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The psychoanalytic approach: Freudian Theory

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) is credited with developing the first comprehensive theory of human behavior and personality. He was a Viennese neurologist who came to understand the power of the unconscious influences while working with patients of hysteria. He began presenting his ideas in the late 1800s and continued to refine them until his death. Freud and his theory occupy a place of unrivalled prominence in the history of psychology not only because of being the first in a series of theories and theorists but also because of the outrageous (and therefore attention-capturing) nature of his views.

Personality Structure

Freud originally divided the human personality into three parts: the conscious, the preconscious and unconscious. The conscious contains the thoughts you are currently aware of. When you say that something is on your mind, you probably mean the conscious part of your mind. However, apart from the content that is in your mind right now, there are countless things that you could bring into consciousness if you wanted to. For example what did you have for breakfast? Who was your third grade teacher? What are chairs for? This large body of retrievable information is the preconscious. The third part and the most important from the Freudian point of view is the unconscious. This is the material to which you have no immediate access. 

Freud later presented another division of the human personality that identifies three major parts: the id, the ego and the superego. The id is the selfish part of you which wants immediate satisfaction of your desires. It is therefore said to work according to the pleasure principle. But since id is not very well aware of reality and its demands, it is incapable of effectively satisfying your desires. The id uses two strategies to seek pleasure: reflexive behavior (which involves impulsively reaching for an object even when it is dangerous or belongs to somebody else) and wish fulfillment (this involves just imagining the desired object). Because the id cannot fully satisfy you, another part of the personality comes into existence. It is known as the ego. The ego operates in accordance with the reality principle. This means that it is in touch with reality and tries to use realistic and therefore more effective ways of satisfying needs. It looks for real objects that would actually satisfy you. The third part of personality is known as the super ego. It is in one word your conscience. It is the moral aspect of you that is aware of values, ethics and the difference between right and wrong behavior.  There are two aspects to the superego: One is the conscience, which is an internalization of punishments and warnings. The other is called the ego ideal. It derives from rewards and positive models presented to the child. The ego’s responsibility is not only to satisfy the impulses of the id but also to make sure the standards of superego are not violated.

Personality dynamics: The id, ego and superego represent the characters within the human personality but what sets Freud’s system into motion? According to Freud, the human behavior is motivated by strong internal forces known as instincts or drives. He identified two categories of instincts: the life instinct generally referred to as libido and the death instinct known as Thanatos. Every action aimed at seeking pleasure and maintaining life is related to the life instinct. The death instinct is basically an unconscious desire to die. It manifests itself in acts of aggression aimed at the person himself or more often other people. 

One of ego’s responsibilities is to protect the person from the unpleasant state known as anxiety. Anxiety is basically an emotional experience similar to but not identical with feelings of nervousness, worry, agitation and pain. The anxiety that is felt in response to some actual physical danger in the surroundings is known as realistic anxiety. The second kind of anxiety is neurotic anxiety that is felt whenever some of the unacceptable content from the unconscious mind is about to enter consciousness. Finally the fear that the internalized values of the superego are about to be compromised is called moral anxiety. Fortunately the ego has many ingenious devices at its disposal to keep anxiety at bay. These are known as Defense Mechanisms. Some of the more basic of them are as follows: 

Repression

It is the most important of the defense mechanisms. It was labeled “motivated forgetting” by Anna Freud. This is an active effort by the ego to forget threatening material or to oust it from consciousness. For example, one night a boy sees sis father physically assault his mother. When later asked about the experience, the boy insists he has never seen anything at all like that. 

Sublimation 

Sublimation is the only truly successful defense mechanism. It is the channeling of unacceptable impulses into socially desirable actions. For example instead of directing your aggressive tendencies at people you don’t like, you may sublimate them into hockey or football. In this way you will succeed in transforming something ugly and base into something admirable and sublime.  

Denial

When we use denial, we simply refuse to accept that certain facts exist. We insist that something is not true, despite all evidence to the contrary. A widower who loved his wife deeply may act as if she were still alive long after her death. 

Reaction Formation

Here the person attempts to hide from a threatening idea by acting in a manner opposite to his unconscious desires. A young woman who constantly tells people how much she loves her mother could be masking strong unconscious hatred for her. 

Projection

Sometimes we attribute an undesirable trait to other people instead of to ourselves. The man who complains that the world is full of distrustful people may unconsciously know that he is a distrustful person.

