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THE REVOLT OF SIGMUND FREUD (I856-I9OO) 

Allen David Pace., Jr. 

Abstract 

There are few men in the history of man who have so 

revolutionized man's view of himself as Sigmund Freud. The 

development of psychoanalysis represented a great intellectual 

revolution, which overthrew the most cherished concepts of 

Freud's age. Yet, Freud's personality seems, at least on 

the surface to contain very little which would impel himself 

towards such a massive assault on the culture of his times. 

Unlike so many of the intellectual innovators of the nine¬ 

teenth century, he was not radically alienated from his 

society. He accepted the general mores and conventions of 

his time and seemed to be relatively satisfied with his 

position in society. Yet there were in his character elements 

which could give him the strength to rebel, if it became 

necessary. 

Freud's position of dominance in his family during his 

childhood helped to establish his stubborn and inner-directed 

personality. His enormous ambition found expression in his 

scientific research, but his hopes of becoming a great 

physiologist were thwarted by the anti-Semitism at the 

University of Vienna and by personal financial difficulties. 

These tendencies were intensified by Freud's belief in the 

ethnic superiority of the Jew. This combined with Freud's 

self-image as a pioneer of science made him impervious to 

social opposition. When his powerful speculative intellect 
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led him to assert bizarre and unpopular theories, he was not 

inclined to back down before outside pressure. 

Such factors explain how Freud was able to develop and 

found it necessary to develop new methods. Under the influ¬ 

ence of Jean Martin Charcot of Paris, he shifted the emphasis 

of his studies to the study of mental phenomena in themselves 

and began to abandon the attempt to reduce them to physical 

interactions. Also, he was brought by Charcot to recognize 

the importance of such phenomena as hypnotism, which had been 

ignored by the mechanistic psychologists. 

Once this shift of emphasis had been made, new aspects 

of psychology opened up for Freud. From his Viennese colleague 

Josef Breuer, he received the basis for the concepts of re¬ 

pression and the unconscious. Since he was now concerned 

with the content of consciousness, rather than with its 

physical basis, he became aware of the importance of sexual 

problems, which emerged frequently in his conversations with 

his patients. He became aware of infantile sexuality and of 

the Oedipus complex. His decision to abandon the search for 

a physical basis of mental problems opened the way for the 

breakdown of the clear division between abnormality and 

normality. Freud became aware that the differences between 

his neurotic patients and healthy individuals were ones of 

degree, not of kind. 

These views represented a sharp break with the western 

intellectual tradition, and Freud's brilliant intellect 

quickly expanded his initial insights into a major assault 

on western thought. This revolt may be seen as the dia- 



lectial negation of liberal-Enlightenment thought. Freud 

was so committed to the scientific ideals implicit in the 

liberal world-view, that he transcended its limits. He was 

so committed to the rationalization of human experience 

that he rationalized the irrational and destroyed the basis 

of rationality itself. Thus, Freud's lack of personal 

inclination to revolt was the dialectical basis for his 

revolution. 



Chapter I: Cause without a Rebel 

The intellectual history of the nineteenth century is 

largely a chronicle of revolt* of violent assaults on the 

cultural structure of the past, of radical discontinuities 

in intellectual development. In part this emphasis on the 

importance of revolt in the history of the nineteenth 

century is a function of the tendency of the twentieth 

century historian to relate with the rebel, who was the 

herald of the future, rather than with the moderate, who 

participated in a slow cultural evolution within the frame¬ 

work of the past. But even outside the realm of histori¬ 

ography there seems to be a predominance of rebellion in 

nineteenth century intellectual development, as a result of 

the radical social and economic changes, which were revo¬ 

lutionizing European thought and social organization. This 

era was marked by revolutionary reorientations in attitudes 

because the physical surroundings and mode of life of the 

average European were changing so rapidly that old idea 

systems were becoming irrelevant. Gaps formed readily be¬ 

tween direct experiential reality and the intellectual 

rationalization of the experience. Such discontinuities 

could only be breached by a break with the past and a leap 

into the unknown—by an act of rebellion. 

The man who can make such a leap and break so totally 

with the past is a rare phenomenon in any period. It 
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generally requires some personally cataclysmic event or 

situation to tear a man loose from the wisdom of his fathers 

and set him forth on the path to new formulations of 

knowledge. But the same rapidly changing conditions which 

produced the need for radically new conceptualizations 

also created men well suited for such an intellectual 

rebellion. The social and economic flux of the nineteenth 

century produced rebels, who were so alienated from their 

society that they had no choice but to reject its ancient 

beliefs and strike out in new directions. 

These rebels rejected the liberal synthesis which was 

dominant throughout much of Europe in the mid-nineteenth 

century. Early in the century the ideals of the Enlighten¬ 

ment had fused with the newly acquired social dominance of 

the bourgeoisie to produce a social-intellectual order suited 

to the environment created by the early Industrial Revolution. 

The liberal hegemony was uneven and in some areas more 

apparent than real, and yet by the beginning of the last 

third of the century liberal institutions and ideas seemed 

generally to have triumphed. The liberal bourgeoisie offered 

a world view which brought together politics, economics, 

social organization, art, and science under the unifying 

concepts of man's innate nobility and his freedom of rational 

choice. This synthesis was tenable because its basic belief 

in man's ability to deal effectively and rationally with 

his environment was daily given more and more credence by 

the spectacle of the enormous material progress which was 
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revolutionizing life in Europe itself and rapidly extending 

European domination over the entire earth. The ideals and 

prejudices of Victorian society reinforced each other and 

seemed to give an unquestionable impregnability to the 

whole. 

Yet, that this synthesis of ideas and social organi¬ 

zation would crumble under the weight of its own massive 

assumptions was as inevitable as it was unseen by the great 

majority of Europeans. The society of Europe was changing 

too rapidly for a single ideology to remain long dominant. 

The very implementation of liberal programs created a social 

environment far different from that which had fostered the 

liberal ideology. 

The first to point out the gross inadequacies of the 

liberal world view were those who could not find a place in 

the comforting nineteenth century social order. The misfits 

the deformed, the failures of the intellectual world railed 

for decades against the smug assurances of the bourgeoisie. 

For them the liberal approach to experience had never worked 

They knew from personal experience that the liberal view 

did not deal with the entire man but only with an empty 

abstraction, which singled out human rationality and dis¬ 

carded all other human qualities as nonessential. These 

intellectual giants in exile probed the cultural foundations 

of Western civilization and found them wanting, long before 

the First World War brought a horrible confirmation of their 

prophecies. 
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These great rebels of the nineteenth century had no 

part in the society they attacked so vehemently. They were 

outsiders in the secure world of middle-class normalcy, 

divorced by serious physical or psychological disabilities 

from all that spelled success in their social environment. 

Tnese misanthropic geniuses loathed the society which seemed 

to flourish about them. Tney struck back, each in his own 

way, at the "compact majority." Marx, raging impotently 

from the London slums; Nietzsche, withered in body and soul 

and consumed by his hatred of the tawdry culture around him; 

Kierkegaard, with his mysterious affliction and contempt 

for contemporary Christianity; Dostoevsky, the epileptic; 

Rimbaud, despising bourgeois culture—these great intellectual 

rebels present a striking picture of alienation. Each 

launched a powerful assault on the foundations of Western 

culture from his sanctuary of isolation and contributed 

both to the destruction of bourgeois culture and to the slow 

attempts to establish a new order. 

No assault on the old order was greater than that of 

Sigmund Freud. Here the intellectual disintegration of the 

liberal world view found one of its most powerful statements, 

for Freud shattered that most cherished and most essential 

preconception of the nineteenth century bourgeoisie—the 

rationality and perfectibility of man. Under the hands of 

this obscure Viennese physician, the rational liberal man 

was giving way to "that richer but more dangerous and 
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mercurial creature, psychological man,who was to dominate 

the twentieth century. Freedom of will and the perfect¬ 

ibility of man had been challenged before, but Freud attacked 

the very standard of human "normality" upon which nineteenth 

century culture was predicated. Gone was the old liberal 

man, in control of himself and of his universe; in his 

place was a new creature, torn between the impulses of the 

present and the repressions of the past, his will dominated 

by the basest of instinctual drives. 

Freud's rebellion against the nineteenth century order 

was more fundamental than that of the other destroyers of 

the century. Marx had presented a civilization frustrating 

to man because of its temporary organization; Freud presented 

a civilization necessarily discontenting man because of its 

existence. Oscar Wilde and Andre Gide had shocked bourgeois 

society by their choice of homosexuality; Freud terrified 

and'disillusioned society by stripping naked the sexuality 

which dominated every moment of life from infancy to the 

final triumph of the death wish. Darwin had shaken the 

confidence of Western man by confronting him with his bestial 

ancestry; Freud presented man's eternal bestiality. Before 

the end of his long life there was little in Western civil¬ 

ization which had not been called into question by the 

founder of psychoanalysis. 

■'"Carl E. Schorske, "Politics and Psyche in fin de 
siecle Vienna: Schnitzler and Hoffmannsthal," The American 
Historical Review, Vol. LXVI, No. 4 (July, 1961), p. 931* 
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Yet, herein lies a great paradox, for despite the 

magnitude of this great intellectual revolution, Freud was, 

with the possible exception of Darwin, the least rebellious 

of all the great "homme revolte" who have dominated the 

intellectual history of modern Europe. His personal life 

does not present the picture of gross alienation so often 

found in these other figures. He was not a social outcast 

but rather a moderately successful doctor. He was not 

2 
tottering on the brink of insanity or physical debility; 

nor was he a misanthrope, striking back at a society which 

refused to give him love. 

In contrast to the other "underground" intellectuals 

of the period, Freud seems bourgeois to the core. Everything 

about his daily life exuded the spirit of the middle class. 

In his personal habits Freud was a paragon of Victorian 

normality. With never a hair out of place, he adopted all 

the styles of the times and dressed so impecably that his 
•a 

own son only once saw him in a state of disarray. 

2 
It is, of course, true that Freud did suffer from a 

nervous disorder, which caused him a great deal of discomfort, 
but this was merely a neurosis and not of the same order as 
the mental disorders of Nietzsche or Kierkegaard. Indeed, 
if Freud had not published such detailed and painfully honest 
accounts of his own psychological experiences, his psycho¬ 
logical problems would rate no more than a paragraph in his 
biographies. 

2 
-'Martin Freud reports that this one exception was the 

result of an explosion in the apartment building in which 
the family resided. Martin Freud, Glory Reflected, Sigmund 
Freud - Man and Father (Angus and Robertson, London, 1957), 
p. 25- 



In his personal life the watchword seems always to 

have been moderation. Prom his marriage at the age of 

thirty until his death at eighty-three, his life was centered 

and grounded in his family. His devotion to his wife and 

children was boundless, and few who have described their 

meetings with Freud failed to be "dazzled by the beauty of 

that family life."^ His letters to his children during 

his trips to Italy have a unique charm, which draws even 

the modern reader into that warm and intimate family circle, 

and his introductory letter to his oldest daughter's newly 

acquired fiance is a classic in its tact, warmth, humor, 

and wise understanding. The spectacle of this great 

iconoclast leading his six children on mushroom gathering 

expeditions or sending a serious colleague a copy of his 

young son's latest poetic endeavor0 is not what one might 

have expected from the leader of one of the great revolutions 

in human attitudes. 

4 
Oskar Pfister to Martha Freud, Zurich, December 12, 

1939> Sigmund Freud and Oskar Pfister, Psychoanalysis and 
Faith. The Letters of Sigmund Freud and Oskar Pfister, 
edited by Heinrich Meng and Ernst L. Freud (Basic Books, 
Inc., New York, 1963), p. 145- 

-'’Freud to Max Halberstadt, Vienna, July 7, 1912, Letters 
of Sigmund Freud, edited by Ernst L. Freud (Basic Books, 
Inc., New York, i960), pp. 287-288. 

°Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, Vienna, March 24, 1898, 
Sigmund Freud, The Origins of Psycho-Analysis. Letters to 
Wilhelm Fliess, Drafts and Notes: 1887-1902, edited by 
Marie Bonaparte, Anna Freud, and Ernst Kris (Basic Books, 
Inc., New York, 1954), p. 250. 



Nor were his activities outside his family circle 

those of the nonconformist. His pleasures were few and 

moderate to the point of dullness. In 1900 he described 

his "libertine" way of life to a friend: 

When my work is over I live like a pleasure¬ 
seeking Philistine. You know how limited my 
pleasures are. I must not smoke heavy cigars, 
alcohol does not mean anything to me. I am 
finished with begetting children, and I am cut 
off from contact with people. So I vegetate 
harmlessly. 

On Saturday evenings I indulge in an orgy 
of taroc [a card game popular in Jewish circles] 
and I spend every Tuesday evening among my 7 

Jewish brethren [at meetings of the B'nai B'rith.]' 

These and a passion for English novels and archaeology were 

the most radical "vices" of which Freud could boast. 

Were it not for his psychoanalytic theories, which 

made him a social outcast, there was little in Freud's 

personal life to place him in the same class as the others 

who revolutionized European society. Instead, he seemed to 

have all the hallmarks of conformity to the views of Victorian 

society. Ambitious, self-assured, inner-directed, quite 

aware of his own rigid moral virtue, but unconcerned about 

other-worldly religion, imbued with the cult of nineteenth 

century mechanistic science, widely read, multilingual, and 

Anglophilic, Freud might well be taken for the archetype of 

the educated nineteenth century European liberal bourgeois. 

Even in the area of sexuality where Freud eventually 

^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, Sunday, March 11, 1900, ibid., 
p. 312. 
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made the first and greatest breach in his attack upon the 

liberal conception of man, he did not differ greatly from 

the late Victorian character type. Throughout his early 

life Freud exhibited the stuffy, self-righteous attitude 

towards sexual matters which is generally associated with 

the period. "I consider myself a very moral human being," 

he wrote in 1915; adding with Gladstonian piety, "I can 
g 

measure myself with the best people I have known." If 

after twenty years of struggling with the opposition of 

society to the sexual aspects of his theory, he could favor 

"an extremely freer sexual life," there remained yet a 

Victorian streak in Freud, which compelled him to add, "I 

myself have made very little use of such freedom. Only so 

far as I considered myself entitled to."^ Even after he was 

very much involved in psychoanalysis, he still retained 

deep prejudices against masturbation and contraception, 

which were not enlightened even for Freud's unilluminated 

times. 

Freud's prudishness dated from his youth. His younger 

sister Anna reports that when she was fifteen her brother 

still censored her reading material, attempting, unsuccess¬ 

fully, to shield her from the corrupting influence of such 

vulgar authors as Balzac and Dumas.^ During the courtship 

Q 

°Freud to James J. Putnam, Vienna, July 8, 1915; 
Letters of Freud, p. 308. 

^Ibid. 

■^Anna Freud Bernays, "My Brother, Sigmund Freud," The 
Mercury, Vol. LI, No. 203 (November, 19^0), p. 337- 
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of his future wife., Martha Bernays, he felt obligated to 

apologize for using such indelicate words as "stocking" 

and "foot" in his love letters'^ or for recommending Don 

Quixote, a work containing too many "coarse" passages for 

IP 
a lady's sensitive nature. Throughout this painfully 

long and painfully proper courtship, Freud seems to have 

kept himself completely within the chivalric tradition of 

courtly love in both word and deed, and there is every 

reason to believe that in his sexual life before and after 

marriage, he conformed strictly to the official mores of 

the period. 

Despite the highly sexual nature of much of his writings, 

Freud was quite capable of self-censorship. In the early 

nineties he sent his close friend the Berlin rhinologist 

Wilhelm Fliess a draft of his speculations on the "Aetiology 

of the Neuroses," but he saw fit to add a note at the begin- 

ning warning Fliess to keep it away from his young wife. 

Even as late as 1901 Freud decided that it would be unwise 

to give a lecture on certain aspects of his work; he wrote, 

"I should have to bring in all sorts of intimate and sexual 

things which would be quite' unsuitable for a mixed audience 

.,14 
of people who were strangers to me. 

^Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud (3 
vols., Basic Books, New York, 1953)* Vol. I, p. 128~. 

12Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, August 22, 1883* 
Letters of Freud, pp. 43-44. 

1^Freud to Fliess, [Vienna?], February 8, 1893, Origins 
of Psychoanalysis, p. 66. 

■^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, February 15* 1901, ibid., 
p. 329- 
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Yet, in his research Freud was led to deal almost 

exclusively with such "intimate and sexual things." He 

insisted throughout his career that his studies of sexuality 

were the result of a purely scientific chain of reasoning. 

He wrote in his autobiography that he was led to the impor¬ 

tance of sexuality in the formation of neuroses without 

any previous disposition towards the subject: "I was not 

prepared for this conclusion, and my expectations played 

no part in it, for I had begun my investigations of neu¬ 

rotics quite unsuspectingly. 

At least on a conscious level it is probably safe to 

take Freud at his word. In the aesthetic movement in 

literature during the last decades of the century, Oscar 

Wilde, like his great creation Dorian Gray, led many of 

his contemporaries to seek out new aesthetic experiences 

through sexual excesses, but nothing could be farther from 

the spirit and purposes of Freud's studies. His probing 

of delicate subjects was coldly intellectual and disdained 

anything smelling of the prurient. 

Yet, it is quite possible, though the question is not 

amenable to historical methods, that'it was in fact Freud's 

long repression of sexual matters which led him' to concen¬ 

trate so fixedly on sex in his formulation of a world view. 

Perhaps the same unconscious morbid fascination which led 

the morally flawless Gladstone to bring prostitutes into 

■^Sigmund Freud, An Autobiographical Study (W. W. Norton, 
Co., Inc., New York, 19^3)> P• 43• 
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his home for dinner'1' drove Freud to fixate on sexuality 

in his legitimate scientific pursuits. 

This, however, is an area of speculation better left 

to the psychoanalyst than the historian. From a historical 

point of view, Freud's sexual life was normal—normal 

enough to allow him to participate in a very happy marriage 

and to father six children. If there was some problem of 

this nature—and there is little indication to suspect that 

there was—it was not of such a magnitude that it might 

have alienated Freud from his society, as sexual problems 

served to exclude such figures as Charles Baudelaire, 

Mikkail Bakunin, or Oscar Wilde from middle class society. 

Freud was simply a typical Victorian following the repres¬ 

sive sexual patterns of his times. 

Thus, in his sexual life as in other aspects of his 

daily existence, Freud gives every evidence of being closer 

in spirit and practice to the establishment than to the 

forces of radical change. If his youth had been marked by 

poverty, and the lack of. material resources later forced him 

to abandon a scientific career in favor of medicine, his 

response to such frustrations had more in common with 

Horatio Alger than with Karl Marx. By his thirties and 

forties—the period of his great psychoanalytic rebellion— 

Freud had a definite, if not opulent, stake in society, and 

he showed no consciousness of economic alienation. 

