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ALFRED ADLER’S INDIVIDUAL PSYCHOLOGY

Brief biographical sketch:  

Adler remembered his childhood as an unhappy one. He was the second of six children and had severe rivalry with his older brother. He struggled a lot with various physical ailments. His poor health and the death of a sibling motivated him to become a doctor. Adler obtained a medical degree form the University of Vienna. He first specialized in ophthalmology and later changed it to general practice and finally to psychiatry. An important turn in his life came when he read Freud's book "The interpretation of Dreams" and wrote a paper defending Freudian ideas. As a result of this defense, he was invited by Freud to join the Vienna Psychoanalytic society in 1902.  Adler accepted the invitation thereby becoming one of the earliest colleagues of Freud. But their incompatibility became more and more obvious until after a 9-year association, Adler quit. The parting was unpleasant as Freud resented his resignation bitterly. Adler and his followers formed their own group which came to be known eventually as "Individual Psychology".

Organ Inferiority and compensation:

Adler's earliest theoretical position was that people are especially vulnerable to disease in organs that are less developed or inferior to other organs. For example some people are born with weak eyes, others with weak hearts and still others with damaged limbs. These organic weaknesses inhibit the person form functioning normally. The person then tries to compensate for the weakness by either concentrating on the development of that particular part of the body or by emphasizing some other function. For instance somebody with a weak leg may try to make it strong and another individual with weak eyesight may focus on the development of auditory skills. 

Feelings of Inferiority: 

In 1910 Adler shifted his emphasis from actual physical inferiority to subjective inferiority. Now compensation can be aimed at either real or imagined inferiority. This is the point where Adler left the biological sciences and entered the realm of Psychology. Adler pointed out that all human beings start life with feelings of inferiority since as infants all of us are completely dependent upon adults for fulfilling our needs. This condition evokes in the child an intense desire to seek power thereby overcoming feelings of inferiority. At this point in the evolution of his theory Adler stressed aggression and power as a means of overcoming feelings of inferiority. Also because of cultural factors mainly he equated this sought after strength and power with masculinity. Therefore by becoming more powerful he meant becoming more masculine and consequently less feminine. He referred to this striving to become more masculine as

the “masculine protest”. 

Are feelings of feelings of inferiority bad? Adler says, “No, not always”. In fact such feelings are the primary motivating force behind all personal accomplishments and achievements.  

However when a person becomes overwhelmed by such feelings, they act as a barrier rather than as a stimulus for personal growth. In such a case the person is said to have an inferiority complex. 

Striving for superiority: 

Adler’s final theoretical position was that it is not just aggression or power that we constantly seek but it is superiority or perfection that we look for. Thereafter he retained striving for superiority as the master motive in his theory but he later changed the concept from striving for individual superiority to striving for a superior society. Adler believed that striving for superiority is universal and innate. He also declared that it could be beneficial or harmful. If a person concentrated exclusively on his or her own superiority while ignoring the needs of others and of society, he or she may develop a superiority complex. A person with a superiority complex tends to be domineering, vain and arrogant. Such a person lacks social interest and is undesirable. 

Style of Life: 
All human beings have the same ultimate goal of attaining superiority but how superiority is sought depends upon the person’s unique circumstances. The means by which a particular individual attempts to gain superiority is called the style of life. The style of life is an all-encompassing way of perceiving the world, setting goals, solving problems and dealing with life. A healthy lifestyle is one that allows the individual to approximate perfection and to get along harmoniously with others while contributing to the advancement of society’s goals. A mistaken lifestyle is based upon selfishness and is contrary to the goals of society. In other words any style of life that is not aimed at a socially useful goal is mistaken e.g. the person who seeks personal superiority (superiority complex) and the person who is overwhelmed by feelings of inferiority. (Inferiority complex). Adler introduced four types of people according to the degree of social interest that they possess:

1. The ruling dominant type.

2. The getting leaning type.

3. The avoiding type.

4. Socially useful type. 

The first type attempts to dominate or rule people. Their energy -- the strength of their striving after personal power -- is so great that they tend to push over anything or anybody who gets in their way. The most energetic of them are bullies and sadists; somewhat less energetic ones hurt others by hurting themselves, and include alcoholics, drug addicts, and suicides. (Generally high energy level and low social interest).  The second type expects everything from others and doesn’t do anything himself. (Low energy level, low social interest) The third type goes through life avoiding failure by not attempting anything. (Lowest energy level, low social interest) The fourth type confronts problems and tries to solve them in a socially useful way. (High energy level, high social interest). The first three types have a faulty style of life. Only the socially useful type can hope to live a rich and purposeful life. 

The Creative Self:

Adler’s concept of the creative self is his crowning achievement as a personality theorist. According to Adler human beings are not simply passive recipients of environmental or genetic influences. Rather each individual is free to act upon these influences and combine them as he wishes to. Thus no two people are alike even if the ingredients of their personalities are similar. For example one individual with a physical disability may compensate and become a socially useful person. Whereas another individual with the same disability may develop an inferiority complex and therefore he will achieve nothing. So to Adler the difference is a matter of choice. (Destiny is matter of choice, not chance). Thus heredity and environment provide the raw material form which personality is formed by the creative self. This is the basic disagreement between Adler and Freud since the latter felt that the human behavior was completely determined by biological and environmental factors. Adler was the first personality theorist to suggest that human behavior is free. 

The birth order: 

Another contribution of Adler’s theory is the close attention he gave to birth order as an influence on personality development. First-borns, said Adler, begin life as the exclusive focus of their parents’ attention and then are often abruptly dethroned with the birth of their first sibling. As a result they may develop strong feelings of inferiority. Adler suggested that among first-borns, we often find “problem-children, neurotics, criminals, drunkards and perverts.”

Adler’s assessment of middle children was more positive. These children develop a strong superiority striving, always trying to catch and surpass the older siblings. This spirit of competition stays with them throughout their life.

Adler believed the last - borns have their share of problems as well. Thee children are often pampered throughout their childhood by all members of the family. This special treatment often has negative consequences. A spoiled child is likely to become a very dependent child-a child without personal initiative. 

Early Memories: 
 Adler believed that the early recollections of the individual are a rich source of information in the sense that they contain an early prototype of your present lifestyle. If your earliest memory involves security and a great deal of attention, that might indicate pampering; If you recall some aggressive competition with your older brother, that might suggest the strong strivings of a second child and the "ruling" type of personality; If your memory involves neglect and hiding under the sink, it might mean severe inferiority and avoidance; And so on.

An evaluation:  

Although Adler's theory may be less interesting than Freud's, with its sexuality, or Jung's, with its mythology, it probably strikes one as the most common-sensical of the three. Students generally like Adler and his theory. In fact, quite a few personality theorists like him, too. Maslow, for example, once said that, the older he gets, the more right Adler seems. And a number of students of personality theories have noted that the theorists called Neo-Freudians -- Horney, Fromm, and Sullivan -- should really have been called Neo-Adlerians. 

The "positives" of Adler's theory include: His clear descriptions of people's complaints, his straight-forward and common-sense interpretations of their problems, his simple theoretical structure and his trust and even affection for the common person.

