
 

 

THE TENETS OF FREUDIAN LITERARY CRITICISM 
 
CONTEXT: Sigmund Freud was the “father” of psychoanalysis—the examination 
of a patient’s feelings and behaviors Freud’s theories and methods remain 
controversial and questionable. (Interestingly, many of Freud’s most provocative 
ideas were inspired by his love of literature. He was particularly fond of William 
Shakespeare’s HAMLET.) 

 
Inasmuch as the scientific community dismisses Freud’s most contentious claims, 
Freudian therapy is similar to the act of literary analysis. In a book or a film, we 
look at characters as “patients” to be examined. We, as readers or viewers, are 
“psychoanalysts.” Engaging in the events of the story, we come up with a 
“diagnosis.” What internal conflicts must these characters overcome? Why do 
these characters have such deep “emotional wounds”? What is the storyteller 
trying to tell us?  
 
We use our “diagnosis” to analyze characters, discuss their motivations, and arrive 
at conclusions about the meaning (themes) of the text as a whole. 
 

Please continue onto the next page… 
 
 
 

 



 

 

PUT ON  
YOUR 

FREUDIAN 
LENSES!  

 

To analyze a text (book, story, drama, art)  

“from the Freudian perspective”  
is to argue that specific moments, events, dialogue,  
and—particularly—internal or external conflicts 

answer any number of the following questions: 
 
1.   At any point, does a character (male or female) desire the acceptance of an abusive, 
emotionally distant, or generally flawed parent or parental figure? Does this character exhibit 
jealousy toward others to whom that parent is affectionate? 
 
2.   At any point, does a character feel like she or he is in “competition” with someone else 
when it comes to seeking a parent’s attention or affection? If so, when and why? How do we 
know? 
 
3.   As a result of issues stemming from a lack of parental affection, does any male character 
feel emasculated (i.e. as if he is “not a man,” in a figurative sense). If so, why? How?  
 
4. When are specific characters, male or female, motivated or troubled by internal 
conflicts (mental or emotional struggles, or “questions of self”)? At what point in the story 
must a character come to terms with an issue or a problem specific to that character’s psyche 
or “mental stability”?  
 
5. What do we know about characters’ pasts—especially their youth? What emotionally 
wounding events from their past provide clear, destructive influences on their present? 
 
6a. In what specific scene or series of sequences does the story take on a “dreamlike 
quality”? What emotions do these scenes evoke? What storytelling purpose is served in that 
these scenes are so dreamlike? 
 
6b. If the storyteller choses to incorporate an actual dream sequence into the plot, what 
information does the dream reveal about the dreamer’s internal conflicts? 



 

 

7. Consider specific character behaviors that have a major impact on the direction of the 
plot (“where the story is going”). What causes these behaviors? The character’s nature 
(humanity, spirit, personhood, internal drive, “instinct”), or nurture (the character’s past, 
“emotional wounds,” childhood struggles, parental struggles, and the like)? 
 
8. Consider the use of internal monologues, “voice-over,” first-person narrators (“point 
of view”), omniscient narrators (“point of view”), or characters “breaking the fourth wall” 
(“talking to” the audience). Examine specific characters’ dialogue. How do these storytelling 
techniques explain or indicate a need for that character to cope with specific, internalized 
conflicts and struggles?  
 
9. When are specific references made about problems with a character’s mental state? 
(“Man, that guy is crazy! What’s his problem anyway?”) 
 
10. Consider a character’s behaviors. Do the actions of the character merely move the plot 
of the story “from Point A to Point B,” or are these actions the direct result of instincts, urges, 
or emotions that stem from a character’s internal (mental) conflict? 
 
11. Record the use of symbols (objects, images, or motifs) that quietly imply, represent, 
signify, or suggest specific psychological conditions. A reminder: We, as an audience, become 
“psychoanalysts,” examining these characters as “patients.” What symbols surround these 
characters? If these symbols are repeated over and over, how might we “diagnose” their 
significance to the characters’ struggles? 
 
12. In general, when do issues of human psychology (especially “mental or emotional 
wounds”) play a major role in the development of the story’s plot, and possibly the theme of 
the story as a whole? 
 
ADDITIONAL IDEAS worth looking for when using Freudian “Lit-Crit” to pick apart stories: 
 

• Voyeurism (“the love of looking,” “peeking in on” the privacy of others); 

• Displacement (the transferring of anger from one person onto another who won’t 
fight back);  

• Sibling Rivalry (the jealousy or competition between brothers and sisters);  

• Inferiority Complexes (a lack of self-worth);  

• Defense Mechanisms (such as repression or projection, which we initiate to avoid 
conflict or anxiety);  

• The Oedipus Complex ( “being a momma’s boy,” when a man is drawn to women 
whose behaviors and personality are similar to those of his mother); and 

• Conciliations, or “Security Blankets” (someone or something that gives a person a 
sense of protection). 


