continuing until about the age of two, the child seems to find that s/he gets the most pleasure from her/his own mouth. This has a lot to do with nursing, of course , and during this period the child will put just about everything in his/her mouth, especially in his/her own thumb, which, Freud believed, served as a narcissistic substitute for an absent breast and is an early example of “sublimation.” In any case, if the child is not traumatized during this period, s/he will, as an adult, fit his orality “normally” into his repertoire of sexual and other behavior. If he is traumatized during this period, he may “fetishize” the mouth, and become, for instance, unduly attached to food, to smoking, or other pleasures of the mouth. (A fetish is an unnatural concentration of sexual or libidinal energy on a particular object or body part.) “Oral personalities” tend to be swallowers of experience. 
b. The anal stage: This stage begins as the oral stage declines (there is always overlap), and usually coincides with “potty training.” During this stage, the child finds an unusual interest and pleasure in urinating and defecating—both genuine physical pleasure in the act of excretion and tremendous emotional pleasure in excreting “properly”—that is, in accordance with the hopes and commands of his/her parents. The anal stage is the first stage in which bodily pleasure becomes linked to propriety, morality, and the pleasing of others. During the anal stage, a child’s own urine and feces can be a source of pride or guilt: s/he bestows them as gifts to a delighted parent, and s/he will even play with them if s/he’s allowed to. S/he may also treat them as her/his own personal property, or wield them as a weapon. The anal stage is a period in which a child learns about independence, order, and about mastering her/his own body. If the child comes through the stage, healthily, s/he will emerge in later life with “normal” concerns with cleanliness, order, self-control, and the control of others. If the child becomes fixated (that is, arrested, held up) at this stage of sexual development, (usually because of emotional stress due to anxious or punitive potty training) he may become obsessed with cleanliness, compulsive about order, self-control, and the control of others. Feud (in his earlier formulations of psychoanalytic theory) in fact identified the sadist as anally fixated: the sadist is obsessed with mastery, and confuses sexual pleasure with the pain of his fixation. Significantly, Freud also identified the obsession with money as an anal trait: a Scrooge “holds it in,” as it were, doesn’t let his money go, and has an obsession with mastering and controlling his world. 
c. The genital stage: this stage begins as the anal period declines, usually between the ages three and four, and continues till about the age of five or six. During this period, the child shifts its interest in his/her body to the genitals. At this stage, masturbation is not at all uncommon. Genitals in general seem to be of absorbing interest to children of this age. Why does Daddy have a penis and Mommy a vagina? How come my brother has a penis and I don’t? Where do babies come from? How come I can have babies but my brother can’t? It is also at this period that children begin to identify most closely with their own gender. A boy will usually begin to identify with his father; a girl with her mother. However, though a child will identify with its own gender, his or her emotional energies are increasingly directed toward the parent of the opposite sex. And this development creates the most important set of circumstances in human life: the Oedipus and Electra complexes. 


The Oedipus Complex emerges as the young boy, during the genital stage of sexual development, continues to direct the focus of his affection and desire (as he has throughout his life, but in an even more concentrated form now) upon his mother. During this period, it is extremely common for a boy to hoard the mother’s time and affection away from other siblings and even more importantly from the father, who he begins to regard as a rival in his love for the mother. (A child, remember, is irrational; at this point, the father’s real behavior may be exemplary, but the child may be violently jealous anyway, screaming when the father kisses the mother, or demanding, that he sleeps between them in the mornings).  Unconsciously, the boy wants to own the mother, to have her all to himself. Why? Because as he is growing up, he can see himself losing her, and he wants desperately to have what he had as an infant. At the same time, he will grow fearful of his rival, the father, and will begin to have castration anxiety, that is, the irrational fear that his father will cut off his penis (the thing that makes him otherwise an “equal” rival to his father). This castration anxiety will soon grow so intense that he will capitulate to the father’s power and give up his “Oedipal project” (to own the mother); and he will enter a long latency period (from the ages of five or six till the age of eleven or so) when he will seem indifferent to sex altogether, prior to the onset of puberty, when the “Oedipal project” will renew itself in different form.


