
THURSDAY, APRIL 9, 2020: YOUR FIRST FREUDIAN ANALYSIS 

 

NECESSARY BACKGROUND INFORMATION (REVIEW): According to Sigmund 

Freud, the “psychological history” of every human being begins with our childhood 

experiences, friendships, love interests, and family relationships. Freud posited that 

human beings are driven to action by desires, fears, conflicts, and needs of which 

we are completely unaware. Our motivations are “unconscious.” This was arguably 

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

Consider the following passage. Pretend like it’s a “real life” statement by a patient 

seeking psychoanalysis from Freud himself. The patient tries to rationalize how 

repressed memories from his childhood sparked a pattern of self-destructive 

behavior in adulthood: 

 

“I didn’t realize how much I still long for the love I never received from my alcoholic 

father. He’s dead now. I became an alcoholic. I cannot hold down jobs or keep steady 

relationships. In fact, when I do take a girlfriend, my actions are reenactments of my 

father’s behaviors toward my mother. As a result, when I do show affection toward a 

significant other, I’m really trying to work out the troubled relationship with my father. 

That is, my girlfriends ‘become my dad,’ and my actions are intended to make my dad, 

figuratively speaking, love me back. But like I said, I didn’t know this was the case. I 

never considered the profound similarities between my drinking and my father’s 

drinking. In other words: I experience my longing for a flawed, arguably neglectful 

father, by living out his alcoholic ways and repressing my reasons." 

 

The above dialogue describes a fictitious scenario worthy of “real life” 

psychoanalysis… But it’s also an example of reading literature through Freudian 

lenses. In fact, the passage is Mr. Zoubek’s analysis of Danny Torrance, the alcoholic 

protagonist from Stephen King’s horror-suspense novel Dr. Sleep. (What drives him 

to alcoholism? To start, Danny has repressed memories of “daddy issues.”) 

An understanding of Freudian theory gives us the tools to think about and explore 

literature, even when the text at hand seems inconsequential or “unworthy” of 

sophisticated analysis. So let’s review… 

 

* Freud, the founder (or “father”) of psychoanalysis, believed that our problems are 

the result of unconscious (“internal”) mental conflicts. He determined that patients 

could be “talked out” of their symptoms; that is, patients’ symptoms could be 

improved when they told stories about their lives. In fact, psychoanalysis through 

storytelling was once referred to as “the talking cure.” 

 

* How does this approach relate to literature? Using Freudian lenses to critique 

(examine, analyze, “unpack”) literature, we examine (1) any elements of the story 

that appear to be inspired directly or indirectly by Freudian concepts, and (2) 

characters’ conflicts—especially external conflicts (problems with outside forces) 

that actually originate from internal conflicts (“questions of self”). 

 



WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW (NEW MATERIAL):A basic Freudian analysis of a 

story means “taking in a story” and asking the following questions… 

 

* When are specific characters motivated to specific behaviors or dialogue because 

of internal conflicts (emotional struggles, or issues with self-identity)? 

 

* Is there any point in the story when a character come to terms with an issue or 

problem that is specific to that character’s psyche or mental stability? 

 

* In general, when do issues of human psychology play a major role in the 

development of the story’s plot or theme (meaning, message, moral)? 

 

* Freud sought to uncover the truth of human behavior. (Why do we act the way we 

act? Is human behavior because of nature or nurture?) Our goal is to uncover the 

meaning behind characters' behaviors. In any given story, why do characters act the 

way they act? What do we know about each character’s psychology? 

 

* What are we looking for through Freudian textual analysis? Here are some 

questions to consider... What characters have internal conflicts? Does the storyteller 

employ internal monologues through which characters try to cope with or rationalize 

their conflicts? (Examples: “Voice-Overs,” dream sequences, et cetera.) Does the 

storyteller make specific references to a character’s psyche? As the plot unfolds, 

does the character spend a significant amount of time seeking causes, effects, and 

resolutions to internal struggles or problems? 

 

* To sum it up: Performing a Freudian analysis of a literary text, we, as 

an audience, “become” psychoanalysts. We “examine” characters as if they were 

patients. We seek out meaningful information about their lives and use our 

observations to “diagnose” their problems. We then write about or discuss our 

diagnosis, and what it tells us about the meaning, moral, message—or theme—of the 

story as a whole. 

 

ASSESSMENT: Let’s perform a basic Freudian analysis of a story. The movie Edge of 

Seventeen (2016) is one of the most acclaimed teen comedy-dramas of all-time. 

(Please note that the movie itself has nothing to do with Freud. It's about teenagers 

and their problems. But also note how watching scenes from the movie with Freud in 

mind makes the viewing experience richer and more meaningful.) The movie itself 

is about two hours long. After watching a series of short clips from the movie, please 

open the accompanying worksheet to answer a series of questions. Your answers to 

each question will “build” into a Freudian analysis of the story—specifically its 

protagonist. 

 

In the first sequence, we meet Nadine. As a child entering the Second Grade, she is 

as shy and awkward as her older brother Darian is outgoing and popular. 

 



In the second sequence, in junior high school, when Nadine hits puberty, her 

anxieties get worse. A horrible twist of fate changes Nadine’s life forever. (Please 

know that this sequence is extremely sad and may be unsettling to sensitive 

viewers.) 

 

In the third sequence, several years later, as an awkward high school junior, 

Nadine has nobody in her life but her best friend. When Krista and Darian start 

dating, Krista finds herself being accepted by “the popular kids.” 

  

In the fourth sequence, without Krista, Nadine realizes something when she tries to 

find a seat in the school cafeteria. A spur-of-the-moment conversation with her 

favorite, stodgy teacher allows Nadine to put her life in perspective.  


