
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 8, 2020: AN INTRODUCTION TO FREUD (PART THREE) 

 

NECESSARY BACKGROUND INFORMATION (REVIEW): Psychoanalytic theory 

is particularly useful in literary criticism (“analysis”). After all, trying to understand 

human behavior in real life is akin to understanding the human experiences that are 

“mirrored by” the characters in stories. Freudian Literary Criticism gives us tools for 

picking apart characterization—in a story, what exactly motivates certain 

characters? What is the basis of their conflicts and behaviors? 

 

In real life, a person’s “psychological history” begins with childhood experiences, 

friendships, love interests, and family relationships. Patterns of both adolescent and 

adult behavior are the direct result of those early experiences. These patterns may 

become repetitive, self-destructive, and reveal the existence of a significant 

psychological difficulty; something that has probably influenced us the entire time, 

either without our knowledge, or with us refusing to recognize it. Human beings are 

motivated—driven, in fact—by desires, fears, conflicts, and needs, many of which 

we are completely unaware (or “unconscious of”). This was arguably Sigmund 

Freud’s most radical insight; it’s also the one most prevalent in literature. 

 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW (NEW MATERIAL): To begin, on the website, please 

watch the clip from a documentary about Freud’s life and influence. 

 

As a “science,” at the cusp of the 20th century, psychoanalysis was groundbreaking. 

Yet, literal interpretations of Freudianism (that is, interpreting Freud’s thinking as 

something completely prove and undeniable) continues to be criticized, if not 

dismissed, through our present day. Consider these famous observations about 

Freud, which were made by Viennese philosopher Karl Kraus: 

 

“Psychoanalysis is that mental illness for which it regards itself as therapy. But if 

mankind—with all its repulsive faults— is an organism, then the psychoanalyst is 

its excrement.” 

 

Consider these thoughts from Professor Stuart Sutherland’s Dictionary of Psychology: 

 

“A Freudian psychologist is anyone who picks our dreams as if they were our pockets.” 

 

In 1996, the Library of Congress postponed a major exhibition on Sigmund Freud 

following protests by scientific scholars. (The exhibition was rescheduled only after 

it was hosted by English Language Arts scholars. This “new” exhibition focused on 

Freudian thinking as observed in print, aural, dramatic, and visual texts.)  

 

Nonetheless, even Freud’s most dedicated detractors, such as scholar Richard 

Webster, in his book Why Freud Was Wrong: Sin, Science and 

Psychoanalysis (1995), concede that psychoanalysis “has every claim to be regarded 



as a richer, more original than any other single intellectual [ideology] in the 20th 

century." 

 

Because Freud’s theories were so groundbreaking, the idea that people are driven 

by unconscious desires had a major impact on literature. After Freud’s writings 

became widespread, artists and storytellers created texts exploring the human mind 

and not just the human condition. Furthermore, Freud’s work gave authors 

permission to more frankly describe characters’ sexual desires. Consider also 

whenever texts are described by readers as having “a dreamlike quality.” (When 

similar storytelling became an aspect of filmmaking, early critics referred to movies 

as “waking dreams.”) 

 

ASSESSMENT: Open the accompanying worksheet, then answer the vocabulary and 

reader-response questions. Submit your work finished work electronically 

to anthonyzoubek@u-46.org.  