“1 f) 
"^Philip Magnus, Gladstone: a. Biography (E. P. Dutton 

and Co., Inc., New York, 1964), pp. 105-110. 
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Freud came closest to sharing the radical alienation . 

of many of the other nineteenth century innovators in his 

role as a Jew in a Catholic society. But even here he shows 

no overt rebelliousness. As much as he was aware of the 

barriers which separated him as a Jew from full participation 

in Austrian society, he never expressed his resentment in 

any of the many forms of revolt open to the Jews. Despite 

his intense identification with the Jewish people, his 

attitude towards Zionism as a political movement remained 

17 ambiguous. 

All of these factors, however, do not make Freud appear 

like a man prone to revolt; and yet he found and accepted a 

revolution of extreme consequence. Freud appears to have 

had the essence of the rebel, i. e. rebellion, without any 

of the accidents which usually accompany it. This is a 

paradox which the historian must resolve. If Freud lacked 

a sufficient personal inclination to break with the patterns 

of his society—at least in every aspect of his life except 

psychoanalysis—then why should he take such a radically 

destructive position in this one area? There would seem to 

be a discontinuity in his character which is inimical to 

the'historian's task. 

^For a discussion of Freud's relation to Zionism see 
Ernst Simon, "Sigmund Freud, the Jew," Leo Baeck Institute 
Yearbook II (The East and West Library, London, 1957)^ p. 275* 
An interesting insight into the options open to Jews in 
Vienna during this period may be found in Arthur Schnitzler's 
novel Das Weg ins Freie. This may be found in English trans¬ 
lation under the title The Road to the Open (Alfred A. Knopf, 
New York, 1923- 
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To eliminate the disproportion between Freud's inade¬ 

quate impetus towards rebellion and the magnitude of his 

final break with his cultural tradition--to equalize this 

equation between cause and effect—another factor must be 

introduced to augment his natural tendency to revolt. This 

new factor must be found in the breakdown of the liberal 

synthesis itself. In some concrete way the increasing 

inadequacy of liberalism to provide a means of dealing with 

the changed environment of late nineteenth century Europe 

must have forced Freud to overcome natural social resistance 

to change and rethink the presuppositions of Western culture 

Freud must have found himself in some situation., or more 

probably a complex of situations, in which he was forced to 

act, and yet where the liberal intellectual tools provided 

him were not sufficient for the task. 

Tremendous pressures may develop when the intellectual 

hardware of the society is not suitable for the social role 

imposed on the individual. When these intellectual and 

emotional pressures increased in Freud until he neared a 

crisis point, he had the strength and independence to leap 

outside the patterns established by his society. If he 

lacked a definite predisposition towards revolt, he did 

possess a capacity for revolt if other pressures became 

great enough. As a result, he deviated from the path laid 

down for the "proper" Viennese physician; he saw what was 

not to be seen and reported what was not to be made public. 

He broke through. In his great act of nonconformity he 
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found a personal answer to the set of problems, intellectual 

and personal, which faced him. His answers proved helpful 

to others of his generation by providing an adequate response 

to pressing problems which the liberal synthesis was unwill¬ 

ing to recognize and unable to solve. 

Freud was not a man predestined by the nature of his 

personality to radical opposition to the views of his society. 

He was a man of strength who could, when placed under great 

pressure, break through the mental barriers which had been 

constructed to keep his mind within certain channels. Such 

a pressure was, indeed, provided by the growing inadequacy 

of the nineteenth century world view, although the particular 

relation ofthis phenomena to Freud himself is yet to be 

established. When this strain reached a certain intensity, . 

Freud broke through the old synthesis at one of its weakest 

points—its hypocritical denial of the sexual functions— 

and he exposed the fragility of the whole intellectual 

structure. Once freed, at least in part, from the conven¬ 

tional ideas which bind men's minds, the powerful intellect 

of Freud surveyed the vast array of data left unorganized 

before him and brought forth from this chaos a new world 

view, a new system, a new limitation on the mind of man. 



Chapter II: The Making of the Rebel 

During periods of social and intellectual change 

millions of individuals are faced with dichotomies between 

the orthodox explanation of their environment and the 

reality they actually experience. Old theories are no 

longer adequate,, but for the vast majority of mankind there 

is no choice but to cling to outworn views and wait for 

better days. To only a few is given the power to overcome, 

at least in part, the patterns of their culture and to 

realign intellectual rationalization with a new experiential 

reality. Tnese individuals possess a character structure 

which allows them to surmount a lifetime of social condi¬ 

tioning, to present a viable alternative to the old view of 

the world, and to defend their new view against a world 

rarely favorably inclined towards change. This•requires a 

mixture of intelligence, strength of will, and personal 

independence not found in more than a handful in a single 

generation. 

Freud possessed such a character structure. It was 

not so much a predisposition towards intellectual revolt as 

a faculty for rebellion should other conditions make it 

necessary. It is this complex character structure and the 

factors which produced it which must be understood before 

the more immediate causes of Freud's revolution can be dealt 

with. 
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The nature of Freud1s personality was certainly not 

fortuitous. If one speaks in very general terms, it may be 

said that his mental and emotional organization was that 

which characterized his century. He stands as a personifi¬ 

cation of David Riesman's "inner-directed man," the 

personality type which dominated the vast European economic 

expansion of the nineteenth century. His was the century 

which began that institutionalization of change which marks 

modern society. His society was being altered so rapidly 

that there could be no definite guidelines of conduct. New 

situations constantly presented themselves in which the 

self-confident and self-contained inner-directed man was 

able to invent new approaches which were not conceivable to 

a tradition oriented conservative. 

In this environment it is clear how a personality such 

as Freud's could prosper. Consistently throughout his life 

Freud presented the image of an inner-directed man, drawing 

his ego-strength from within, sure of himself, and able to 

withstand enormous pressure from without. Yet the problem 

remains--and this author is unable to resolve it—what was 

the mechanism by which this general social tendency was- 

translated into the personality of Sigmund Freud? The 

individual forces which created this particular character 

type in Freud can be mapped out with some precision, but 

the relation between these particular factors and the more 

general factors producing other individuals with similar 

character types is still obscure. 
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The elements in Freud's childhood which produced a 

self-centered man of powerful ego-strength and great inde¬ 

pendence may be readily discerned. As "the first-born son 

of a youthful mother"1 he was a pampered favorite; his 

father was democratically inclined and rejected the strict 

discipline common in nineteenth century homes. In this 

situation Freud quickly became the dominant figure. From 

the time of his birth in 1856, when a peasant woman prophe¬ 

sied that he would be a great man,^ Freud was the bearer 

of the family's ambitions. He early became aware of this 

role and employed it to establish his tyranny over the 

family. Tnough other children followed Sigmund, he retained 

the privileged position of a coddled only child. His 

academic efforts were the center of the family's interests 

and had priority over all other activities. Freud had only 

to complain once of the distractions caused by his sister's 

piano, lessons, and the piano was removed immediately. No 

matter how crowded the family apartment, Sigmund always had 
4 

his own room so that he could study in private. 

The social omnipotence of Freud's childhood had a great 

1Siegfried and Suzanne Cassirer Bemfeld, "Freud1 s 
Early Childhood," The Menninger Clinic Bulletin, Vol. VIII 
(1944), p. no. 

2Anna Freud Bernays, "My Brother, Sigmund Freud," The 
American Mercury, Vol. LI, No. 203 (November, 1940), p. 336- 
337- 

3Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams (Avon 
Books, New York, 1965)> P• 225- 

^Bernays, "My Brother, Sigmund Freud," p. 336. 
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influence on his later career. It gave him the independence 

required to persevere in his studies of sexuality despite 

severe public pressure. But it also led him on occasion 

into undisciplined thinking and immature behaviour in his 

relations with other people. Throughout his life he was 

stubborn and demanding in his personal relationships. He 

expected the allegiance of his friends and followers to be 

absolute. His wife was expected to give up her relations 

with her mother and her brother, for Freud could not tolerate 

divided loyalties.^ His life was marked by intimate friend¬ 

ships and passionate hatreds, several of which had a vital 

influence on the development of psychoanalysis. The combi¬ 

nation of his aggressive demands for total allegiance with 

his intense hatred of all who crossed him contributed greatly 

to the later splits in the movement involving Josef Breuer, 

Alfred Adler, Karl Gustav Jung., and others. 

The preferential treatment, which produced this social 

immaturity, was, however, balanced by other factors which 

hardened Freud's character and strengthened his will. Early 

in life he was faced with stern economic realities. In his 

study of "Screen Memories" (1898) he described the economic 

situation of his family during his childhood, although he 

attempted to disguise this autobiographical passage as the 

^Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud (3 vols., 
Basic Books, New York, 1953)j Vol. I, pp. llb-119* 
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c 
case history of a fictious friend: 

I was the child of people who were originally 
well-to-do and who, I fancy, lived comfortably 
enough in that little corner of the provinces 
[Freiberg, now in Czechoslovakia, where Freud was 
born]. When I was about three, the branch of 
industry in which my father was concerned met 
with a catastrophe. He lost all his means and 
we were forced to leave the place and move to a 
large town [Vienna, when the family settled after 
a brief stay in Leipzig]. Long and difficult 
years followed, of which, as it seems to me, 
nothing was worth remembering. I never felt 
really comfortable in the town. I believe now 
that I was never free from a longing for the 
beautiful woods near our home.' 

Behind this hidden confession lies the fact that the Freud 

family, beset by declining economic conditions and growing 

anti-Semitism in Freiberg, was forced to join the great 

Jewish migration from the empire's eastern provinces to 
O 

Vienna. Unfortunately their economic situation remained 

perilous, and Freud grew up in an atmosphere of serious 

economic anxiety. The impact of the poverty of his child¬ 

hood on Freud may be measured by his comment forty years 

later that "my state of mind also depends very much on my 

earnings.... I once knew helpless poverty and have a con- 

C 

°The suspicions of the reader that the case history 
reported in this essay was that of Freud himself have been 
confirmed by Siegfried Bernfield, "An Unknown Autobiographical 
Fragment by Freud," The Yearbook of Psychoanalysis, Vol. Ill 
(1947), pp. 15-29. 

"^Sigmund Freud, "Screen Memories, " Early Psychoanalytic 
Writings (Collier Books, New York, 1963), p. 239* 

O 

°Bernfeld and Bernfeld, "Freud1s earliest Childhood, 
p. 113* 

11 
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stant fear of it. "9 

This combination of anxiety about economic matters, 

great freedom and independence at an early age, and an 

awareness of his responsibility to fulfill the expectations 

of his family produced the inner-directed character of 

Freud. Under these conditions he became independent, hard¬ 

working, self-confident, and ambitious. 

This ambition first exhibited itself in his school work. 

He spent hours studying, taking his meals in his room and 

sacrificing sports and other frivilous interests, and 

succeeded in maintaining his position at the head of his 

class throughout all eight years of high school.'1'® 

Throughout his life he maintained this devotion to the 

work-ethic, and his intellectual productivity was truly 

phenomenal. In 1898 he wrote to his friend Wilhelm Fliess, 

"As I heard someone say of himself the other day, I am an 

engine meant to run under a pressure of ten atmospheres, 

and under a pressure of two atmospheres I run hot.""^ In 

his eighty-three years of life Freud rarely "ran hot." 

By the time he was four Freud was convinced that he 

12 
would fulfill the prophecy of his birth, but it took years 

^Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, Vienna, March 24, 1898, Freud, 
The Origins of Psycho-Analysis, p. 298. 

^®Bernays, "My Brother, Sigmund Freud," p. 336. 

■^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, May 1, 1898, The Origins of 
Psycho-Analysis, p. 254. 

1 p 
Bernays, "My Brother, Sigmund Freud," p. 335* 
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for him to find the proper outlet for his restless energy. 

Throughout his childhood he dreamed of being a general and 

was fascinated by Hannibal and the Napoleonic marshall 
1^ 

Massena. ^ Even at the age of fourteen he still had an 

interest in military matters and carefully followed the 

Franco-Prussian War on a map in his room.1^ 

But entry into his teens brought Freud into closer 

contact with reality and forced him to refine his fantasies 

of future greatness. During this period the Austrian liberals 

were gaining great political strength, and even Jewish 

liberals were able to gain cabinet posts. It was a time 

when "every industrious Jewish schoolboy carried a Cabinet 

Minister's portfolio in his satchel/’15 and Freud was quick 

to join in the new political aspirations of his ethnic 

group. Under the influence of his father., who hung pictures 

of liberal cabinet members in the Freud home, ° and of a 

school mate, who later did.. become a successful politician, 

Freud decided to study law and eventually to engage in social 

17 activities. 1 

13 ''Freud believed that his choice of these two heroes 
were an expression of his early awareness of being Jewish. 
Hannibal was a Semite, fighting against Rome, which for Freud 
symbolized the Catholicism he identified with Austrian anti- 
Semitism; Messena, he believed, erroneously, was a Jew. In 
his The Interpretation of Dreams, pp. 229-230. 

14 
Bernays, "My Brother, Sigmund Freud," p. 338. 

15 ^Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, p. 226. 

1^Ibid., p. 225* 

17 Sigmund Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. l4. 
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These decisions were more of the nature of adolescent 

day dreams than of firm commitments for the future. He 

remained fiercely ambitious, but was gravely concerned that 

1 ft 
he might fail to realize his own possibilities. His con¬ 

fusion and lack of direction were brought to mind when he 

recalled this period decades later: 

Tie years between ten and eighteen would 
rise from the corners of my memory, with all 
their guesses and illusions, their painful dis¬ 
tortions and heartening successes.... And I 
seem to remember that through the whole of this 
time there ran a premonition of a task ahead, 
til it found open expression in my school-leaving 
essay as a wish that I might during the course 
of my life contribute something to our human 
knowledge. -*-9 

The task ahead, which Freud dimly foresaw in his adoles¬ 

cent days of confusion, was science. Shortly before leaving 

high school he decided that the greatness he sought first 

in military glory and then in political victories could best 

be achieved through scientific discoveries. This decision 

was of the nature of a religious conversion, and Freud never 

fell from grace. He enrolled at the medical school of the 

University of Vienna and made the commitment to the life of 

science which he was never Willingly to renounce. 

But upon entering the University Freud encountered one 

of the great forces which were to give him the potentiality 

of revolt: anti-Semitism. "When in 1873J I first joined 

1 ft 
^Freud to Max Halberstadt, Vienna, July 7* 1912, 

Letters of Sigmund Freud, p. 5« 

■^Sigmund Freud, "Some Reflections on Schoolboy Psychology," 
The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, Vol. XIII (1913-1914) (The Hogarth Press, 
London, 1955)* PP« 241-242. 
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the University*11 he wrote in his autobiography* "I experienced 

some appreciable disappointments. Above all* I found that 

I was expected to feel myself inferior and an alien because 

I was a Jew." The impact of this attitude on the proud 

and ambitious Sigmund Freud was crucial to his later revolt. 

It contributed immeasurably to loosening the bonds which 

bound him to his society. 

It is likely that this encounter with anti-Semitism at 

the University was a relatively new experience for Freud. 

He had grown up in a period when the ascendancy of liberal 

ideas and the general de-emphasis of religion had brought a 

period of unrivaled toleration to the Austrian Jews. The 

Jewry of Eastern Europe were pouring into the capital of the 

empire and being rapidly assimilated into the social body 

of the city. Although anti-Semitism had been one of the 

major factors forcing his family to leave Freiberg* Freud 

seems to have been generally isolated from overt anti-Semitism 

during his childhood in Vienna. When he was ten or twelve 

it was with astonishment.and shame that he learned that* as 

a young man* his father had been forced to submit to anti- 

21 Semitic insults on the streets of Freiberg. 

' When he left the sheltered world of his childhood* it 

was inevitable that the proud nature of Freud would clash 
V 

violently with the rising tides of anti-Semitism which were 

beginning to sweep the empire. His aggressively self-assured 

20 
Freud* An Autobiographical Study* p. l4. 

21 
Freud* The Interpretation of Dreams* p. 230. 
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personality would not allow him to submit passively to 

insults, as his father had. Once on a railroad journey he 

found that his angry refusal to close a window he had opened 

had brought to the surface the latent anti-Semitism of the 

other passengers in his coach. He challenged the chief 

agitator among the crowd to come forward and settle the 

dispute by force. Although the incident came to nothing, 

Freud's intense resentment at such treatment may be seen in 

his later assurance to his fiancee that, if his antagonist 

P P had stepped up, he was "quite prepared to kill him." 

But it was at the University of Vienna that anti-Semitism 

first became a tangible threat to Freud's ambitions. Through¬ 

out his years of association the high percentage of Jewish 

students at the University—33.6$ in l890^--frightened the 

anti-Semites of the city. By the first decade of this 

century the issue had become an important political contro¬ 

versy, and the Christian Social leader Karl Lueger called 

for the "conquest of the universities" and the end of this 

"soil for subversive ideas, for revolutions, for lack of 
oh. 

patriotism and agnosticism." 

This attitude was reflected in the incredible bitter¬ 

ness of the atmosphere within the University itself. Votes 

22 Freud to Martha Bemays, Leipzig, December 16, l883.> 
Letters of Freud, p. 78. 

op, 
~Teter G. J. Pulzer, The Rise of Political Anti-Semitism 

in Germany and Austria (John Wiley and Sons, Inc., New York, 
1964), p. 12. 

24 William A. Jenks, Vienna and the Young Hitler (Columbia 
University Press, New York, I960), p. 130. 
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on appointments were calculated strictly on ethnic grounds, 

and feelings became so sensitive in Viennese medical circles 

that when the Medical Society considered requiring all 

members to subscribe to a magazine "intended to represent 

the pure, elevated, and Christian views of certain digni- 

taries" Freud considered resigning. D 

The depths that the resentment between the two ethnic 

groups could reach was shown by the duel between Freud's 

Jewish colleague Dr. Carl Koller and a non-Jewish doctor 

Friedrich Zinner. A dispute had begun over what should be 

done with a patient just admitted to the hospital; Koller 

believed that his bandage should be changed immediately to 

prevent gangrene, but Zinner wished to move him to a clinic 

where medical students could observe the treatment. In the 

admitting room violent words were exchanged over the patient 

himself; Zinner shouted "impudent Jew," and Koller struck 

his antagonist. A duel was arranged immediately, and the 

next day Koller emerged victorious from a contest which 

27 could have proven fatal..1 

Freud's reaction to Koller's victory shows how deeply 

he resented the anti-Semitism directed at him at the Univer¬ 

sity: He sent Koller a bottle of wine "to fortify him for 

25 ■^Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, Tuesday, May 26, 1885, 
Letters of Freud, p. 147. 

°Freud to Fliess, Vienna, February 4, 1888, Origins of 
Psycho-Analysis, p. 55• 

27 Hortense Koller Becker, "Carl Koller and Cocaine," The 
Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol. XXXII (1963), p. 346. 
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pO 
the fight," and immediately wrote Roller, asking him if he 

might "use the intimate term _du as an external sign of my 

sincere friendship, sympathy, and willingness to help."2^ 

Such bitter anti-Semitism as that which came to the 

surface in this duel was a constant factor retarding the 

careers of the Jewish doctors at the University of Vienna. 