The Electra Complex: this is the mirror opposite of the Oedipal Complex. Again, the young girl begins, in her genital stage, to direct her affection and love more concentratively on the father. According to Freud, the young girl has penis envy (desire to have the penis that has been “lost” to women) and wants to align herself with someone who has one—namely the father. She desires not just the actual penis, but the power the penis seems to grant men. (Penis envy is probably the most easily disposable of Freud’s major ideas, and the most patently sexist. Neo-Freudian psychoanalyst Karen Horney modified Freud radically: she theorized that it’s men who envy women: men have “womb envy”; they can’t create life in their body so they spend their entire lives creating culture and civilization outside their bodies.) She may jealously guard her father’s time and emotional affection to the exclusion of other family members, particularly the mother, who she will begin to see as a rival. However, because she cant be castrated, there is no equivalent to castration anxiety in the Electra complex, so a girl’s Electral desires will subside only very gradually, over the course of years, which helps explains why, according to Freud, women never need to declare total autonomy and independence and are generally better at sustaining emotional attachments than men.
Now, a “healthy” response to the Oedipus or Electra period is not for someone not to have one—everyone goes through them in emotionally violent ways. A “healthy” response is for the child not to become fixated on one parent or the other. If a boy endures this enormously confusing time reasonably well, he will as an adolescent be able to transfer his powerful feelings about women from his mother to other girls. The same is true for adolescent girls: they will transfer their feeling about dear old dad to an appropriate boy. Those who do not endure the Oedipal or Electral stage well, however, are in trouble. Some men never get over their mothers, and expect women to “mother” them just as mom did; because no woman can possible live up to a lifetime’s worth or adoration, all women will somehow fail him, and he will never develop a healthy relationship with women. Some men will develop “Madonna-whore complexes,” dividing women into those who are “like mom” (pure, supposedly asexual, tender, loving) and those who aren’t (sex objects). Other men, according to Freud, will become homosexual because they can’t psychically endure being attracted to a rival to their beloved mother (most of us can see the inaccuracies with this). At worst, a young man and his mother (usually at the urging of the mother herself, who, remember, can be neurotic herself, with all sorts of unworked out Electral feelings of her own) will flirt with even or indulge their incestuous fantasies or behavior. The same can be true for girls. Unhealthy Electra complex resolution can result in adoring the father to the exclusion of other men, hating the father (and all men who look or act remotely like him), being attracted to men who display the same unhealthy behaviors and mannerism as the father, or (if the father is neurotically unbalanced or worse) in flirtation with or indulgence in incestuous behavior.
6. For Freud, the Oedipal and Electra complexes are at the very heart of each man and woman’s psyche, and of civilization as well. They are the secret of secrets—the unspeakable taboo. Freud speculated that the reason humans develop such complexes in the first place is because human beings require a greater period of nurturing than any other animal. Most animals require at most a year before they can live on their own. Humans, however, are completely helpless for at least the first four years of life, so during that time they are not only completely dependent on others for their well-being, but are given an unusually long amount of time to indulge in their desires for pleasure. The result is beings that have highly developed senses of desire, but who are also unusually attached to their parents as the first and greatest objects of their desire.

7. In the 1st Corinthians 13:11, Paul says, “When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I though as a child, but when I became a man, I put away childish thing.” Freud agrees with Paul that it is necessary to transform infantile desire as one matures, but he also warns that there is nothing in life that is harder to achieve than to “ put away” childish things. In fact, it is impossible to completely lose the desires and complexes of childhood. They remain to determine (Freud used this word carefully) a person’s entire adult life. What an adult does, of course, is sublimate or repress the desires of the Id (that part of the psyche that contains the sexual drives) in accordance with the dictates of the Superego (the censuring part of the psyche; aka “conscience”) and the Ego (the part of the psyche which is in contact with the environment and which meditates the demands of the Id and Superego). When we repress the Id desires, we can be sure that they will ultimately find expression in some other way (this is called the return of the repressed). For instance, a man who finds his sexual behavior dirty will repress his thoughts and memories, then later may develop tics, or become sexually obnoxious at parties when he drinks, etc. A severe and famous example: Reverend Jimmy Swaggart’s consorting with prostitutes. What is psychically safer, of course, is to sublimate our instinctual impulses (though sublimation involves at least a degree of representation too). Instead of indulging our sexual impulses, then, we re-direct them to be more socially acceptable purposes: to building a house, to farming, to going to school, to writing a poem, to romance and love, or to—consider this—developing theories of human consciousness. Sublimation is in the fact responsible for civilization.
8. In 1920, with Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud revised his early theory. What emerged from this book and the ones that followed is what is called Freud’s “late theory.” The fundamental revision is that Freud reformulated his theory if basic instinctual desire. In his early theory, man’s two basic drives are for self-preservation (food, warmth, safety, etc.) and for sexual pleasure. The drive for sex accounts for the pleasure principle; the drive for self-preservation accounts for the reality principle. Human aggression (which loomed larger and larger in Freud’s mind as he continued to explore the mind) was accounted for in this early formulation by sadistic impulses developed primarily during the anal stage. But in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Freud postulated two new instincts: the death instinct. Often called the Thanatos instinct, and the life instinct, or Eros. (Why Freud revised his theory undoubtedly had something to do with the mass carnage Freud witnessed living in Europe during World War I.) The death instinct, Freud said, was the desire in man—in all organisms, in fact—to “return to and earlier state of things”—that is to cease living, and it manifests itself in our desire for mind-numbing drugs, for alcohol, for “holding up” in depression, in all manner of behavior that prevents us from feeling the full panoply of life’s emotions. When the death instinct is projected outwardly, it becomes our desire to kill. When the death instinct is also—importantly—responsible for representing the life instinct. The life instinct is the instinct to reproduce, to produce more life, to live “fully,” and basically retains the structure of Freud’s earlier idea of the sex drive. Thus, at the end of his life, Freud believed there were two forces fighting within each of us and in the culture itself—“Life against Death,” as Norman O. Brown put it in a book from 1961. And in Civilization And Its Discontents (published 1930), he believed that Death was clearly winning.
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