Intellectualization

While using this defense mechanism we remove the emotional content from a threatening idea and examine it in a strictly intellectual manner. In this way we can bring some thoughts into consciousness without experiencing anxiety. For example, under the pretence of unemotionally pondering the importance of wearing seatbelts, a woman might imagine her husband being involved in a gruesome automobile accident. 

The developmental stages 

According to Freud, each one of us passes through a series of developmental stages during childhood. He called them the psychosexual stages. This should not come as a surprise to those who are familiar with Freudian ideas since he often interpreted psychological phenomena within a sexual framework. Each stage has an erogenous zone associated with it that is the greatest source of pleasure for the person. The importance of these stages lies in the concept of fixation. If a child experiences a traumatic event or excessive gratification at any stage, this results in the tying up or fixating of a large amount of libido. As a result there is less energy available for normal adult functioning. 

The first stage is the oral stage. It spans approximately the first 18 months of life.  Erogenous zone is the mouth. Pleasure comes from sucking, biting, chewing etc. The next stage is the anal stage. Focus of pleasure is the anus. Holding it in and letting it go are greatly enjoyed. Toilet training occurs in this period. The most important stage is the phallic stage. Genital area is the pleasure zone. It occurs when the child is approximately three to six years old. This is one of the most complicated and controversial of Freud’s stages. The male child experiences the Oedipus complex named for the Greek mythological character who unknowingly marries his mother. According to Freud the male child is attracted towards the mother and feels resentment for the father because he views him as rival for the mother’s attention. The boy begins to fear the father (since he’s stronger) and this fear becomes castration anxiety. This means that the boy is afraid that he may lose his sex organs - assumed to be responsible for the conflict between him and his father. Oedipus complex is resolved when the boy represses his desire for the mother and hostility for the father. Next, the boy identifies with the father. In a sense he becomes the father and thereby shares the mother. 

For the female child the situation is much more complex. She goes through the Electra complex. The female child develops strong positive feelings for the mother because she satisfies her needs. However this affection is reduced when she discovers that she does not possess a penis. The girl holds her mother responsible for deliberately depriving her of this valued organ. As for the father, the girl is attracted towards him because he does have the valued organ and she wants to share it with him. However this attraction is mingled with envy since he has something she does not. She is said to be suffering from Penis Envy. So the girl child has positive and negative feelings for both parents. According to Freud the only hope for her is to eventually have a baby boy of her own whereby she will finally obtain a penis, though only symbolically. 

The latency stage lasts from about the sixth year to about the twelfth year. This is a time when sexual interests are temporarily forgotten and activities such as learning, athletics and peer group interaction take precedence. 

The genital stage is the final stage of development and occurs following puberty.  This is marked with a resurgence of sexual and aggressive impulses with an increased interest in the opposite sex. Now ideally the person is transformed from a selfish pleasure-seeking individual to a normal adult with heterosexual interests. However if there were severe traumatic experiences during any of the earlier stages coupled with libido fixations, maladjustment and psychological disorders occur. 

Application: Psychoanalytic Therapy--Probing the unconscious

The most significant and far-reaching application of psychoanalytic theory is the Freudian method of treatment. The goal is to bring into conscious awareness repressed memories or thoughts which are assumed to be the source of the patient’s abnormal behavior so that they can be dealt with directly.

Initially while working with patients, Freud used catharsis and hypnosis. Later as he grew increasingly dissatisfied with the results of hypnosis, he developed a technique known as Free Association. The patient is asked to report everything that comes into his consciousness no matter irrelevant, absurd and obscene it may seem. It is assumed that during the course of free association, material from the unconscious mind will emerge gradually.

Freud found that free association rarely operated freely. Sooner or later the patient reached a point in his recollections where he was unable or unwilling to proceed. The patient resists. Freud believed that this resistance indicates that the patient is getting closer to the underlying source of his conflicts and the ego is trying harder that ever to keep the repressed material hidden. Resistance may reveal itself in many ways: The patient may be late for therapy sessions for example or may simple forget them. The therapists’ task is to sense resistance and overcome it.

Another vital part of the therapeutic process is the analysis of transference. Transference occurs when the patient transfers to the therapist feelings that he or she previously felt for a significant other in life. Transference is supposed to be good for therapy since it provides a rich source of insight to the analyst. Counter transference is the parallel process