A Jew such as Carl Roller might be famous in medical circles 

throughout the world and still be unable to receive an 

appointment to an assistant's position in Vienna.3° Freud 

himself felt that his own failure to receive an appointment 

as a professor at the University was due to "denominational 

reasons. 

This hostile atmosphere and the frustrations produced 

by the conflict between his social role as a "second-class 

citizen" and his own dominant personality served to loosen 

the bonds between Freud and his society. When in later life 

he felt compelled to deviate from accepted views, he was 

prepared to meet, the resistance of society. Because of his 

experience of anti-Semitism, Freud wrote, he "was made 

familiar with the fate of being in the Opposition and of 

being put under the ban of the •' compact majority' . The 

foundations were thus laid for a certain degree of independence 

23 
°Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, January 6, 1885, 

Letters of Freud, p. 132. 

29 
^Freud to Carl Koller^ Vienna., January 6^ 1885^ Becker., 

"Roller and Cocaine," p. 350* 

^Becker, "Roller and Cocaine," p. 351* 

J Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, pp. 170-174. 
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of judgment."3^ 

Thus, to an extent, Freud was alienated from society, 

despite his surface conformity. He reacted against the 

Austrian capital because of the anti-Semitism he encountered 

there. "I hate Vienna," he wrote to Wilhelm Fliess, "with 

a positively personal hatred, and just the contrary of the 

. giant Antaeus, I draw fresh strength whenever I remove my 

feet from the soil of the city which is my home."33 He 

felt that "Vienna is not soil in which anything can be done"3^ 

and that it was a misery for him to live in that depressing 
•3C 

atmosphere. 

Yet, this alienation must not be exaggerated. Many young 

Jewish doctors, such as Freud's friends Sigmund Lustgarten 

and Carl Koller, decided to abandon the Austrian capital to 

the Jew-baiters and move elsewhere where their talents might 

be better appreciated. Freud never chose this alternative, 

although he could certainly have left Vienna at any time 

without great loss. Rather he remained in the city until 

the last months of his life, when the Anschluss forced him 

32Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 15. See also 
Freud to members of the B'nai B'rith Lodge, n. p. (Vienna?), 
May 6, 1926, Letters of Freud, p. 367* 

33Freud to Fliess, Vienna, March 11, 1900, Origins of 
Psycho-Analysis, p. 311. 

3^*Freud to Karl Abraham, Vienna, November 2, 1911* Sigmund 
Freud and Karl Abraham, A Psycho-Analytic Dialogue. The Letters 
of Sigmund Freud and Karl Abraham, 1907-1926 (Basic Books, Inc., 
New York, 1965)* p. 110. 

35preud to Fliess, Vienna, September 22, 1898, Origins 
of Psycho-Analysis, p. 264. 

^^Becker, "Koller and Cocaine," p. 351* 
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to flee to England. Furthermore, his lack of total alien¬ 

ation from Austrian society is shown by his reaction to the 

outbreak of the First World War, when he wrote "for the 

first time for thirty years I feel myself to be an Austrian 

and feel like giving this not very hopeful Empire another 

chance.II,J' These are not the words of a radically alienated 

man. 

There is, however, another side to the relation between 

Freud1s Jewishness and his psychoanalytic rebellion. Freud1s 

view of himself as a Jew had at least as great an effect on 

his work and on his relation to society as anti-Semitism. 

He was a second generation liberalized Jew, for whom the 

religious ritual of Judaism had no appeal, and yet his ethnic 

identifications were intense. In the preface of the Hebrew 

edition of Totem and Taboo, he attempted to explain his 

complex relation to the Jews: 

No reader of this book will find it easy to 
put himself in the emotional position of an author 
who is ignorant of the Holy Writ, who is completely 
estranged from the religion of his fathers—as 
well as from every other religion—and who cannot 
share in nationalistic ideals, but who had never 
repudiated his people, who feels he is in his 
essential nature a Jew and who has no desire to 
alter that nature. If the question were put to 
him: 'Since you have abandoned all these common 

' characteristics of your countrymen, what is left 
to you that is Jewish?' he would reply: 'A very 

^Freud to Karl Abraham, Karlsbad, July 26, 19l4, Letters 
of Freud and Abraham, p. 186. At the outbreak of the war 
Freud seems to have been confident of a victory.by the 
Central Powers, and he reported that "I should be with it 
[the war] with all my heart if I did not know England to be 
on the wrong side." Freud to Abraham, Karlsbad, August 2, 
1914, ibid., p. 190. 
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qo 
great deal, and probably its very essence.'J 

The brilliantly articulate and incisive mind of Freud 

always became vague and mystical when he attempted to define 

his relationship to his people. In a speech he prepared 

for delivery before the B'nai B'rith Society of Vienna, of 

which he was a member for more than twenty years, he came 

as close to a definition of this intangible relation as he 

was able: 

That you are Jews could only be welcome to 
me, for I was myself a Jew, and it has always 
appeared to me, not only undignified but outright 
foolish to deny it. What tied me to Jewry was— 
I have to admit it—not the faith, not even the 
national pride, for I was always an unbeliever, 
have been brought up without religion, but not 
without respect for the so-called 'ethical' 
demands of human civilization. Whenever I have 
experienced feelings of national exaltation, I 
have tried to suppress them as disastrous and 
unfair, frightened by the warning example of 
those nations among which we Jews live. But 
there remained enough to make the attraction of 
Judaism and the Jews irrestible, many dark 
emotional powers all the stronger the less they 
could be expressed in words, as well as the clear 
consciousness of an inner identity, the famili¬ 
arity of the same psychological structure. 

This "same psychological structure" led Freud to remain 

firmly within the limits of conduct acceptable to the'Jewish 

community, even though both he and his family thoroughly 

assimilated. The rapid succession of his wife's six 

pregnancies immediately following their marriage—an unusual 

occurrence in liberal Jewish bourgeois circles—and Freud's 

3®Simon, "Sigmund Freud, The Jew," p. 290. 

39preud to members of the B'nai B'rith Lodge, n. p. 
(Vienna?), May 6, 1926, Letters of Freud, pp. 366-367. 
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frequent comments on the ill effects of contemporary birth 

control methods leads the modern observer to believe that 

Freud retained the ancient prejudices against contraception 

40 
of the orthodox Jew. Although conversions for reasons of 

expediency were common, and in the years immediately before 

the war one out of every six Jews who married picked a non- 
4l 

Jewish partner, not a single member of the Freud family, 

including all six children, was converted or married out- 

42 side the Jewish community. Furthermore, the vast majority 

of Freud's friends and early followers were Jewish. 

This isolation within the Jewish subculture illustrates 

how powerfully the ghetto mentality remained as a structuring 

force in Freud's thought. He felt almost as strongly as the 

anti-Semites that there was a fundamental difference between 

Jew and gentile. His own theories, he believed, were the 

result of a Jewish mind, and he felt that the fundamental 

distinctions between the Jewish and Christian mental processes 

made it easier for a Jewish scientist to accept psychoanalysis 

than for his gentile colleagues. He once advised his Jewish 

associate Karl Abraham to make allowances for Jung's early 

heresies because it was more difficult for a Christian to 

absorb Jewish ideas. "You are closer to my intellectual 

constitution because of racial kinship," he wrote Abraham. J 

^°Simon, "Freud, the Jew," p. 293* 
4l 

Jenks, Vienna and the Young Hitler, p. 119• 
Up 

Simon, "Freud, the Jew," p. 272. 

^Freud to Karl Abraham, Vienna, May 3j 1908, Letters 
of Freud and Abraham, p. 
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This distinction between Jew and Christian was not, in 

Freud's view, a division among equals. Because of his 

inherently inferior social position, the Jew had to develop 

faculties the gentile ignored. In a moment of temporary 

resignation when his usually hidden prejudices came into the 

open, Freud wrote to his fiancee that he was planning to 

work less: "In the future, for the remainder of my appren¬ 

ticeship in the hospital, I think I shall try and live more 

like the Gentiles [in the original, "Goys," a contemptuous 

Yiddish term]—modestly, learning and practicing the usual 

things and not striving after discoveries and delving too 

deep."44 

In Freud's mind it was the very social disabilities 

placed upon the Jew which produced this "racial" superiority. 

Max Graf reports that he was considering having his infant 

son baptized in order to remove from him some of the Jewish 

stigma, but Freud advised him strongly against it, saying: 

"If you do not let your son grow up as a Jew you will deprive 

him of those sources of .energy which cannot be replaced by 

anything else. He will have to struggle as a Jew, and you 

ought to develop in him all the energy he will need for 

Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, September 4, 1883, 
Letters of Freud, p. 54. Freud's feelings of Jewish 
superiority also find clear expression in one of the last 
of his many works, Moses and Monotheism, where he contrasts 
the Jewish commitment to spiritual endeavor with the gentile 
commitment to athletic development, the latter being accom¬ 
panied with brutality and violence. Freud, Moses and Mono¬ 
theism (Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., and Random House, New York, 
n. d.), p. 147. 
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Ac 
that struggle. Do not deprive him of that advantage." 

, This notion—only half-conscious—of racial superiority 

was strengthened by Freud's own forceful and egotistical 

character structure, and led him to believe that he was 

morally and intellectually superior to the vast majority 

of mankind. "I do not break my head very much about good 

and evil," he wrote to his close friend the Swiss clergyman- 

psychoanalyst Oskar Pfister, "but I have found little that 

is 'good' about human beings on the whole. In my experience 

most of them are trash.... If we are to talk of ethics, I 

subscribe to a high level from which most of the human beings 

I have come across depart most lamentably." In less moral 
hr? 

terms, Freud found himself "dreadfully intolerant of fools." ' 

Such a position of self-proclaimed superiority made 

Freud less susceptible to social pressures. He was little 

inclined to defer to the wisdom of the gentile majority in 

his society and to abandon his theories under pressure. As 

a rule, Freud judged outside pressure as a sign that he was 

indeed correct and possessed superior knowledge, far beyond 

48 the reach of his contemporaries. 

* ^Max Graf, "Some Reminiscences of Professor Sigmund, 
Freud," The Psychoanalytical Quarterly, Vol. XI (1942), p. 473* 

h-f) DPreud to Pfister, Vienna, October 9j 1918 J Psycho¬ 
analysis and Faith, pp. 61-62. 

^Freud to Pfister, Vienna, June'21, 1920, ibid., p. 77* 
|iO 

Sigmund Freud, The Question of Lay Analysis. Conver- 
sations with an Impartial Person (Doubleday and Company, New 
York, 1964), p. 36. See also Sigmund Freud, The History of 
the Psychoanalytic Movement and Other Papers (Collier Books, 
New York, 1953)* P* 57* 
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This tendency to ignore the criticism of his society 

often had disastrous results for Freud. He possessed a 

tendency towards wild speculation, which at times got out of 

hand, and since he would not condescend to accept the verdict 

of his scientific "peers," he was led into many a dead end 

and many a trap. At times his credulity was monumental. 

This tendency, on the one hand, allowed him to make revo¬ 

lutionary reformulations of human knowledge and, on the ' 

other, permitted him to fall into absurdity. Once he thought 

he had struck upon some truth, he immediately began to 

develop its implications as rapidly as possible, often 

failing to test his original hypothesis adequately. During 

his early years his powerful ambition drove him onward, and 

he was only too ready to believe that he had hit upon a 

discovery of revolutionary potentiality. 

Both his speculative tendency and his ambition almost 

led him to disaster during his studies at the University, 

when be became the rediscoverer of cocaine. His friend Dr. 

Carl Koller won world-wide recognition by using the drug as 

an anaesthesia in delicate eye operations, but Freud, who 

had brought it to Koller's attention, reaped nothing but 

discredit from his involvement with cocaine. He had been 

so impressed with the effect of the drug in relieving 

depression in himself that he spread its use among his 

friends and hoped that it might be employed in the treatment 

of morphine addiction. When the ill effects of the drug 

were discovered, his premature use and persistent defence 

of cocaine produced a very serious stain on Freud's medical 
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record--a stain which was no doubt recalled years later 

ho 
when Freud was defending his radical theories of sexuality. 

During the 1890's Freud's insensitivity to criticism 

and his notions of superiority led him into other serious 

errors. During this period his closest scientific colleague 

and personal friend was Wilhelm Fliess, whose eccentric 

theory of the nasal influences on sexuality and quasi-numero- 

logical concept of the dual periodicity of the universe put 

him, in the eyes of the scientific community, under the same 

SO ban as Freud. The acceptance of Fliess's absurd theories 

illustrates Freud's tendency to court error on the same 

grandiose scale that he sought success. 

This ability to fly in the face of reason was often 

shown in his early psychoanalytic studies. For years he 

accepted literally the stories his patients told him of 

seduction by aduits during their childhood. It was only 

after years of study that he realized that the number of 

adults given to child molestation would have to be astro- 

qi 
nomical, and he reluctantly abandoned the theory. In 

^Jones, Life and Works of Freud, Vol. I, p. 9^-* 

• 50 
^ Although this view of Fliess as something of a crank 

is held by almost all who have considered this period of 
Freud's life, Iago Gladstone has attempted to bring some 
respectability to this German rhinologist by placing him in 
the tradition of "romantic medicine" which dominated much of 
the early nineteenth century. His arguments do not seem con¬ 
vincing. Iago Gladstone, "Freud and Romantic Medicine," 
Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Vol. XXX, No. 6 (November- 
December, 1956), pp. 494-501. 

^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, September 21, 1897* Origins 
of Psycho-Analysis, pp. 215-217. 
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defence of his credulence, he could only offer the feeble 

excuse that "this was at a time when I was intentionally 

keeping my critical faculty in abeyance so as to preserve 

an unprejudiced and receptive attitude towards the many 

novelties which were coming to my notice every day. 

His refusal to be bound within the confining assumptions 

of his times was the source of both Freud's brilliant in¬ 

sights and his frequent absurdities. On the one hand, it 

allowed him to remove the blinders from modern man which 

had kept vast areas of human experience out of conscious 

awareness; on the other, this lack of receptivity to criti¬ 

cism sometimes led him willingly to accept the most patently 

ridiculous positions or to expand a basically sound concept, 

such as the Oedipus complex, beyond all reasonable limits.^3 

Freud's intellect, powerful as it was, was associative 

rather than critical. He looked for generalizations which 

brought a great number of facts under a single mode of explan¬ 

ation and chose not to deal with troublesome exceptions. 

After decades of intimate observation, Ernest Jones described 

the method of his great master: 

Freud had an orderly mind...and his power of 
organizing a mass of facts into a systematic group- 

*ing was truly remarkable.... But on the other hand 
he rather spurned exactitude and precise definition 
as being either wearisome or pedantic.... He loved 
to give himself up to his thoughts freely, to see 
where they would take him, leaving aside for the 

52 Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 63. 
53 H. Stuart Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The' Reorienta¬ 

tion of European Social Thought 1390-1930 (Alfred A. Knopf, 
New York, 195877 p. 129. 
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moment any question of precise delineation: that 
could be left for further consideration.5^ 

Freud was not given to experimentation but rather pre¬ 

ferred long and thoughtful observation, likening himself to 

an archaeologist rather than an experimental scientist. 

His method was that which he discerned in his teacher, the 

great French neurologist Jean Martin Charcot: 

He was accustomed to look again and again at 
things that were incomprehensible to him, to deepen 
his impression of them day by day, until suddenly 
understanding of them dawned upon him. Before 
his mind's eye, order then came into the chaos 
apparently presented by the constant repetition 
of the same symptoms.5° 

Freud always preferred firsthand observation to the 

laborious task of delving into the-literature in his fields 

of study. "I am really very ignorant about my predecessors 

in the interpretation of dreams," he wrote his friend Oskar 

Pfister, "and if we ever meet in the next world I shall 

certainly have a bad reception as a plagiarist. But it is 

so pleasurable to examine “things for oneself at first hand 

instead of consulting the literature about them.At times, 

-^Jones, Life and Work'of Freud, Vol. I, pp. 33-34. 

-^Siegfried Bernfeld, "Freud1s Earliest Theories and the 
School of Helmholtz," The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol. XIII 
(1944), pp. 357-358. 

-^Sigmund Freud, "Charcot," Early Psychoanalytic Writings 
(Collier Books, New York, 1963), p. 14. In his History of 
the Psychoanalytic Movement Freud wrote, "I learnt to restrain 
speculative tendencies and to follow the unforgotten advice . 
of my master, Charcot—to look at the same things again and 
again until they themselves begin to speak." See p. 56. 

57 
Freud to Pfister, Vienna, July 7> 1909.5 Psychoanalysis 

and Faith, p. 26. 
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indeed, he even purposely avoided reading sources similar to 

his work in order not "to be hampered by any preconceptions 

that might interfere with the elaboration of psychoanalytical 

impressions."-^ 

Both the most prominent of the biographers of Freud's 

mature period, Fritz Wittels and Ernest Jones, believed that 

Freud's awareness of this radical tendency to speculation 

was a definite factor in his commitment to science.Jones, 

in fact, reports that Freud once told him, "as a young man 

I felt a strong attraction towards speculation and ruthlessly 
6o 

checked it." He turned to the narrowly defined science of 

the Helmholtzian school and during his years at the University 

threw the entire strength of his intellect into brilliant 

studies of the gonadic structure of eels or the histology 

of the cells of the spinal cord of a fish called the 

Amoecetes. 

But the intellect of Freud was too expansive to be kept 

within such narrow bounds. During his years in medical school 

he was able to chain himself to such limited problems, but, 

when financial difficulties forced him to abandon pure sci¬ 

ence and take up a private practice in the late 1880's, his 

mind’ began to wander outside the narrowly defined limits of 

5^Fritz Wittels, Sigmund Freud: His Personality, His 
Teaching and His School (George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., London, 
1924), p 

-^Ibid., p. 20; Jones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, 
p. 29. 

uJones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, p. 29. 

63-Ibid., pp. 38 and 46-47. 
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the materialistic science of the nineteenth century. A 

powerful humanistic current, which had long been submerged 

beneath Freud's preoccupation with science, came surging to 

the surface. His research, which at the beginning of the 

1890's was a strictly scientific exploration of certain 

abnormal mental functions, had by the end of the decade come 

to involve him in an analysis of the innermost dynamics of 

Western civilization. 

Freud's excellent grasp of Western culture prepared him 

well for this implementation of his scientific discoveries 

as a'tool for re-evaluating civilization. He was extremely 

well-read and was at home in Latin, Greek, French, English, 
/Tp * 

Italian, Spanish and German. He could quote with ease 

from Goethe or Shakespeare and knew Homer, Sophocles, Milton, 

and Heine well.^ He had familiarized himself with both 

great and contemporary novels and had early acquired that 

depth of cultural understanding which permeates all his later 

work. 

Then, in the last five years of the nineteenth century 

Freud's catholic learning and his scientific studies merged 

with his great speculative bent to create in The Interpre¬ 

tation of Dreams a wealth of insights which were to reorient 

totally studies in a dozen fields. When his humanistic bent 

was released after so many years of subjugation to science, 

62Ibid., p. 21. 

