
TUESDAY, APRIL 7, 2020: AN INTRODUCTION TO FREUD (PART TWO) 

 

NECESSARY BACKGROUND INFORMATION (REVIEW):  From yesterday’s 

lesson, recall that Sigmund Freud, the founder (or “father”) of psychanalysis, 

prompted an epistemic shift when he claimed, through his writings and therapeutic 

practices, that human beings are motivated by unconscious desires and internal 

conflicts. Historically speaking, Freud significantly changed the way people think 

about the influence of their past experiences on present actions. The importance of 

Freud’s impact on the world (“change on a global scale”) also impacted our 

language and our storytelling in ways that we can see and study today. 

 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW (NEW MATERIAL): Today’s lesson focuses on the 

extent to which Freud impacted our language. Whether you realize it or not, 

Freud’s psychoanalytic concepts are ubiquitous. If you’ve ever told 

an incensed friend, “Don’t take it out on me!” then you were accusing that friend of 

Freudian displacement—the transferring of anger from one person onto another who 

won’t fight back. Some psychoanalytic concepts are so common that we likely know 

what they mean without ever having heard them defined. Consider, for example… 

Sibling rivalry—the jealousy or competition between brothers and sisters; or 

inferiority complexes—a lack of self-worth; or… 

 

Defense mechanisms, such as repression or projection, which we initiate to avoid 

conflict or anxiety; or… 

 

The Oedipus Complex, also known as “being a momma’s boy,” when a man is 

drawn to women whose behaviors and personality are similar to those of his mother; 

or… 

 

Conciliations, or “security blankets,” someone or something that gives a person a 

sense of protection. 

 

These types of internal conflicts—which all originate from Freud’s beliefs about 

human behavior—are exhibited by characters throughout literature. 

 

If psychoanalysis can help us better understand human behavior, then it can also 

help us analyze literary texts. After all, inasmuch as Freud sought to pick apart the 

human experience, the literature that we pick apart is about the human experience. 

Freudian Literary Criticism—sometimes referred to as “Psychoanalytic Criticism,” 

“Freudianism,” “Freudian Theory,” or “looking at literature through Freudian 

Lenses”—is based on principles established by (you guessed it!) Sigmund Freud. 

As we will discuss in a later-lesson, much of Freud’s thinking was based not so much 

on scientific experimentation, but rather conjecture. Still, Freud’s ideas are 

particularly useful to literary criticism. After all, trying to understand human 

behavior in “real life” is analogous with understanding the human experiences that 



inspire (and “are mirrored by”) the characters in stories. Freudian Literary Criticism 

also gives us new tools for picking apart what exactly motivates characters in texts. 

Before we go any further, here is a brief precis of Freud’s epistemic-shifting 

claims… 

 

(1) Human beings have a “psychological history” begins with childhood 

experiences, friendships, love interests, and family relationships; 

 

(2) The behavior templates we follow in adolescence and adulthood are the direct 

result of our earliest experiences; 

 

(3) Those patterns may become repetitive and self-destructive; 

 

(4) Those patterns reveal the existence of a significant psychological difficulty—

something “below the surface” of our behavior—that has probably influenced us the 

entire time, either without our knowledge, or with us refusing to recognize it; and 

 

(5) Not knowing that we have a problem that influences our behavior (or ignoring 

the problem entirely) threatens to take control of us. This is the central concept of 

Freudian thinking: The existence of “the unconscious self.” 

 

In sum, Freud claimed that human beings are driven by desires, fears, conflicts, and 

needs of which we are completely unaware. This—Freud’s most radical insight—is 

also the one most prevalent in literature. In what stories have you encountered 

characters who do not know that they are being unconsciously motivated by desires, 

fears, conflicts, or needs? 

 

Think of “the unconscious” as a storehouse of experiences and emotions—especially 

the painful ones—that we might describe as wounds, fears, guilt, desires, and 

unresolved conflicts. We refuse to acknowledge them because we will be 

overwhelmed by them. This is repression—the idea that we expunge from the 

conscious these unhappy, psychologically impactful events. 

 

To this point, much of what you just read may be difficult to visualize. On the website, 

please watch a scene from the movie Dreamcatcher. In it, filmmaker Lawrence 

Kasdan creates a visual depiction of “the unconscious self” and many of the ideas 

referenced throughout this lesson. 

 

You, by the way, are a “character” in the story of your human experience; 

throughout life, you learn ways to understand yourself and acknowledge the causes 

of your repressed “wounds.” In some cases, you hang onto them and are motivated 

by them in disguised, distorted, self-defeating ways. 

 

Such is also the case for characters in literature. 



ASSESSMENT: As you read the material above, you may have noticed underlined 

vocabulary terms. Complete the worksheet (available on the website), which 

includes “read and respond” questions, followed by a list of the underlined words. 

You are responsible for answer the questions and looking up the vocabulary words 

using dictionary.com. All answers should be several complete sentences long. You 

may also be asked review questions about vocabulary from previous Senior English 

lessons.  