^For information on Freud's literary interests and for 
lists of his favorite books, see Freud to the antiquary 
Hinterberger, n. p., n. d. [1907]^ Letters of Freud, pp. 268- 
269. 
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it produced an explosion which was to reverberate through¬ 

out the twentieth century. He turned to literature, and 

through his observations of the psychological presuppositions 

of Oedipus Rex and Hamlet, opened up new perspectives in 

literary criticism and in aesthetics. He rapidly applied 

his new knowledge to primitive religion, anthropology, folk- 

culture, mythology—"the prehistorical in all human forms."^5. 

In half a decade he left hints and clues that it took an 

entire generation to develop. 

The power of Freud's intellect united all human behavior 

under one realm of explanation. He brought together the 

dreams of the neurotic and the creativity of the artist, 

primitive superstition and modern science, a slip of the 

tongue and the vital decisions which decide a man's life. 

Had it not been for this speculative explosion, which occurred 

in the late 1890's and which Freud spent the rest of his life 

developing, his new approaches to psychology would not have 

had world-wide revolutionary implications; but, with this 

great expansion of his field of study, his revolt against 

the beliefs of his society became total. 

But his powerful speculative intellect is not adequate 

to explain Freud's revolt. His speculations might well have 

remained within limits more suitable to his social and 

64 
Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, pp. 294-300. See 

also Freud to Fliess, Vienna, October 15, 1897, Origins of 
Psycho-Analysis, pp. 223-224. 

65 
^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, January 30, 1899* Origins of 

Psycho-Analysis, p. 275* 
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intellectual background. Nor can a completely sufficient 

cause for his revolution be found in all the other factors 

present in Freud's character: his strong inner-directed 

personality, his resentment against anti-Semitism, his 

identification with and isolation within the Jewish community 

his conviction of his own superiority, his seeming immunity 

to criticism, his intellectual method, which lent itself to 

system building on a grand scale, his submerged humanistic 

strain, which struggled to find expression within his scien¬ 

tific orientation, and his brilliant organizing intellect— 

all of these factors, even when combined, do not fully 

explain why Freud broke so totally with the views of his 

society. The lack of any signs of revolt before the actual 

development of psychoanalysis indicates that it required 

some external factor to actualize his revolutionary potential 

To understand the subtle relationship between the latent 

factors in Freud's personality which made him a potential 

rebel and the external factors which led him to actualize 

this revolt, a methodology developed by Freud himself may 

be applied to his own life. In his "A Reply to Criticisms 

on the Anxiety-Neurosis" (1895 and subsequent years) he made 

a very valuable distinction between predispositions and 

specific causes, which proves valuable in dealing with the 

factors in Freud's revolt. Both types of causes must be 

present t.o produce an effect, but predispositions are more 

general factors of long duration, which may combine with 

different types of specific causes to produce different 

effects. The specific cause, on the other hand, is more 
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immediately involved with one particular effect; it is 

generally of short duration and usually can be active in 

the causation of only one, or at most a very few, effects. 

In the case of the neuroses with which Freud was dealing, 

the predisposition was heredity, and the specific cause 

was found in sexual factors. He believed that the extent 

of the effect—in this case of the neuroses—was determined 

by the predisposition, but that the form which the effect 

66 
took depended upon the specific cause. 

This method of dealing with complex causation may be 

employed in Freud's own situation. All the factors considered 

in this chapter may be seen as predispositions to'revolt. 

They are Freud's "hereditary" tendency to break with his 

society. They acted upon him for a long period and were the 

inherent, "given" elements of his situation. These factors 

of character and environment contributed the power to his 

revolt and were, in part, responsible for transforming an 

individual breakthrough into a worid-wide revolution. With¬ 

out them the Freudian revolution would be unthinkable. 

But without other specific causes this complex predis¬ 

position would never have been actualized. If some powerful 

and immediate problem had not presented itself to Freud and 

demanded solution there would have been no break with 

bourgeoise society. Freud lived for years under the influ¬ 

ence of the predisposing factors without evidencing the 

Sigmund Freud, "A Reply to Criticisms on the Anxiety- 
Neurosis," Early Psychoanalytic Writings (Collier Books, 
New York, 1963)/ pp. 132-133- 



43 

slightest sign of heresy. It was only when the failure of 

the nineteenth century synthesis presented itself to him 

in a tangible and unavoidable form that he began to rebel. 

Only then did the amorphous power of his revolutionary 

predispositions find content and direction. It was solely 

the specific cause which determined the grounds on which 

Freud would break with society. The content of his revo¬ 

lution, the issues on which he consciously violated the 

dictates of his culture, had nothing to do with anti-Semitism 

or his inner-directed personality or his feelings of superi¬ 

ority or any other personal factors; these were present only 

as a blind force sublimated into expression in other forms. 

These forms grew out of the failure of the nineteenth century 

world view to deal with certain factors in human existence, 

such as abnormality, irrationality, and sexuality, and the 

impact of this failure on Sigmund Freud. 



Chapter III: A Demythologizing of Science 

Despite his humanistic interests it was in the realm 

of science that the seething elements of Freud's character 

found expression. There he encountered the great challenge 

which was to actualize his latent predisposition to revolt 

and set off his great cultural revolution. It was in the 

terminology of science that this radical break with society 

found utterance, because scientific research was the focus 

of his intellectual development and, indeed, of his entire 

life, for more than six and a half decades. His commitment 

to science was one of the great motivating forces in his 

intellectual and emotional life, and without this deep faith 

his revolt would have been inconceivable. 

That Freud should turn to science is perfectly under¬ 

standable in terms of his social environment. As an Austrian 

Jew, his choices of career were definitely limited,^ and 

his rejection of his early, unrealistic hopes of becoming 

a general or a politician^ had left his enormous ambition 

^■Jones asserts that "for a Viennese Jew the choice lay 
bet (between) industry or business, law or medicine." Jones, 
Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, p. 27. This is probably an 
exaggeration, for in the early 1870's the options for Austrian 
Jews were much more extensive than they were in the first 
decade of this century, when Jones first lived in Vienna. 

^Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, pp. 229-230. 

^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 14. 
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without an outlet. Under these conditions, the choice of 

a scientific career was a rational one for Freud., for the 

independence and isolation of the experimental laboratory 

promised him an opportunity to win fame in spite of the anti- 

Semitic prejudices of his society. 

But it is most unlikely that Freud made his commitment 

to science on the basis of such coldly Machiavellian consider¬ 

ations. His dedication to science was a deep and consuming 

passion. He had grown up during a period when scientific 

discoveries were beginning to capture the imagination of 

Europe, and the great pioneers of research were attaining 

the rank of heroes. Like many an idealistic and ambitious 

youth of his generation, Freud found purpose and fulfillment 

in the belief that he was a part of the great movement of 

mankind from medieval superstitution to the enlightenment 

of modern science. He adopted without question the absolute 

faith in science, common to his materialistic times, and he 

"felt an overpowering need to understand something of the 

riddles of the world in which we live and perhaps even to 

contribute something to their solution.In his An Auto¬ 

biographical Study, Freud described his "conversion" to 

science: 

At the same time [during his years at the 
gymnasium], the theories of Darwin, which were then 
of topical interest, strongly attracted me, for 
they held out hopes of an extraordinary advance 
in our understanding of the world; it was hearing 

^Sigmund Freud, The Question of Lay Analysis. Conver- 
sations with an Impartial Person (Doubleday and Company, 
New York, 1964)", p. 105. 
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Goethe1s beautiful essay on Nature read aloud 
at a popular lecture by Professor Carl Brtthl 
just before I left school that decided me to 
become a medical student.5 

His matriculation at the medical school of the Univer¬ 

sity of Vienna in 1873 was the first step in the realization 

of Freud's ambitions to become a scientist. This did not 

indicate any intention to become a practicing physician., 

for the medical school was the training ground for both 

physicians and researchers in the biological sciences. 

Some of the finest scientists of the nineteenth century had 

begun by studying medicine, and many of those who must have served 

as examples to the young Freud, such as his great teacher 

Ernst BrUcke, Emil Du Bois-Reymond, or Hermann Helmholtz, 

had graduated from medical school but either had never 

actually treated a single patient or had served as a prac¬ 

ticing physician for only a brief period at the beginning 

of their careers and then gone into pure research. 

Freud began his studies at the University with great 

energy, using the leniency of the course requirements to 

broaden his knowledge in a number of directions.^ He strayed 

as far from his biological studies as the seminars in Aristotle 

of the great philosopher-psychologist Franz Brentano, but 

^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. l4. 
£ 

Siegfried Bernfeld, "Freud1s Earliest Theories and the 
School of Helmholtz," The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol. XIII 
(1944), p. 335- 

^Jones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, pp. 36-37; 
Siegfried Bernfeld"] "Freud1 s Scientific Beginnings, " The 
Yearbook of Psychoanalysis, Vol. VI (1950), p. 25. 
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by the end of his third year he had begun to concentrate on 

esoteric biological studies at the Institute of Comparative 
O 

Anatomy of Carl Claus. 

But it was not until he settled in the physiological 

institute of Ernst BrUcke that he felt that he had finally 

found the scientific atmosphere he had sought. His previous 
Q 

studies had been unsuccessful experiments,but, as he 

reported a half-century later, "in Ernst BrUcke's physio¬ 

logical laboratory, I found rest and satisfaction—and men 

too, whom I could respect and take as my models.These 

were hard-working, no-nonsense researchers, for whom science 

was an all-consuming crusade. Tney passed on to Freud their 

zeal and the intensity of their struggle to wrest knowledge 

from the physical universe, and soon he too was throwing 

himself wholeheartedly into research in narrow problems of 

neuro-physiology. 

This dedication, which marked not only BrUcke1s institute 

but also the entire medical faculty, was the result of the 

powerful traditions which still dominated the University in 

Freud's time. Early in the nineteenth century giants such 

as Carl Rokitansky (1804-1878), Josef Skoda (1805-1881), 

Ferdinand Hebra (1816-1880), and Joseph Hyrtl (1810-1894) 

o 0
Jones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, p. 37* For a 

description of his studies under Claus see ibid., pp. 37- 
38; or Bernfeld, "Freud's Scientific Beginnings," pp. 26- 
29. 

^Freud, Lay Analysis, p. 105. 

■^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 16. 
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had turned Vienna into one of the major medical centers of 

the world, and the imprint of their personalities lingered 

for decades.^ These champions of scientific medicine 

attacked the superstitions which had dominated medical 

studies since the beginning of civilization. They reacted 

decisively against the "romantic medicine" of the early 

l800's, which they saw as a return to medieval ignorance, 

and attempted to rescue the sullied purity of the medical 

profession by marrying it to physical science. They were 

appalled to discover that the ignorance and lack of vigor 

of their predecessors had often made the physician a negative 

12 
factor in the recovery of the patient, and they believed 

that the only way to remedy this was to drag medicine into 

the laboratory and the dissecting room. 

Repelled by the ignorance of the past and enamored by 

the possibility of a truly scientific medicine, these founders 

of the "new" Vienna school of medicine emphasized the impor- 

^Ralph H. Major, A History of Medicine (3 vols., 
Bannerstone House, Springfield, Illinois, 1954) Vol. II, 
pp. 781-785; Fritz Wittels, "Freud's Scientific Cradle," 
The American Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. C (January, 1§44), 
P- 521. 

12 Tne most dramatic and most influential incidence of 
such a frightful realization on the part of the medical 
profession was the discovery by Dr. Ignaz Phillip Semmelweis 
(1818-1865) that child-bed fever, which was a dreaded killer 
of young mothers, was actually carried by doctors, who failed 
to take adequate sanitary precautions. Such sobering dis¬ 
coveries strengthened the resolve of the leaders of the 
Viennese medical school that medical practice must be grounded 
firmly and rigorously in the scientific method to prevent 
such innocent yet deadly errors. Major, History of Medicine, 
Vol. II, pp. 785-786. 
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tance of constant and detailed scientific observations of 

patients. Their medicine was founded on the dictum "Qui 

bene dignoscit bene curat (Who diagnoses well cures well)." J 

Skoda insisted on post-mortem studies to verify the diagnoses 

which had been made on the patient while he was still living, 

and Rokitansky is said to have personally dissected or 

14 
assisted in the dissection of more than 100,000 cadavers. 

This emphasis could, however, lead to a dangerous "thera¬ 

peutic nihilism," which obscured the fact that the true end 

of diagnosis is the cure. Fritz Wittels, who knew the medical 

school at a later period, wrote: "I do not believe that I 

grossly exaggerate when I say...that a post-mortem was a 

more important event in the school's routine than a patient 

dismissed as cured. Yet, despite the excesses of this 

overreaction to the emotional medicine of previous times, 

the cold scientific attitude of the Viennese school did much 

to drag medicine out of the middle ages and to establish it 

firmly on its proper foundation—the physical sciences. 

This attitude towards the relationship between medicine 

and science was not unique to Vienna. German science in 

general had experienced a revulsion against the metaphysical 

approach, which had dominated much of the scientific inquiry 

of the early nineteenth century. In those decades the 

Naturphilosophie of Schelling had provided a "scientific" 

■^Wittels, "Freud's Scientific Cradle," p. 522. 

l4Ibid., p. 521. 

15 Ibid., p. 522. 
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counterpart to literary romanticism. In harmony with the 

metaphysical speculations of Hegel, the universe was seen 

as teleological, dynamic, rational, and pantheistically 

conscious. Nature was a vast organism, whose unity was 

expressed in dynamic oppositions and constant cyclical 

change. Such a view of the universe was so antithetical 

to the methods and purposes of the physical sciences that 

a reaction against it was inevitable. Science was bound 

to rise up and throw off the metaphysical yoke which the 

romanticists were attempting to lay upon it. 

It was in Berlin among the students of the physiologist 

Johannes MUller that this opposition crystallized. There 

gathered the select circle of Emil Du Bois-Reymond (1818- 

1896), Ernst Brucke (1819-1892), Carl Ludwig (I816-I895), 

and their leader Hermann Helmholtz (1821-1894).^ These 

young scientists reacted against the constraining meta¬ 

physical conceptualizations laid upon them by Naturphilosophie 

by denying the existence and utility of metaphysics itself. 

Instead, they posited the atoms and molecules with which 

they dealt as the ultimate metaphysical reality and believed 

that discussion should end there. They believed that the 

scientist confronted an environment which could be known 

1^For brief discussions of Naturphilosophie see (for a 
critical view) Bernfeld, "Freud1s Earliest Discoveries and 
the School of Helmholtz,11 pp. 353-354. For a more favorable 
interpretation see Iago Gladstone, "Freud and Romantic 
Medicine," Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Vol. XXX, 
No. 6 (November-December, 1958), pp. 496-499* 

^Jones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, p. 40. 
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objectively and could be reduced to its ultimate reality— 

atoms and a few simple and eternal laws relating the motion 

between them. All this was in the static context of Newtonian 

space time and Helmholtz's law of the conservation of energy. 

Rejecting the vitalistic and teleological concepts of 

the supporters of Naturphilosophie, these young scientists 

attempted to unite the realms of the organic and inorganic 

by reducing both to the atoms and molecules., which were 

their lowest common denominator. The underlying direction 

behind this reduction was outlined in 1842 in an oft-quoted 

letter by Du Bois-Reymond: 

BrUcke and I pledged a solemn oath to put 
into power this truth, no other forces than the 
common physical-chemical ones are active within 
an organism; that, in those cases which cannot 
at the time be explained by those forces one 
has either to find the specific way or form of 
their action by means of the physical-mathematical 
method, or to assume new forces equal in dignity 
to the chemical-physical forces inherent in matter,^ 
reducible to the force of attraction and repulsion. 0 

Tne link between these "chemical-physical forces inherent 

in matter" and the higher organism was to be established by 

physiology. This newly developed science was to be the 

great equalizer, which would bring the complex activities 

of living things down to the same level as the movement of 

simple particles. It would translate the sophisticated 

language of organs and nerves into the new "lingua franca" 

^®David Shakow and David Rapaport, "The Influence of 
Freud on American Psychology," Psychological Issues, Vol. 
IV, No. 1, Monograph 13j p. 34. 
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IQ 
of atoms in space. 

Once physiology had established the links between the 

organic and the inorganic, the defeat of metaphysical 

speculation by scientific materialism seemed at hand. As 

soon as the workings of the brain had been reduced to simple 

mechanistic terms, the ground would be removed from under 

the philosophers, and their abstract belief in spirit and 

mind would automatically dissolve before the undeniable 

reality of matter. 

Already neuro-physiology, a field in which Freud spent 

years of study, had succeeded in reducing low grade mental 

processes, such as reflex actions, to mechanistic terms. 

Psychologists were beginning to relate the subjective mental 

experiences, which had so long been the province of the 

philosopher, to measurable input into the nervous system. 

Adopting for their studies the highly significant name of 

psychophysics, the German psychologists Ernst Heinrich Weber 

(1795-1878)^ and Gustav Theodor Fechner (1801-1887)^ began 

with the concept of the "just noticeable difference between 

two sensations" and were able to establish certain quantita- 

^For a description of this view of physiology as ex¬ 
pressed in BrUcke's lectures, see Bernfeld, "Freud's Scien¬ 
tific Beginnings," pp. 31-32. 

on 
Gardner Murphy, Historical Introduction to Modern 

Psychology (Harcourt, Brace, and World, New York, 19W77 
pp. 79-84; A. A. Roback, History of Psychology and Psychiatry 
(Philosophical Library, New York, 1961), p. 60. 

^Murphy, Introduction to Modern Psychology, pp. 84-92; 
Roback, History of Psychology and Psychiatry, pp. 69-71* 
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tive relationships between the energy input from the environ¬ 

ment and the subjective perception of a sensation. Helmholtz, 

himself, added a new technique to this effort by beginning 

experiments with reaction time and by eventually timing 
pp 

the speed at which the nerve impulses travel. In these 

studies the subjective mental phenomena., which had from the 

beginning of human thought stood independent of matter., were 

now beginning to be reduced to measurable physical quantities. 

These scientists approached mental phenomena with the 

presuppositions they used in the physical sciences. The 

ultimate reality of the universe was material and objectively 

knowable. It was structured in static Newtonian space time 

and governed by' a few eternal laws, such as the conservation 

of energy. Science was the best., and., indeed, the only, 

means of arriving at truth, and its success was inevitable. 

The methods and concepts of science became transcendent 

realities in themselves, and as Siegfried Bernfeld has 

pointed out, in the general nineteenth century apotheosis 

of science terms such as "'unity of science,' 'science,' 

'physical forces' were not merely directing ideas or hypoth¬ 

esis of scientific endeavor; they became almost objects of 

worship. They were more than methods of research—they 
po 

became a Weltanschauung." J 

22 Murphy, Historical Introduction to Modern Psychology, 
pp. 137-138. 

^Bernfeld, "Freud and the School of Helmholtz," p. 35^* 
For an interesting discussion of the unconscious assumptions 
of the nineteenth century scientific view, see Herbert Dingle, 
"The Scientific Outlook in 1851 and in 1951," European Intel¬ 
lectual History since Darwin and Marx (Harper and Row,"New 
fork, 1967)j PP. 161-I63. 
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This was the attitude towards science into which Freud 

was introduced at the University of Vienna. He had close 

personal and intellectual ties with the school of Helmholtz 

and accepted its definition of science. Though he never 

24 
met the German scientist., Helmholtz was one of his "idols." 

Ernst BrUcke, who Freud later wrote "carried more weight 

with me than anyone else in my whole life, was his closest 

link with the German school. BrUcke was a member of the 

close inner circle of Du Bois-Reymond, Ludwig, and Helmholtz, 

who called him "our Ambassador to the Far East.He was 

certainly one of the great luminaries of the University, 

and during his many years of teaching in Vienna (1849-1890) 

he spread his influence and the influence of Helmholtzian 

science, not only through his own massive scientific corpus, 

27 
which included more than 127 titles, ' but also through his 

28 
assistance of the research of an enormous number of students. 

pii . 
- Jones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, p. 41. 

^Freud, Lay Analysis, p. 105. 

^Bernfeld, "Freud and the School of Helmholtz," pp. 348- 
349. 

^BrUcke carried out his "ambassadorial" duties in Vienna 
in a typically Helmholtzian manner by attempting to reduce 
complicated human functions to the simplest physical terms. 
He concerned himself with such problems as the "physiological 
basis of modern high German" and significant contributions 
to the establishment of a physiological basis for aesthetics 
in his Physiology of Color, Fragments from the Plastic Arts, 
and On Beauty and Errors of the Human Form. Rudolf Allers, 
Per Wiener Medizinische Schule (Heimat, Verlag Brizlegg, 
n. d.), p. 40. 

po 
Allers, Wiener Medizinische Schule, pp. 39-40. 

y 
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This stern and crusty old Prussian Protestant was ill suited 

for the life of the Austrian capital,, and his relations with 

his colleagues were not always the best, but he won the 

respect of his students and spread his ideas by developing 

their talents. It was said that no pupil or friend ever 

20 
betrayed him. ^ 

Freud was certainly among the students who fdll under 

the spell of this great teacher and scientist. During his 

seven years of study under BrUcke (I876-I882) Freud's belief 

in materialistic science was strengthened and deepened. He 

adopted both the beliefs and the prejudices of the Helmholtzians 

and seemed quite content to remain working forever in the 

old gun-factory-turned-laboratory which housed BrUcke's 

Institute. 

Freud followed his teacher and the school of Helmholtz 

in rejecting metaphysics and in substituting materialistic 

science as man's ultimate means of arriving at objective 

truth about the universe. He remained a faithful worshipper 

of the nineteenth century cult of science. Years after his 

experiences at the University he still believed that "scien¬ 

tific work is the only road which can lead us to a knowledge 

of reality outside ourselves. It is once again merely an 

illusion to expect anything from intuition and introspection. 

Science, or, as he described it more poetically, Logos, was 

^Bernfeld, "Freud and the School of Helmholtz," p. 351* 

^Sigmund Freud, Tne Future of an Illusion (Doubleday 
and Company, Garden City, New York, 1964), p. 50. 
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his self-acknowledged god,, which would fulfill for man all 

the promises religion had offered since the beginning of 

^1 man's existence. 

In this Freud was faithful to the scientific tradition 

in which he had been raised. He was the true child of his 

materialistic generation, and could not deny the materiality 

and objective existence of the universe. No matter what 

doubts might be raised as to the "objectivity" of science, 

he had to affirm his fundamental faith commitment to the 

efficacy of the scientific method. "No, our science is no 

illusion," his faith constrained him to say. "But an 

illusion it would be to suppose that what science cannot 

give us we can get elsewhere."32 

Freud1s image of himself was always that of the dedi¬ 

cated and objective scientist, heroically striving after 

truth, despite all obstacles. He was, at least in his own 

imagination, a true heir to the great scientific pioneers of 

the nineteenth century. Even when many of the great scien¬ 

tists under whom he had studied at the University of Veinna 

denounced his early psychoanalytical work as a return to 

superstition, he continued to believe that his ideas were 

in the tradition of nineteenth century materialism. He clung 

to his belief in scientific honesty, and, even when the 

entire scientific community banded against him, he refused 

to compromise what he believed to be objectively proven 

^Ibid., pp. 88-90. 

32Ibid., p. 92. 
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results. This self-image made Freud's break with his 

cultural patterns easier, for he could draw strength from 

the role of martyr to the cause of science. He chose to 

believe that his work was too advanced to find any acceptance 

in his own lifetime, and he continued to work in isolation, 

holding to the belief that he was in the great tradition of 
■a "3 

unheeded scientific innovators. Until his death Freud's 

belief in science was an ethic for him, and he continued 

to hold to the highest principles of the scientific community 

which condemned him. 

But, however much Freud might wish to identify with 

the scientific community, factors beyond his control were 

to tear him away from the pure research he loved so dearly. 

For seven years he had worked in BrUcke's Institute on 

borrowed time, hoping that somehow7 he would be able to over¬ 

come the anti-Semitism, nepotism, and Viennese court intrigues 
•aZi. 

which worked against hinu and obtain a paying position in 

the University. In the meantime he had been forced to live 

on money borrowed from his family and friends. But then 

BrUcke himself dashed Freud's hopes of remaining indefinitely 

in physiological research. "The turning point came in 1882," 

Freud wrote later, "when my teacher [BrUcke], for whom I 

felt the highest possible esteem, corrected my father's 

generous improvidence by strongly advising me, in view of 

“^Sigmund Freud, The History of the Psychoanalytic Move¬ 
ment (Collier Books, New York, 1963), p. 55- 

•^Becker, "Carl Koller and Cocaine," pp. 31^-315* 
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my bad financial position., to abandon my theoretical career. 

I followed his advice, left the physiological laboratory 

and entered the General Hospital as an 'Aspirant.'"^ 

This decision was no doubt greatly influenced by a new 

factor which entered his life in the same month that he took 

BrUcke's advice—his engagement to his future wife, Martha 

Bernays. He had met her in 1882, and their relationship 

had blossomed quickly. The story of their long and tender 

courtship was first brought to light by Ernest Jones in the 

first volume of his definitive biography of Freud and may 

now be followed directly through their correspondence in the 

Letters of Sigmund Freud. For years they had to undergo a 

painful estrangement, while Freud, in typical Victorian 

bourgeoise fashion, attempted to establish himself economi¬ 

cally. Despite the sacrifice of his physiological research, 

it was not until 1886 that Freud was able to obtain the 

financial position needed to support a wife. 

From his letters during this period it would seem that 

for a time Freud1s intense love for Martha Bernays dampened 

the ardour of his ambition and made the abandonment of 

research more palatable. In 1884 he reassured her that she 

was not ruining his future: 

Most certainly you can take seriously what I 
said, and please don1t believe for a moment that 
I am making any sacrifices for you which you cannot 
think about with a free heart....it is more for my 
own sake that I have decided on a short-term career, 
and besides I am quite convinced that your eyes— 

■^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, pp. 16-17. See also 
Freud, Lay Analysis, p. 105. 
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the part must stand for the whole—that you, 
my darling, will compensate me for a great 
deal; you too must believe this. And what 
am I sacrificing for it? I haven't got par¬ 
ticularly far, and in the two years we still 
have to wait nothing very decisive is likely 
to happen. At best a slight change in my 
position in society.... Add to this what I 
have often written to you, that in one field 
of science I am independent enough to make 
contributions without any further contacts 
or assistance, by which I mean my knowledge 
of the nervous system.... So the world will 
not be allowed to forget my name just yet. 
The trouble is I have so little ambition. I 
know^-I am someone, without having to be told 
so. 

It was in this frame of mind, temporarily led away from 

his dedication to science by the promise of marriage, that 

Freud reoriented his ambitions and prepared himself for 

a medical practice. The year before his decision he had, 

at long last, received his medical degree, having been so 

engrossed in his research that it had taken him three years 
•57 

more than the usual time. 1 Even after he. realized that 

financial problems would force him to practice medicine, 

he showed no interest in this career, and years later he 

wrote: "Neither at this time, nor indeed in my later life, 

did I feel any particular predilection for the career of a 

physician. 

But despite this lack of commitment Freud found it 

necessary to prepare for medicine. Rather than enter private 

•^Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, Saturday, April 19, 
1884, Letters of Freud, p. 105- 

^Jones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, p. 36. 

^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 13. See also, 
Freud, Lay Analysis, pp. 104-103. 
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practice immediately at the lowest level of the highly 

stratified Viennese medical profession, he decided to first 

gain the experience and prestige of several years of clinical 

practice in the General Hospital in Vienna and to attempt 

to get the position of Sekundararzt, and eventually 

Privatdocent which would greatly improve his status and 

thus his practice in the city.39 with these distinctions 

he could afford to get married with a reasonable assurance 

of a steady income. 

Of the three years Freud spent in residence at the Gen¬ 

eral Hospital the most significant period was the five months 

during which he studied under the great brain anatomist and 

psychiatrist Theodor Meynert (1833-1892). He was of the 

same school as BrUcke, and he strove to establish definite 

and quantitative connections between the anatomical struc¬ 

ture of the brain and higher nervous system and mental 

processes, both normal and pathological. Like the followers 

of Helmholtz., he attempted to reduce all phenomena to matter, 

so that they might be related to the simple code of atoms 

40 
and mathematical laws. 

Under Mdynert, Herman Nothnagel, and others at the 

General Hospital Freud continued research not unlike that 

which he had pursued under BrUcke. He gained such skill 

39jones, Life and Work of Freud, Vol. I, pp. 62-63. 

40 
For information on Meynert's views see, ibid., p. 65, 

or Peter Amacher, "Freud1s Neurological Education and its 
Influence on Psychoanalytic Theory," Psychological Issues, 
Vol. IV (1964-1965), pp. 21-41. 
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that Meynert offered to hand over his lecturing duties to 

him if he would specialize in brain anatomy, although Freud 

4l 
decided to decline the offer. However, this period of 

research had to come to an end, because he needed to find 

a specialty which could be used in his practice. As Freud 

himself described the decision: "From the practical point 

of view, brain anatomy was certainly no better than physi¬ 

ology, and, with an eye to material considerations, I began 
j±p 

to study nervous diseases." This was the field closest 

to his physiological and anatomical studies of the brain 

and nervous system. 

In order to strengthen his competency in this region 

he began studies on the nervous system, which earned for 

him the unpaid position of Lecturer on Neuropathology at 

the University in 1885. On the basis of the reputation he 

had established with his early publications and a strong 

recommendation from BrUcke he obtained a traveling fellowship 

from the University which enabled him to go first to Paris 

to study under the eminent French psychiatrist Jean Martin 

Charcot and then to Berlin to study children's diseases. ^ 

With this preparation Freud began practice, on Easter 

Sunday, April 25, 1886.^ After several months Freud was 

able, after so many years of waiting, to marry Martha Bernays 

^"Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 18. 

^Ibid., pp. 18-19. 

43Ibid., pp. 19-23. 

44 , 
Jones; Life and Works of Freud, Vol. 1^ p. 143. 



62 

and settle down to life of "quiet happiness, as far as social 

life, unsatisfactory wretched practice,- continued research. 

It seemed that Freud had found his place in Viennese society, 

with a life centered in his wife and his rapidly expanding 

family and in the research which he continued in his spare 

time. 

But the reorientation in Freud1s life necessitated by 

his marriage and accompanying financial problems had conse¬ 

quences too far reaching for such a quiet end to Freud's 

scientific career. He had been prepared both mentally and 

technically for a role far different than the one in which 

he found himself. Under the pressure of his intense love 

for his fiancee parts of his personality had been bent into 

place so that he could fit this new role; when the passion 

of courtship gave way to the quieter, more stable devotion 

of an excellent marriage, these elements began to return to 

their original configuration. 

The ambition, which had retreated before his expansive 

love of his fiancee, returned when there was once again room 

for other emotions. In 1883 he wrote to his fiancee that 

"I never was one of those people who can't bear the thought 

of being washed away by death before they scratched their 

^5preU(i to Carl Koller, Vienna, January 1, 1887, Becker, 
"Koller and Cocaine," p. 359* For an interesting descrip¬ 
tion of events in the personal life of Freud between his 
leaving for Paris to study under Charcot and his marriage, 
see Freud to Koller, Vienna, October 13., 1886, ibid. 
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Uf) names on the rock amidst the waves," but this attitude 

was only a deviation from his norm. More in keeping with 

the continuity of his mental structure is the statement of 

his ambition in a letter to Wilhelm Pliess in 1896: "If we 

are both granted a few more years to quiet work, we shall 

certainly leave behind something which will justify our 

47 
existence. Marriage, even so fine a marriage as Freud 

and Martha Bernays were able to create for themselves, was 

not great enough to absorb permanently the .ambition of Freud. 

It was only a matter of time until his drive for greatness 

burst through the limits enclosing his narrow bourgeoise 

existence, and he found a greater role for himself. 

Freud's dedication to science could not be constrained 

anymore than his ambition. He had never abandoned his desire 

to make a definite contribution to science, although for a 

period he had emphasized other matters. As he wrote in 1883, 

"I have always thought that there is a short and a long way 

of achieving something; if the short one is barred to me I 

will confidently take the long one, and this is precisely 
h o 

what is happening to me at the moment." He believed that 

the sacrifice of science involved in his marriage was not a 

cessation of scientific activity but only a postponement. 

46 
Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, September 9, 1883, 

Letters of Freud, p. 57• 

2|7 
'Freud to Fliess, Vienna, April 2, 1896, Origins of 

Psycho-Analysis, pp. 161-162. 

48 
Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, September 9, 1883, 

Letters of Freud, p. 57. 
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But the demands of private practice were not easily 

compatible with research. Having to spend a good part of 

his time dealing with the nervous disorders of his patients, 

he had little time or concentration left for his physiologi¬ 

cal and anatomical studies. Although he continued his 

researches in these fields and, indeed, won recognition 

4Q which overshadowed his early psychoanalytic studies, J the 

greatness and justification which he sought would have been 

extremely difficult to obtain on such a part-time basis. 

He could have unified his work and his research by obtain¬ 

ing a salaried position at the University, but anti-Semitism 

and favoritism made that impossible. Therefore, Freud 

could bring unity to his professional and scientific endeavors 

only by shifting the center of his scientific studies from 

anatomy and physiology to the nervous disorders he encountered 

in his daily practice. 

The necessity of concentrating his research efforts on 

these diseases was made even more pressing by the fact that 

Freud had no truly effective method of curing the neuroses. 

The therapeutic nihilism of the Viennese school had given 

him an excellent background in the anatomical and physio¬ 

logical basis of nervous disorders, but had left him generally 

ignorant of methods of cure. His scientific training had 

been founded on the principle of the reduction of all 

^”9The favorable reception of his neurological studies 
at a time when the psychoanalytical studies which were his 
chief interest were ignored or rejected caused Freud great 
pain. See Freud to Fliess, Vienna, May 21, 1894, Origins 
of Psycho-Analysis, p. 84. 
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phenomena to simple physical interactions, but this had 

little relevance to treatment. Meynert and others might 

have been able to establish some link between a simple 

paralysis and a gross aberation in the brain, but they were 

far from being able to explain or to deal with subtle neu¬ 

roses. 

Even had Freud been better versed in nineteenth century 

psychiatric methods, he still would have been faced with a 

serious therapeutic dilemma. The practicing physician at 

the end of the nineteenth century found himself in possession 

of a vast array of new facts about the anatomy and physiology 

of the brain and nervous system, but, ironically, he found 

himself as unable as ever to treat the mental diseases with 

‘SO which he came into contact daily. Those treatments which 

did seem to have some effectiveness, such as rest in sani¬ 

tariums or electrical treatments, had no relation to physical 

anatomy and physiology and were largely discredited by "seri¬ 

ous" scientists because they were mere stabs in the dark, 

devoid of any solid, i. e. physical, theory. 

This dichotomy between theory and practice must have 

created great pressure on a man like Freud, whose entire 

scientific education had rested on a belief that man's 

knowledge could advance only if the old ill-founded and 

often superstitious beliefs and practices of the past were 

discarded and replaced with new views, firmly founded on 

-^Erwin H. Ackerknecht, A Short History of Psychiatry 
(Hafner Publishing Company, New York, 1959)> P* 72. 
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physical laws. In treating nervous disorders he found him¬ 

self in somewhat the same position that doctors treating 

organic diseases had found themselves at 'the beginning of 

the century; the generations of effort of the great medical 

researchers of the nineteenth century seemed to be of no 

relevance to the concrete therapeutic problems with which 

Freud found himself faced. 

Freud overcame this crisis through a radical reconcep¬ 

tualization of mental processes. He abandoned the Helmholtzian 

dictum to reduce all phenomena to the simple physical level. 

He had to recognize that this was; at least in his own life 

time, an impossibility. To save both science and therapy 

from this dilemma, he retained the strict, non-compromising 

scientific method of materialistic science and applied it to 

the complex psychological phenomena he encountered in his 

neurotic patients; but he abandoned the obsession with 

reduction to the atomic level, which had doomed the efforts 

of the early psychophysists to irrelevancy. Instead of re¬ 

duction he emphasized the establishment of relations between 

data on an operational basis. Although the process was 

largely unconscious, he learned to abandon the vain and often 

irrelevant attempt to reduce all phenomena to the physical 

level, and replaced this with the notion that the scientist1s 

task is to relate the events he observes to each other in 
51 

order to form a unified and consistent whole. 

^***For a very incisive discussion of this question see 
Franz G. Alexander and Sheldon T. Selesnich, Tne History of 
Psychiatry: An Evaluation of Psychiatric Thought and Practice 
from Prehistoric Times to the Present (Harper and Row, New 
York, 1966), pp. l6i-l8TT 
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This revolution in his personal scientific orientation 

did not come easily for Freud. For years he attempted to 

relate his psychoanalytical theories to the kind of physical 

data which were acceptable to the scientific milieu in which 

he was trained. In the autumn of 1895 he made one last 

attempt to translate his psychological theories into 

materialistic terms in his unpublished "Project for a Scien¬ 

tific Psychology." In the introduction to this draft he 

wrote: "The intention of this project is to furnish us with 

a psychology which shall be a natural science: its aim., 

that is., to represent psychical processes as quantitatively 

determined states of specifiable material particles and so 

to make them plain and void .of contradictions."^ There 

followed pages and pages of convoluted speculation, which 

attempted to unite his psychoanalytic discoveries with the 

knowledge of the nervous system he had gained under Brtlcke 

and Meynert. But the attempt was doomed to failure by the 

lack of detailed knowledge of brain functions. 

By 1896 Freud was firmly committed to a psychological 

explanation of mental phenomena. He was forced to admit 

that nerve impulses and mental phenomena, such as repressions 

or phobias, are of different orders of explanation and that 

the connections between them will not be established until 

there have been revolutionary advances in both fields. In 

"The Aetiology of Hysteria" (1896), he clearly recognized 

this new position: 

^2Freud, Origins of Psycho-Analysis, p. 355* 
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Anyone who is altogether opposed to the 
psychological conception of hysteria, who is 
unwilling to give up the hope of one day tracing 
its symptoms to 'finer anatomical changes' and 
has rejected the view that the material foun¬ 
dations of hysterical changes must necessarily 
be similar in kind to those of our normal mental 
processes—anyone who adopts this attitude will 
naturally put no faith in the results of our 
analysis; but the difference in principle between 
his premises and ours absolves us from any obli¬ 
gation to convince him on single points.53 

He continued to hope that this dichotomy between the physical 

and the psychological would be resolved, but he had no choice 

but to continue his work on the basis of this division. In 

1898 he wrote to Fliess: 

But I am not in the least in disagreement 
with you, and have no desire at all to leave the 
psychology hanging in the air with no organic 
basis. But beyond a feeling of conviction [that 
there must be such a basis], I have nothing, either 
theoretical or therapeutic, to work on, and so I 
must behave as if I were confronted by psycho¬ 
logical factors only. I have no idea yet why I 
cannot yet fit it together.5^ 

Even in assuming this position, Freud believed that he was 

still in the tradition of BrUcke and Helmholtz. He believed 

that he simply had taken a detour and had returned to 

materialistic science. He wrote in his 1927 postscript to 

his Lay Analysis: "After forty-years of medical activity, 

my self-knowledge tells me that I have never been a doctor 

in the proper sense. I became a doctor through being 

compelled to deviate from my original purpose; and the tri- 

-^Sigmund Freud, "The Aetiology of Hysteria," Early 
Psychoanalytic Writings (Collier Books, New York, 1963)s 

p.. 187. 

^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, September 22, 1898, Origins 
of Psycho-Analysis, p. 264. 
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umph of my life lies in my having, after a long and round¬ 

about journey, found my way back to my earliest path."^5 

But Freud never really returned to the scientific tra¬ 

dition from which he came, and with good reason. The cult 

of mechanistic physics, which dominated so much of nineteenth 

century science, had been a necessary stage, but it was a 

stage which had to be overcome. At the same time that 

Freud was developing his psychoanalytic theories, researchers 

in other fields were freeing science from this exaggerated 

insistence on the reduction of all phenomena to matter. 

What so many scientists of the period, particularly those 

who considered themselves followers of the school of Helm¬ 

holtz, had failed to realize was that things such as "atoms," 

or "energy" or "physical laws" were only conceptualizations, 

i.' e. operational concepts, which were "true" only because 

it worked to believe that they were true. Scientists in 

the early decades of the twentieth century, particularly 

theoretical physicists, were forced to adopt a pragmatic 

view of truth, like that of William James, and abandon the 

hope of ever knowing an absolute objective world outside 

themselves. They had to recognize that there is always a 

subjective element involved in experience, which can neither 

be isolated nor eliminated. This revenge of the meta¬ 

physicians forced scientists to realize that their task 

was not so much to reduce all phenomena to the atomic level 

as to bring as many "facts" as possible into some kind of 

^Freud, Lay Analysis, pp. 104-105* 



70 

operational connection.^6 

Freud never completely realized that he was a part of 

this revolutionary change in the image of what the scientist 

does., because his training and orientation kept him from 

formal philosophical speculation, but there is no doubt 

that he played a role in this liberation of science. Ironi¬ 

cally it was in a letter to the other great scientific 

pioneer of the twentieth century, Albert Einstein., that 

Freud best expressed this new understanding of science: 

It may perhaps seem to you as though 
theories are a kind of mythology and, in the 
present case, not even an agreeable one. But 
does not every science come in the end to a 
kind of mythology like this? Cannot the same 
be said to-day of your own Physics?57 

Freud had been forced to abandon the old "mythology" of 

mechanistic physics and to forge new concepts because of the 

failure of his scientific background to provide him with 

any but the most grossly material of conceptual tools. The 

old guidelines of scientific inquiry had been irrelevant 

to his subject matter, and he had had to make revolutionary 

changes in his manner of thinking in order to deal with the 

problems presented to him. Concepts such as "neurone" or 

"energy transfer" or the anatomical structure of the brain 

could not help him; they had to be replaced with less 

materialistic ideas, such as repression or wish-fulfillment 

or trauma. 

^^Dingle, "Scientific Outlook, 1851 and 1951.> " pp* 176-177* 

-^Sigmund Freud to Albert Einstein, Vienna, September, 
1932, Vienna, "Why War," Character and Culture (Collier Books, 
New York, 1963), p. 143. 
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This reconceptualization, perhaps more than his emphasis 

on sexuality, earned Freud the enmity of the scientific 

community. The strict materialists of the Viennese school 

recoiled from the "gruesome, horrible, old wives' psychi¬ 

atry"^ of Freud. His views were heresy to these followers 

of the cult of mechanistic science, for Freud seemed to be 

reintroducing the old rhetoric of superstition and emotion 

into their newly purified science. They were shocked to 

hear this apostate materialist speak of unconscious and 

unmeasurable forces, hidden in the obscure recesses of the 

mind and inaccessible to laboratory methods. 

By 189^ he was becoming increasingly aware of the 

rejection of his new ideas. "I am pretty well alone here 

in tackling the neuroses," he wrote. "They regard me as a 

monomaniac, while I have the distinct feeling that I have 

touched on one of the great secrets of nature.As time 

passed he found that the reaction of his medical colleagues 

was increasingly violent. As early as the late 1880's he 

was not allowed to use the laboratory of cerebral anatomy 

and for a session at the University was not given a place 

to deliver his lectures.^ By the beginning of this century 

5®Freud to Fliess, Vienna, November 2, 1896, Origins of 
Psycho-Analysis, p. 171. 

^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, May 21, 189^, ibid., p. 83. 
For other expressions of his alienation, see Freud, History 
of the Psychoanalytical Movement, pp. 5^-56; Freud to Carl 
Gustav Jung, Ossiacher Lake (Carinthia)-, Annenheim, September 
2, 1907.J Letters of Freud, p. 256; Freud to Sander Ferenczi, 
Vienna, July 9, 1973^ ibid., pp. 300-301; and Freud to members 
of the B'nai B1rith Lodge [of Vienna], n. p., May 6, 1926, 
ibid., p. 366. 

60 
Freud, An Autobiographical Study, pp. 26-27* 
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the animosity toward Freud on the part of the scientific 

community had become so great that he was shocked to learn 

that teachers at the University were recommending that their 

students not read his books and that one of the hostile 

reviewers of The Interpretation of Dreams had never looked 

at the book. 

Freud considered the hostility of the scientific community 

a function of the repression of sexual matters which was so 

powerful in Victorian society. But the opposition was not 

so simple. When Freud alleged that the Middle Ages had been 

closer to an understanding of hysteria than nineteenth cen¬ 

tury science,*^2 or when he began seriously to investigate 

the claims of witchcraft,, ^ Freud's dedicated scientific 

contemporaries could only see him as a threat to their life 

work. Even Freud himself was at times forced to recognize 

the "unscientific" nature of much of his work. In Studies 

on Hysteria (1895) he wrote: 

I have not always been a psychotherapist. 
Like other neuropathologists, I was trained to 
employ local diagnoses and electro-prognosis, and 
it still strikes me myself as strange that the 
case histories I write should read like short 
stories and that, as one might say, they lack the 
serious stamp of science. I must console myself 
with the reflection that the nature of the subject 
is evidently responsible for this, rather than 

^Freud, History of the Psychoanalytic Movement, op. 56- 
57. 

^2Sigmund Freud, .".Report of My Studies in Paris and 
Berlin (1886)," The International Journal of Psycho-Analysis 
Vol. XXXVII (1955J7 p. 5. 

^Freud to Fliess, Vienna, January 17 and 24, 1897 j 
Origins of Psycho-Analysis, pp. 187-189* 
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any preference of my own. The fact is that 
local diagnosis and electrical reactions lead 
nowhere in the study of hysteria, whereas a 
detailed description of mental processes such 
as we are accustomed to find in the works of 
imaginative writers enables me3 with the use of 
a few psychological formulas, to obtain at least 
some kind of insight into the course of that 
affection. 

In this situation Freud was faced, on the one hand, 

with a serious therapeutic crisis which demanded solution 

and, on the other, with the lack of a well-defined role or 

method. This was a situation which could bring Freud's 

predisposition to revolt to fulfillment. He was called 

upon to act, and yet his society did not provide a defined 

response. The nineteenth century conception of science 

had reached its limitsj new approaches and attitudes had to 

be developed. In spite of himself, Freud had to go beyond 

the intellectual patterns provided him by his society and 

organize knowledge in different configurations. Here lay 

the chief specific cause of psychoanalysis. 

64 
Sigmund Freud and Josef Breuer, 

(Avon Books, New York, 1966), p. 201. 
Studies on Hysteria 



Chapter IV: The Yoke of Sexuality 

By the late l880's the elements of Sigmund Freud's 

personality were becoming volatile. The coincidence of his 

personal predisposition to revolt and a larger intellectual 

crisis had brought him to the brink of revolt. The years 

of anti-Semitism had hardened him against the criticisms 

of society. His unfailing confidence in his own superiority 

and his self-image as a martyr to the cause of science made 

him impervious to the reaction of his peers. This personality 

had been made explosive by the crisis in Freud's personal 

life, which forced him to abandon pure research, and by the 

crisis in contemporary science, which found its old tools 

no longer applicable. Both the role and the scientific 

procedure of Freud were no longer clearly defined, and yet 

he was called upon to deal effectively with the neuroses of 

his patients. All of these pressures forced him to deviate 

from socially acceptable norms. 

Freud's first deviation was a minor one involving his 

early experiments with cocaine. This drug, which had been 

discovered somewhat earlier but had been forgotten, was 

reintroduced into the scientific consciousness of Europe by 

Freud. During his years at the General Hospital in Vienna 

he obtained small quantities of the drug and began to chew 

it regularly for exhilaration. As Siegfried Bernfeld has 

pointed out, Freud's interest in cocaine proceeded largely 

from the emotional boost he himself received from its use: 
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The years between 1882-1885^ which he spent 
at the General hospital, were not easy ones for 
Freud.... He was preparing himself for a profession, 
in which the bulk of work bore little attraction 
for him. He knew that many of his patients would 
expect relief from their sufferings, but that there 
was hardly a way known by which to secure such relief. 
His emotional life was frustrated.... 

In this situation tiredness, depressed moods, 
anxieties, worries, indigestion recurred, lowering 
his happiness and working efficiency.... Cocaine, 
to him, was an almost perfect remedy against his 
neurasthenic spells.-1- 

Once he had found that the drug had such good effect upon 

himself, Freud's tendency towards generalization took hold 

and led him into severe danger. Soon he was sending cocaine 

to his fiancee and using it to end the morphine addiction of 

a friend. His colleague Carl Koller took up Freud's lead 

and won great fame by his employment of the drug as a local 

anaesthesia, but Freud kept trying to find broader uses for 

cocaine and was less temperate in his praise of the drug. 

When after three years of experimentation the addictive 

properties of cocaine were proven, his studies of the drug 

brought Freud condemnation instead of the fame he sought. 

Because of his hasty introduction of the drug into scientific 

circles, he was, in the opinion of many, responsible for 
p 

adding to alcohol and morphine a third scourge of mankind. 

^"Siegfried Bernfeld, "Freud1 s Studies on Cocaine, 1884- 
1887," Journal of the American Psychoanalytical Association, 
Vol. I, Nos. 1-T~(1953); PP- 600-601: 

^Ibid., p. 603. 
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But- Freud was able to weather the storm of controversy 

and to return to the fold of nineteenth century science. 

Neither Freud nor his world were ready for a psychedelic 

revolution,, and the matter was dropped. Yet., the factors 

which drew Freud into the cocaine controversy—desire for 

fame, the need for a suitable therapeutic method in neurotic 

cases, his isolation and refusal to pay sufficient attention 

to criticism, and his unrestrained speculative tendency— 

remained operative and were still to produce a revolution. 

By the mid l880's the necessity for a breakthrough 

beyond the old scientific methods was becoming obvious. Not 

only did the materialistic orientation of the science Freud 

encountered at Vienna fail to provide an adequate therapeutic 

remedy for neurotic disorders, it often chose to ignore the 

condition altogether as well. Since there was no clearly 

definable organic basis for many forms of mental illness, 

they did not, in the eyes of the strict materialists, exist. 

When Freud returned from his studies in Paris at Jean Martin 

Charcot's clinic, the Salpgtriere, he attacked this attitude 

on the part of his colleagues: 

During the last few decades a hysterical woman 
would have been almost certain to be treated as 
a malingerer, as in earlier centuries she would 
have been certain to be judged and condemned as 
a witch or as possessed of the devil. In another 
respect there has been an actual step backward 
in the knowledge of hysteria. The Middle Ages 
had a precise acquaintance with the ' stigmata' 
of hysteria, its somatic signs, and interpreted 
and made use of them in its own fashion. In the 
out-patient department in Berlin [where Freud 
studied for six weeks after he left Paris], how¬ 
ever I found that these somatic signs of hysteria 
were as good as unknown and that in general, when 



77 

a diagnosis of 'hysteria' had been made, all 
inclination to take further notice of the patient 
seemed to be surpressed.3 

This prevailing attitude in German science made it clear 

that Freud would have to look elsewhere for a means of treat¬ 

ing his patients. 

He found at least a beginning in his studies under 

Charcot. That this was a-break with the methods he had been 

taught by his teachers at Vienna was, at least in part, 

clear to Freud at the time. Upon his return to Vienna from 

Paris he explained one of his reasons for going to study 

under the French master: 

And lastly, I was bound to reflect that I 
could not expect to learn anything new in a German 
University after having enjoyed direct and indirect 
instruction in Vienna from Proffessors T. Meynert 
and H. Nothnagel. The French school of neuropath¬ 
ology, on the other hand, seemed to promise me 
something unfamiliar and characteristic in its 
mode of working, and moreover to have embarked on 
new fields of neuropathology, which have not been 
similarly approached by scientific workers in 
Germany and Austria.^ 

Freud was not disappointed with Charcot. He found the 

French scientist to be "an extraordinary man of unbiased 

ingenuity and rich experience,and he "left the Salp^triere 

as Charcot's unqualified admirer." He had gone to Paris 

^Sigmund Freud, "Report on My Studies in Paris and Berlin 
(1886)," The International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, Vol. 
XXXVII (1955), p. 5- 

^Ibid., pp. 2-3. 

^Freud to Carl Roller, Paris, January 1, 1886, Becker, 
"Carl Roller and Cocaine," p. 356. 

^Freud, "Report on My Studies in Paris and Berlin," p. 5- 
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with the intention of studying some narrow anatomical problem, 

as he had under Brtlcke and Meynert, but he found that con¬ 

ditions for study at the laboratory of the Salp^triere 

were unfavorable for such research. Instead he found him- 
7 

self drawn to the clinical demonstrations of Charcot. 

There he encountered a psychological approach to nervous 

disorders, quite different from the anatomical-neurological 

methods he had learned in Vienna. 

Charcot had broken out of the bounds set for scientific 

research in his age. He was interested in the neurological 

and anatomical aspects of hysteria,, but he was not willing 

to limit himself tothis approach. He believed that the 

organic study of the diseases of the nervous system had been 

more or less completed and that future advances would have 
O 

to be made in the field of pure psychology. He felt no 

obligation to reduce all phenomena to the level of physical 

interactions. Instead, he began systematic observations 

and categorizations of the symptoms of hysteria. Further¬ 

more, he was unwilling to ignore such "spiritualistic" 

phenomena as hypnotism, simply because they had not yet been 

explained in physiological terms. 

Freud was very much impressed with Charcot's studies of 

hysteria.^ He recognized that the French psychiatrist was 

developing a new scientific method with which to approach 

^Ibid., p. 4. 

^Ibid., p. 5* 

^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 43- 
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neuroses. Charcot opened up new fields of study for Freud., 

who readily accepted hypnotism as a legitimate concern of 

the scientist. Charcot's emphasis on the connection between 

neurosis and sexuality was also to have a very great impact 

upon Freud. 

Freud's colleagues in Vienna, however, were not so 

open to new approaches. They still automatically associated 

anyone who dealt with hypnotism with the'charlatans and 

magicians who had had possession of the dark art since the 

beginning of history. When he returned to Vienna, Freud 

felt compelled to justify Charcot's treatment of such contro¬ 

versial phenomena: 

I saw no sign however, that Charcot showed 
any special preference for rare and strange 
material or that he tried to exploit it for 
mystical purposes. On the contrary, he regarded 
hypnotism as a field of phenomenon which he 
submitted to scientific description, just as 
he had done many years before with multiple 
sclerosis or progressive muscular atrophy. He 
did not seem to me to be at all one of those 
men who marvel at what is rare rather than 
what is usual; and the whole trend of his mind 
leads me to suppose that he can find no rest 
till he has correctly described and classified 
some phenomenon with which he is concerned, but 
that he can sleep quite soundly without having 
arrived at the physiological explanation of 
that phenomenon.!^ 

Although Freud was not fully aware of the implications 

of this statement, it was in many ways a sharp break with 

his scientific background. Like Charcot, he refused to 

accept the bounds of scientific research defined by the 

10 

p. 6. 
Freud, "Report on My Studies in Paris and Berlin," 
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Helmholtzian tradition. The scientific methodology in which 

he had been trained had failed to give him a means of deal¬ 

ing with the neuroses. Therefore, he was open to the more 

phenomenological method of Charcot., which shelved the 

question of physiological origins and sought rather to 

analyze the content of the psychological symptoms. If this 

method led the scientist toward such phenomena as hypnotism 

or dreams, both Freud and Charcot seemed prepared to accept 

this divergence from orthodox subject matter. 

The scientific community of Vienna was not slow in 

recognizing this apostacy. When Freud gave a formal account 

of his studies in Paris and Berlin before the Viennese 

Physicians society, he was met with an outburst of criticism 

from the leaders of the Austrian scientific circles, including 

his old teacher Theodor Meynert. As Siegfried and Suzanne 

Cassirer Bernfeld have pointed out, much of this opposition 

was the result of national and professional jealousies. 

Freud, one of the finest products of the Viennese school, 

seemed to have forsaken the teachings of his great mentors 

at the University and espoused the theories of their French 

rivals.11 Their reaction, however, had still deeper roots, 

for the serious concern with phenomena such as hypnotism, 

which Freud had acquired under Charcot, was a definite 

threat to the entire Helmholtzian approach--a threat which 

the leaders of the old school could only interpret as a 

11Siegfried and Suzanne Cassirer Bernfeld, "Freud's 
First Year in Practice, " The Menninger Clinic Bulletin, 
Vol. XVI, No. 2 (March, 1952), pp. 39-42. 



81 

return to the superstitions of the past. 

But Freud., however, was impervious to such criticism. 

He was determined to gain an understanding of neurosis, 

even if he had to discard scientific principles long regarded 

as sacred. He remained impressed by Charcot's dramatic 

clinical expositions and by the proofs of the legitimacy 

of hypnotism he had witnessed at the Saltp§triere. He 
“I p 

learned hypnotism himself in Paris and in 1889 journeyed 

to Nancy, where Ambroise-Auguste Liebault and Hippolyte 

Bernheim were developing hypnotism into a powerful psychiatric 

1^ 
instrument. 

But Freud was not satisfied with hypnotism or with the 

contemporary electric means of curing neurosis. He was not 

particularly adept at hypnotism and had great difficulty 
14 

in achieving a state of deep eonombulism in his patients. 

He did not like the use of electrical machinery and discarded 

15 
it as an unnecessary barrier between doctor and patient. 

So, despite his willingness to experiment with unorthodox 

methods, he remained in the same therapeutic dilemma. 

This was resolved through Freud's association with Dr. 

1 P 
Freud, "Report of My Studies in Paris and Berlin," 

p. 6. 

■^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, pp. 30-31* 

■^Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer, Studies on Hysteria 
(Avon Books. New York, 1966), p. 146; Freud, An Autobiographical 
Study, pp. 49-51* 

■^Siegfried Bernfeld; "Freud1s Earliest Theories and the 
School of Helmholtz," The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol. XIII 
(1944), p. 357* 
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Josef Breuer. Although he later qualified the statement, 

Freud, in his famous speech at Clark University in 1909.? 

gave Breuer the credit for founding psychoanalysis. From 

Breuer Freud obtained the method of curing and understanding 

neuroses, which he was to develop into a revolutionary re- 

evaluation of his culture. 

Josef Breuer (1842-1925) was a distinguished and 

successful Viennese physician, who treated some of the most 

famous figures in the Viennese medical school. Like Freud, 

he had been trained in the strict materialism of BrUcke's 

Institute, and he published some quite important medical 

studies.^ 

During his years of practice Breuer had hit upon the 

therapeutic breakthrough which was to solve the dilemma of 

Freud. In 1880, when he was treating a young lady, later 

known as Anna 0., Breuer began to discover that neurotic 

symptoms have their roots in the repression of the memory of 

unpleasant events. In his brilliant case history of Anna 

0., which first appeared in the Studies on Hysteria, which 

Breuer co-authored with Freud in 1895.? he describes how he 

probed deeper and deeper into the psyche of his brilliant 

young patient and discovered that she had tried to suppress 

the memory of certain traumatic events. This suppression 

had, however, been unsuccessful, and the painful memories, 

which were shut off from conscious awareness, continued to 

"^Bernfeld, "Freud and the School of Helmholtz," pp. 
352-353. 
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exist in the recesses of her mind. The symptoms of Anna 

O.'s neurosis were but an expression of these hidden 

memories. 

The most striking discovery of Breuer, however., was his 

realization that it was only necessary to bring these memories 

to consciousness to end the pathological state of the patient. 

In the preliminary study for their great work on hysteria, 

Breuer and Freud described this surprising revelation: 

Tne discovery that we made, at first to 
our own great surprise, was that when we had 
succeeded in bringing the exciting event to 
clear recollection, and had also succeeded in 
arousing with it the accompanying affect, and 
when the patient had related the occurrence in 
as detailed a manner as possible and had ex¬ 
pressed his feelings in regard to it in words, 
the various hysterical symptoms disappeared at 
once, never to return.^7 

Here at last was a means of dealing directly with the 

neuroses. But Breuer was not prepared to follow up the 

consequences of his discovery immediately. The pressures 

of his successful practice were too great for him to devote 

to one patient the inordinate amount of time needed to 

1 ft 
unearth such deeply hidden memories. Therefore, he passed 

on his initial discoveries and many of his patients to his 

young colleague, Sigmund Freud. During the 1880's these 

17 
Sigmund Freud and Josef Breuer, "On the Psychical 

Mechanism of Hysterical Phenomena," Early Psychoanalytic 
Writings, p. 38. 

1 ft 
°Josef Breuer to Auguste Forel, Vienna, November 21, 

1907. Paul Cranefield, "Josef Breuer's Evaluation of His 
Contribution to Psychoanalysis," The International Journal 
of Psychoanalysis, Vol. XXXIX, Pt. 5 "(September-October, 
1958), p. 319• See also Freud, An Autobiographical Study, 
pp. 41-42. 
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two men were good friends, as well as close professional 

associates. Both were Jewish and had a similar educational 

background, and they found it easy to collaborate in joint 

publications. Breuer, who was twelve years Freud's senior, 

became his patron and champion in scientific circles and 

even loaned him considerable sums of money.^ Freud himself 

felt an almost filial devotion to Breuer and described him 
PO 

as "open to every new idea, kind, and high-minded." For 

a decade these two men worked together, their efforts cul¬ 

minating in the Studies on Hysteria, but eventually their 

differing scientific views drove them apart, and their 

friendship dissolved. 

Despite the bitterness which followed the dissolution 

of their partnership, this period of cooperation laid the 

groundwork for Freud's development of psychoanalysis. It 

is difficult to separate the work of these two dedicated 

scientists during their period of collaboration. In assign¬ 

ing the credit for their joint discoveries, Breuer was much 

more charitable than his younger associate. In a letter to 

Auguste Forel in 1907 he attempted to divide their individual 

contributions and greatly minimized his own role in the 

development of psychoanalysis: 

The case, which I described in the Studies 
[on Hysteria] as No. 1, Anna 0., passed through 
my hands, and my merit lie's essentially in my 

19Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, pp. 60-61. 

20 
Freud to Carl Koller, Vienna, January 1, 1887, Becker 

"Koller and Cocaine," p. 359* 
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having recognized what an uncommonly instructive 
and scientifically important case chance had 
brought me for investigation, in my having 
persevered in observing it attentively and 
accurately, and in my not having allowed any 
preconceived opinions to interfere with the 
simple observation of the important data. ^ 

Despite Breuer's denial of responsibility for the 

development of psychoanalysis, it is difficult to imagine 

the Freudian revolution without his initial discoveries. 

His communications to Freud were the catalyst which brought 

about the crystallization of psychoanalysis. The narrowly 

materialistic approach of the school of Helmholtz had failed, 

but Breuer offered Freud a new method and a new orientation 

to replace it. The method of Breuer was the key by which 

Freud entered the looking-glass world of psychoanalysis. 

That Freud himself recognized his debt to Breuer is clearly 

shown by a passage he wrote in 1896: 

I owe my conclusions to the use of the new 
psychoanalytic method, the probing procedure of 
J. Breuer, a method that is somewhat subtle but 
irreplaceable.... Going back into the patient's 
life step by step, guided always by the structural 
connection between symptoms, memories, and asso¬ 
ciations, I finally came to the starting-point of 
pathological process.^2 

With this new tool Freud could begin to probe deeply 

into the psychological bases of the mental diseases he 

encountered in his practice. No longer was he forced to 

prescribe remedies solely on the basis of tradition and 

PI 
Breuer to Auguste Forel, Vienna, November 21, 1907* 

Cranefield, "Breuer1s Evaluation of His Contribution to 
Psycho-Analysis," p. 319* 

^Sigmund Freud, "Heredity and the Aetiology of the 
Neurosis," Early Psychoanalytic Writings, p. 145. 
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custom. Now he could attempt to understand the actual 

aetiology of nervous disorders and give his method of 

treatment a strong scientific basis. In an interesting 

passage in 1896 he defined the new scientific role he had 

assumed: 

Imagine that an explorer comes in his travels 
to a region of which but little is known and that 
there his interest is aroused by ruins showing 
remains of walls, fragments of pillars and of 
tablets with obliterated and illegible inscriptions. 
He may content himself with inspecting what lies 
there on the surface and with questioning the 
people who live near by.... But he may proceed 
differently; he may come equipped with picks, 
shovels and spades, and may press the inhabitants 
into his service and arm them with these tools, 
make an onslaught on the ruins, clear away the 
rubbish and, starting from the visible remains, 
may bring to light what is buried. If his work 
is crowned with success, the discoveries explain 
themselves.... 

If one tries in something the same way to let 
the symptoms of a case of hysteria tell the tale 
of the development of the disease, we must start 
from the momentous discovery of J. Breuer: that 
the symptoms of hysteria (apart from the stigmata) 
are determined by certain experiences of the 
patient's which operate traumatically and are 
reproduced in his psychic life as memory—symbols 
of these experiences. We must adopt Breuer's 
method--or one of a similar kind—in order to lead 
the patient's attention from the symptom back to 
the scene in and through which it origninated: 
and having thus discovered it, we proceed when 
the traumatic scene is reproduced to correct the 
original psychical reaction to it and thus remove 
the symptom.23 

The disorientation which had resulted from Freud's trans¬ 

plantation from the neurological laboratory to the psychiatric 

clinic--the confusion of roles and lack of a clearly defined 

means of approaching problems—this was resolved through 

2^Sigmund Freud, "The Aetiology of Hysteria," in ibid., 
pp. 176-177. 
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the method of Breuer. 

But significant changes had to he made in the methodology 

employed by Breuer and by Freud in his early studies before 

it could become what is known now as psychoanalysis. Hypno¬ 

tism had been an integral part of the Breuer method, and 

Freud accepted it along with the rest of his technique. 

But when he began the treatment of a patient known as Lucy 

R. in 1892, he found hypnosis unsuitable. Remembering a 

demonstration he had seen Bernheim perform at Nancy, in 

which an unhypnotized subject was forced by means of sugges¬ 

tion to remember events normally closed to consciousness, 

Freud decided to attempt to dispense with hypnosis. He 

began to delve into the subconsciousness of Lucy R. by forcing 

her to remember repressed happenings without first putting 

her into a hypnotic state. He soon completely abandoned 

hypnosis, an art at which he was not particularly skillful, 

and relied entirely on the power of suggestions and of his 
oh. 

patients' associations. 

Once Freud "was set free from hypnotism,he still had ■ 

Oil . 
Freud and Breuer, Studies on Hysteria, pp. 145-150. 

An account of Freud's abandonment of hypnosis, which differs 
somewhat from the one above, may be found in his Autobiographi- 
cal Study, pp. 49-51* In his Studies on Hysteria, Freud wrote 
that he abandoned hypnosis because he was unable to place 
Lucy R. in a hypnotic state of sufficient intensity. However, 
in the Autobiographical Study, which he wrote thirty years 
later, he relates that his patient threw her arms around his 
neck immediately upon emerging from a hypnotic trance, and 
that after this blatant manifestation of transference both 
he and his patient judged it preferable to avoid such states. 
Both accounts of the development of a new method to replace 
hypnosis agree on all other counts. 

^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 52. 
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to liberate his new psychoanalytic discipline from the 

emphasis on heredity which he had received from Charcot. 

The French psychiatrist had seen heredity as "the only true 

and indispensable cause of nervous disease," with other 
p 

factors acting simply as precipitating causes. Such 

emphasis on heredity could lead to a therapeutic nihilism 

as great as any that ever beset the University of Vienna. 

This could not remain permanently acceptable to Freud, for 

it would make impossible his function as a physician. There¬ 

fore, he gradually minimized the role of heredity as he 

developed his theories during the 1890's. By 1895 he was 

leaning towards the view that a person with no hereditary 

predisposition could develop neurosis if other factors were 

sufficiently strong.2^ In 1896 he viewed the action of 

heredity as "comparable to that of a multiplier in an electric 
po 

circuit." Eventually the hereditary factor disappeared 

altogether from his theories. In 1897 Freud even admitted 

that he had made it his business to oust heredity from con¬ 

sideration in the aetiology of neurosis.2^ 

Yet, the revolutionary aspects of psychoanalysis are 

not to be found in either Breuer's new method of inquiry or 

2^Freud, "Heredity and the Aetiology of the Neurosis," 
p. 137. 

27 Sigmund Freud, "A Reply to Criticisms on the Anxiety- 
Neurosis, " Early Psychoanalytic Writings, p. 133. 

28 °Freud, "Heredity and the Aetiology of the Neurosis," 
p. l4l. 

29 ^Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, Vienna, September 21, 
1897> The Origins of Psycho-Analysis, p. 216. 
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in Freud's rejection of the contemporary emphasis of heredity. 

The radicalness of Freud's rebellion lay, rather, in his 

using Breuer's method to penetrate into the intimate sexual 

aspects of human nature and in the substitution of sexual 

factors for heredity in the formation of neuroses. Sexuality 

was given an ever increasing role in human psychology—a 

role which Freud's society was not yet prepared to accept. 

It was here that his rebellion found its cutting edge. 

It is not difficult to comprehend how a young doctor 

dealing with neurotic patients during this period might have 

been greatly impressed by the importance of sexuality. Freud 

found that the sexual repression, so pronounced in his society, 

had wrecked havoc on the psyches of his patients. For the 

most part the attitude towards sexuality of fin de siecle 

Vienna was that of the morbid Victorianism described by 

Stefan Zweig in his autobiographical The World of Yesterday. 

Zweig, who grew up in the Habsburg capital at the end of the 

century, summed up the response of Viennese society to the 

problem of sexuality: "If it is not possible to do away 

with sexuality, then at least it must not be visible in the 

world of morality.To make complete the cloak of public 

invisibility which surrounded sexuality, the organs of social 

conformity—"school and church, salon and courts, newspapers 

and books, modes and manners"—all combined to deny the obvious.^ 

•^Stefan Zweig, The World of Yesterday (Viking Press, 
New York, 19^3p. 683 

•^Ibid., p. 69. 
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As might be expected, this official suppression of 

sexual consciousness served only to drive sexual expression 

into the most illicit channels. The gap between the accepted 

values and actual sexual practices became enormous, and a 

double standard prevailed everywhere. It was an age of the 

most contrived euphemism and of the crudest pornography, of 

romantic novels and debased liasons, an age when private 

and public morality knew no common ground save that of 

mutual hypocrisy, and when prostitutes daily passed married 

virgins on the streets; everywhere the values of society 

were ignored; only rarely were they questioned. 

Yet, the official repression of sexuality was not quite 

powerful enough to prevent at least a few from pointing out 

the obvious. As has been pointed out by Hanns Sachs, a 

Viennese psychoanalyst whose background closely parallels 

that of Freud, a certain ambiguity towards sex had begun to 

•5p creep into Austrian society at the end of the century. It 

^Hanns Sachs, Freud—Master and Friend (Harvard University 
Press, Cambridge, Mass., 19^-6), pp. 23-25* In his discussion 
of Vienna Sachs rejects the common assertion that the Viennese 
attitude towards sex influenced Freud, arguing that repression 
was greater in other cities of Europe and that thus they would 
have been more conducive to the development of psychoanalysis, 
all other things being equal. However, it would seem that the 
very ambiguity of the Viennese situation where sexual matters 
were open enough to be brought to mind, and yet still officially 
repressed, would be ideal for the development of a theory such 
as Freud's. In a truly repressed society sexuality would be a 
category blocked out of the mind of the psychiatrist as well as 
his patient. Sexual matters would simply be discussed. On the 
other hand, in a very unrepressed society it is unlikely that 
sexuality would appear so important to the psychiatrist. An 
environment in between these two extremes, in which sexual 
matters might be introduced into conversations between psychia¬ 
trist and patient and remain emotionally charged subjects, 
would seem to be the optimal environmental conditions for the 
development of psychoanalysis. 
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was possible, although one had to weather enormous social 

opposition, to explore the hypocrisy of Viennese society. 

The liberation of European literature from the old narrow 

bonds of. morality by figures such as Ibsen and Zola found a 

counterpart in the Austrian capital in the person of writers 

such as Arthur Schnitzler, who penetrated the sham of Vic¬ 

torian morality in his brilliant Reigen. This brought to 

the members of the educated middle class an increased aware¬ 

ness of sexuality, but there lingered yet the powerful 

inhibitions engendered in their childhood. 

At most the relaxation of public restraint, which was 

beginning in the early years of Freud's practice, only allowed 

the frustrations engendered by Victorian mores to be expressed 

more explicitly. The sexual fears and frustrations encountered 

in the daily practice of a specialist in nervous disorders 

must have been enormous. The damming up of natural impulses, 

the guilt created by almost any form of sexual expression, 

the constant fear of discovery and of venereal disease, the 

widespread ignorance of sexual matters, and the mass of 

superstitions accumulated during generations when frank dis- 

cussion of sexuality was taboo, all could produce great 

-^An insight into the collection of myths which passed 
for scientific knowledge about sexuality and which prevailed 
throughout Victorian Europe may be obtained from the dis¬ 
cussion of a prominent and relatively enlightened English. 
physician, William Acton. See Steven Marcus, The Other 
Victorians. A Study of Sexuality and Pornography in Mi'd- 
Nineteenth Century England (Basic Bopks, Inc., New-York, 
1964), pp. 1-33• 
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tensions. Stefan Zweig reported that he could not remember 

a single friend of his youth who had not at some time or 

other been in terror of venereal disease or of discovery or 

blackmail in connection with some illicit liason. In 

addition the general tendency towards smaller families con¬ 

flicted with the inadequate contraceptive methods of the 

period and led to considerable frustration and anxiety. 

Such social pressures often expressed themselves in 

the form of neurotic symptoms, which eventually drove the 

individual to seek medical help. In this kind of cultural 

environment any psychiatrist would be powerfully inclined 

to identify the suppression of sexual impulses with the 

pathological conditions he observed daily. There is a cer¬ 

tain truth in Freud's rather paranoic belief that it was 

largely the neuroticism of Viennese society, penetrating even 

to the medical and scientific community, which kept him so 

much alone in championing the role of sexuality in neuroses. 

Freud believed that in spite of public repression a 

certain realization of the importance of sexuality had always 

been present. He wrote in 1898: "A dim comprehension of 

the overwhelming importance of sexual factors in producing 

neurosis (a recognition which I am trying to formulate anew 

oh 
0 Zweig, World of Yesterday, pp. 88-89. 

-^Sigmund Freud, "Sexuality in the Aetiology of the 
Neuroses," Early Psychoanalytic Writings, p. 219* 

•^Sigmund Freud, The Question of Lay Analysis. Conver- 
sations with an Impartial Person '(Doubleday and Company, 
Garden City, New York, 1964), p. 36. 
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for medical science) seems actually never to have quite 

passed out of the consciousness of the laity. 

This half-conscious awareness of sexuality was present 

in the scientific community, although few save Freud were 

Trilling to develop it explicitly. In his On the History of 

Psychoanalytic Movement Freud mentions several incidents 

which indicate this awareness. Josef Breuer had referred 

to the vital importance of "secrets d'alcove" or secrets of 

the marriage bed in neurotic cases.^ A few years later 

Freud heard Charcot being asked about the causes of a serious 

neurotic condition. The French psychologist answered with 

great Gallic enthusiasm, "c'est toujours la chose genitale, 

toujours...toujours...toujours" (it is always a sexual matter, 

always... always... always).^9 jn a third such incident related 

by Freud, it is clear that the distinguished Viennese gyne¬ 

cologist Rudolf Chrobak also grasped the connection between 

An 
sexual problems and the development of neuroses. 

Thus Freud was correct in his claim that his recognition 

of the importance of sexuality in neuroses was not entirely 

novel. In 1895 he wrote: 

I know very well that I have advanced nothing 
new by suggesting the 'sexual aetiology' of the 

37 
Freud, "Sexuality in the Aetiology of Neuroses," 

p. 208. 

38 
Sigmund Freud, The History of the Psychoanalytic Move- 

ment and other Papers (Collier Books, New York, l$b3)3p. 43. 

39. 
Ibid. 

40 
Ibid., pp. 48-49. 
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neuroses, that undercurrents in medical literature 
acknowledging these facts have never been absent 
and that the official medicine of the schools 
has actually been aware of them also. But the 
last has behaved, however, as if it knew nothing 
about it, making no use of its knowledge, and 
deducing nothing from it. Such conduct must 
surely have a deep-rooted cause, originating 
perhaps in a kind of aversion from looking into 
sexual matters, or in a reaction against older 
attempts at explanation which were regarded as 
outworn. At all events, anyone who ventures to 
make something credible to others who could with¬ 
out any trouble have discovered it for themselves, 
must be prepared to meet with oppositon.^ 

That Freud overcame the resistance to which most of his 

scientific associates had succumbed is not an indication of 

any desire to delve into sexual matters. Freud's frequent 

disclaimers of any predisposition towards a sexual aetiology 
lip 

for neuroses are supported by Breuer, who argued that the 

psychoanalytic method had led them both directly to sexual 

traumas as a source of neurotic disorders. Years after the 

bitter break between the two men Breuer wrote: 

Together with Freud I was also able to observe 
the prominent place assumed by sexuality and I can 
give assurance that this arose from no inclination 
towards the subject but from the findings--to a 
large extent most unexpected—of our medical exper¬ 
ience .... 

Freud is a man given to absolute and exclusive 
formulations: this physical need which, in my 
opinion, leads to excessive generalizations. There 
may in addition be a desire d'ep&ter le bourgeois 
[sic] [to shock the conventionally minded]. In 
the main, however, his views on the question are. 
derived, as I have said, simply from experience. 3 

^Freud, "Reply to Criticisms on the Anxiety-Neurosis, " p. 121. 

^2Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 43; Freud, "Aetiology 
of Hysteria," p. lb3• 

^3;Breuer to Auguste Forel, Vienna, November 21, 19°7^ 
Cranefield,. '[Breuer1 s Evaluation of His Contribution to 
Psycho-Analysis," p. 320. 
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Yet Freud did enter the realms his scientific contem¬ 

poraries shunned. He delved deeply into sexuality, giving 

it a position of unparalleled centrality in his anthropology. 

As he used Breuer's method to probe the unconsciousness of 

his patients, Freud discovered "that it was not any kind of 

emotional excitation that was in action behind the phenomena 

of the neurosis but habitually one of a sexual nature."^ 

He was so dedicated to his new found methodology, that when 

it brought him to such unpleasant explanations of human 

behavior, Freud refused to abandon his approach. There were 

criticisms from his society, but his alienation from the 

middle class society of Vienna and his self-image as a scien¬ 

tific martyr kept him from succumbing to the outside pressures. 

He believed that at last he was achieving the great discoveries 

he had dreamed of as a youth, in the days before economic 

necessity forced him to abandon pure science. With this 

great hope he plunged into those dark areas of human person¬ 

ality that his predecessors had so carefully avoided. 

Freud was given to dismissing the refusal of many of his 

scientific contemporaries to follow him as a function of their 

prudishness, but the situation was not so simple. Breuer for 

one admitted that "plunging into sexuality in theory and 

practice is not to my taste," but he added "what have my 

taste and my feeling about what is seemly 'and what is un- 
..Ac; 

seemly to do with the question of what is true? ^ Although, 

44 . . 
Freud, An Autobiographical Study, pp. 42-43. 

-^Breuer to Auguste Forel, Vienna, November 21, 1908, 
Cranefield, "Breuer's Evaluation of His Contribution to 
Psycho-Analysis," p. 320. 
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despite his denial., this disinclination to deal with sexual 

matters was probably a factor in Breuer's decision to break 

with Freud, it was not their sole difference. Much of their 

theoretic divergence is a result of their differing relations 

to the Helmholtzian school and its principles. Both men had 

been steeped in the materialistic tradition of the University 

of Vienna. While in their early development of psychoanalysis, 

both of necessity had gone far afield from the original 

teachings of this school, Breuer seemed more anxious to return 

their studies to a firm physiological base. Freud has des¬ 

cribed this difference of attitude in his An Autobiographical 

Study: 

Breuer preferred what might be called a physio¬ 
logical theory: he thought that the processes which 
could not find a normal outcome were such as had 
been originated during unusual, 'hypnoid,1 mental 
states.... I, on the other hand, was inclined to 
suspect the existence of an interplay of forces 
and the operation of intentions and purposes such 
as are to be observed in normal life.^° 

In addition to this theoretical split, there were great 

differences of character, which caused the younger scientist 

to press on with these theories and the older to withdraw. 

Breuer was better established professionally, and both his 

desire to maintain his reputation and the demands of his 

practice had a dampening affect on his championing of the 
h'j 

bizarre discoveries of psychoanalysis. 1 He had a much more 

substantial stake in society than his scientific collaborator 

h-f) 
°Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 4l. 

^Ibid., p. 42. 
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ana had much more incentive to avoid unpopular positions. 

Freud., on the other hand., felt increasingly alienated from 

his society. He remained extremely ambitious, and was 

intensely aware that he was passing from his thirties into 

his forties without having even begun to leave a significant 

monument to his greatness. 

Furthermore., there was little of the caution of the 

sober and meticulous scientist about Freud. He was given to 

hasty generalization and readily carried a concept to the 

point of absurdity. Rationalizing away criticisms as but the 

neurotic reflex of a sick civilization, he spent much of his 

time in the 1890's dashing headlong up blind alleys, care¬ 

fully developing the implications of absurdities. As he 

had written his fiancee a decade earlier, "to average 
JhO 

bourgeois common sense I have been lost long ago." ° 

Freud had been forced to break with a scientific approach 

which was increasingly irrelevent to his studies, and he had 

no norm on which to anchor his research. He was forced to 

leap into the unknown and develop his own categories, methods, 

theories, and principles. Isolated from the scientific 

community, of which he had always been a part, he was sus¬ 

tained only by the inner-directed strength of his own char¬ 

acter structure. 

In his state of alienation Freud could find solace only 

among other outcasts, among other men who had broken with 

48 Sigmund Freud to Martha Bernays, Vienna, June 19, 1884, 
The Letters of Sigmund Freud, p. 113. 
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scientific orthodoxy and had taken similar leaps into 

absurdity. Wilhelm Fliess was such a scientific heretic., 

and with him alone did Freud find communion during the decade 

of the 1890's. Fliess was a Berlin rhinologist, whose 

theories of the nasal aspects of sexuality and quasi-numero- 

logical concept of the dual periodicy of the universe had 

brought him under the same scientific ban as Freud. As his 

theories were developed they became increasingly ridiculous 

and began to resemble astrology. But Freud was blind to the 

foolishness of his friend's theories, and for years the 

finest achievements of psychoanalysis were first presented 

to this German crank. 

In this state of isolation from the scientific community 

Freud delved deeper and deeper into sexuality. One by one he 

explained the mental disorders he was treating in terms of 

sexual problems. In 1893 he diagnosed neurasthenia, as 

"always only a sexual neurosis,and he believed that 

anxiety-neurosis could be acquired through the frustrations 

produced by coitus interruptus.^° Thus, as early as 1893 he 

believed that one could not "avoid mentioning the sexual 

aetiology of the neuroses without tearing the finest leaf 

out of the wreath. By 1894 melancholia, too, had been 

CO 
given a sexual origin, and in 1895 phobias were added to 

^Freud, _"Draft B," February 8, 1893J Origins of Psycho- 
Analysis, p. 66. 

5°Ibid., p. 70. 

^1"Draft C," ibid., p. 74. 

52"Draft E," ibid., p. 90. 
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the list of sexually based mental disorders.-^ Finally in 

1898 he wrote: "Detailed investigations during the last 

few years have led me to the conviction that factors arising 

in the sexual life represent the nearest and practically the 

most momentous causes of every single case of nervous illness. 

This emphasis on the sexual causes of mental disorders 

led Freud to react strongly against the sexual repressions 

of his times. He came to believe that masturbation, coitus 

interruptus, and sexual abstinence could, and, in fact, in 

some cases necessarily did, cause neuroses. Since sexual 

matters were so important in the formation of mental diseases, 

it was necessary for the physician to question his patients 

about their sexual life. Freud believed that to shrink from 

such interrogation for reasons of prudishness "was unworthy 
..(55 

of a medical man. 

If factors arising in the sexual life are 
definitely recognizable as causes of disease, then 
investigation and discussion of them come on this 
ground alone without further ado into the range 
of a physician's professional duty. The offense 
against modesty which he thereby commits is no 
different and no worse, I imagine than when he 
insists on examining a woman's genital organs 
in order to treat a local affection.5° 

A thing that is necessary," he argued, "can not be beneath my 

53Freud, "Reoly to Criticisms on the Anxiety-Neurosis," 
p. 130. • 

RZL „ „ v Freud, Sexuality in the Aetiology of Neuroses, p. 205. 

•^Ibid., p. 206. 

5^Ibid. 
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professional dignity."^7 

Freud recognized that such general sexual problems could 

not be solved by the physician alone., but, rather, required 

a major change in social attitudes. He went so far as to 

advocate that men should enter into sexual relations immedi¬ 

ately upon reaching potency, although he recognized that the 

problems of inadequate means of contraception and venereal 

eft 
disease made this alternative untenable at the moment. As 

a more immediate measure he argued that an increase in frank¬ 

ness about sexual matters could not help but decrease the 

amount of mental damage present in society. "Sexual morality," 

he believed, "can only gain by this; in matters of sexuality 

at present we are all, every one of us, hypocrites, whether 

we be ill or well."59 

Thus his need to cure his patients .had finally brought 

Freud to the point of directly attacking his culture. He 

threw forth a challenge to the hypocritical "compact majority" 

which sought to silence any mention of the dark realm of 

sexuality: 

Above all popular opinion would have to make 
room for the disucssion of problems of sexual 
life; it must become possible to speak of such 
things without being stamped as a disturber of 
the peace or as a person whose aim is to arouse 
the lower instincts. And so there still remains 
plenty of work in this direction for the next 
century—in which our civilization will have to 
learn to become compatible with the claims of 

57Ibid., p. 219. 

58Ibid., p. 220. 

59 Ibid., p. 209. 
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our sexuality!^ 

Here at last was a rebel calling for a radical reorgani¬ 

zation of his society and its attitudes. But Freud's 

rebellion was not to stop with this assault on the prudishness 

of his generation. Its implications were to be much more 

profound. As his work continued throughout the 1890's he 

plunged deeper and deeper into the horrifying darkness of 

abnormal psychology, and the light of bourgeoise normality 

was eternally extinguished for him. His concept of sexuality 

became increasingly broad., and the clearly defined barriers 

between the normal and the abnormal crumbled. "The detaching 

of sexuality from the genitals.," he wrote, "has the advantage 

of allowing us to bring the sexual activities of children 

and of perverts into the same scope as those of normal adults. 

Furthermore, Freud violated the most deep-seated pre¬ 

judices of his age by bringing sexuality into the sanctuary 

of childhood. "We do wrong," he argued, "entirely to ignore 

62 the sexual life of children." As he probed the psyche's 

of his patients he became convinced that the root of their 

neuroses lay in childhood sexual experiences. 

I was carried further and further back into 
the patient's life and ended by reaching the 
first years of his childhood.... I found myself 
faced by the fact of infantile sexuality—once 
again a novelty and a contradiction of one of the 

6°Ibid., p. 221. 

^Freud, An Autobiographical Study, p. 71. 

62 Freud, "Sexuality in the Aetiology of the Neuroses, 
p. 223. 

61 

It 
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strongest of human prejudices. Childhood v;as 
looked upon as ’innocent' and free from the 
lusts of seXj and the fight with the demon of 
'sensuality' was not thought to begin until 
the troubled age of puberty. Such occasional 
sexual activities as it had been impossible 
to overlook in children were put down as signs 
of degeneracy and premature depravity or as a 
curious freak of nature. Few of the findings 
of psychoanalysis have met with such universal 
contradiction or have aroused such an outburst 
of indigantion as the assertion that the sexual 
function starts at the beginning of life and 
reveals its presence by important signs even 
in childhood. And yet no other findings of 
analysis can be demonstrated so easily and so 
completely.o3 

For most of the 1890’s Freud viewed this infantile 

sexuality in terms of actual seductions of children by 

adults or by other children who had been previously seduced 

by adults. He himself seemed unprepared fully to accept 

sexuality as a spontaneous product of childhood. The theory 

of infantile seductions became the keystone of his psychology, 

and he defended it stubbornly against his critics. But in 

1897 Freud finally had to admit that this aetiology was no 

longer tenable. He had to recognize that the number of hidden 

assaults on children would have to be enormous to produce the 

6Z1 
amount of psychological damage he observed in his society. 

With this admission his entire psychoanalytical structure 

seemed to be in ruins. He felt that reality was lost from 

under his feet, and he was ready to abandon the entire enter- 

^Spreud, An Autobiographical Study, pp. 6l-62. See also 
Freud., History of the Psychoanalytic Movement; p. 51- 

^Freud to FliesS; Vienna, September 21, l897j Origins 
of Psycho-Analysis, pp. 215-216. 
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65 prise. ^ 

However, his theories were given new life through the 

extensive self-analysis which he conducted in the late l890's. 

Finding within himself symptoms of the same neurotic disorders 

he observed in his patients, Freud courageously decided to 

submit himself to the same process of psychoanalyses. By 

delving deeply into his own psyche--a task made doubly pain¬ 

ful by the isolation and alienation he felt at this period— 

he brought substance to the theories of psychoanalysis. He 

found in himself the same kind of psychological structure., 

the same impulses, the same internal behavioral patterns that 

were present in his most seriously ill patients. Since he 

posited his own sanity a priori, the only conclusion possible 

was that the firm lines so often drawn in the nineteenth 

century between the sane and the insane were fallacious. 

The distinction between sanity and insanity became a matter 

of degree rather than of kind. 

In the light of this insight, the new concepts which 

Freud developed gained universal significance. . When he dis¬ 

covered evidence of the oedipus complex in himself as well 

as in his patients, he assumed that it was a universal con¬ 

dition of mankind: "I have found love of the mother and 

jealousy of the father in my own case too, and now believe 

66 
it to be a general phenomenon of early childhood." Like- 

6^ 
-'Treud, History of the Psychoanalytic Movement, p. 52. 

fifi 
°Freud to Fliess, October 15., 1897* Origins of Psycho- 

Analysis, p. 223. 
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wise,, in his new theory that dreams and small errors,, such 

as slips of the tongue,, were manifestations of wish-fulfill¬ 

ment, normal and abnormal mental states were brought together 

under the same frame of explanation. He found these phe¬ 

nomena in himself and in his patients, and quickly generalized 

them to include all of mankind. 

This merging of the abnormal and the normal represented 

a major attack on the nineteenth century liberal ideology. 

The concept of a rational man dealing effectively and 

intelligently with his environment was not compatible with 

an anthropology in which even slips of the tongue were 

determined by dark hidden forces beyond man's control. The 

Victorians had not been entirely foolish in their attempt 

to deny sexuality, for it is a basic, primordial force 

which is not easily compatible with the cult of rationality. 

Freud, himself, felt the impact of his assault on the 

liberal concept of man, for he too had been raised in a 

bourgeoise culture which accepted liberal values. During 

the terrible months when he was brutally probing his own 

psyche, he had been forced to admit that he himself was 

subject to the same dark sexual forces he had discovered 

in his patients. He was forced to admit that at least 

a part of him had hated his recently deceased father. When 

years later he wrote that his apostate disciples, Jung, 

Adler, and others, had given "in to the need to free human 

society from the yoke of sexuality which psycho-analysis 

was seeking to impose on it," he must have been remembering 

67 Freud, Lay Analysis, p. 37- 
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a temptation which had been very real to him in the late 

1890's. This "yoke" had most certainly fallen heavily on 

his own shoulders during the last decade of the nineteenth 

century. At the end of this great period of crisis, only a 

few months after the publication of The Interpretation of 

Dreams, Freud wrote to his friend Wilhelm Fliess: "In¬ 

wardly I am deeply impoverished. I have had to demolish all 

my castles in the air, and I have just plucked up enough 

courage to start rebuilding them.... No one can help me 

in what oppresses me, it is my cross., which I must bear, 

and heaven knows my back is getting noticeably ’bent under 

it."68 

But Freud was not to be alone in feeling the weight of 

psychoanalysis. The castles in air., which he had been forced 

to demolish, were the psychological and philosophical pre¬ 

cepts by which Western Europe lived. Almost in spite of 

himself Freud had become a rebel, and with the publication 

of The Interpretation of Dreams in 1899> The Psychopathology 

of Everyday Life in 1901, and Three Essays on the Theory of 

Sexuality in 1905 he launched his great assault on Western 

culture. He attacked this culture at its very center, by 

demolishing its anthropology, and his reevaluation of the 

nature of man was so fundamental that it required a re¬ 

orientation of almost every aspect of civilization. 

68Freud to Fliess, March 23., 1900, Origins of Psycho- 
Analysis, p. 314-• 



Chapter V: Freud--The Highest Stage of Liberalism 

By the beginning of the twentieth century the meta¬ 

morphosis of Sigmund Freud was complete. Freud, the 

bourgeoise liberal, the dedicated family man, the narrow 

materialist, had become a rebel, a subverter of the old 

order, and a champion of post-Helmholtzian science. He had 

alienated himself from the value system he had accepted as 

a child and was cut off completely from the middle class 

circles of his youth. Max Graf has described, the magnitude 

of the revulsion Freud had brought down upon himself in 

Viennese society by the first decade of this century. 

In those days when one mentioned Freud's 
name in a Viennese gathering, everyone began 
to laugh, as if someone had told a joke. 
Freud was the queer fellow who wrote a book 
about dreams and who imagined himself an 
interpreter of dreams. More than that, he 
was the man who saw sex in everything. It was 
considered bad taste to bring up Freud's name 
in the presence of ladies. They would blush 
when his name was mentioned. Those who were 
less sensitive spoke of Freud with a laugh, 
as if they were telling a dirty story. Freud 
was well aware of this oppositon on the part 
of the world. ^ 

But for "the queer fellow who wrote a book about dreams" 

this was not just another quaint tale of Victorian narrow¬ 

mindedness. The ostracism which Freud encountered was painful 

to him, for unlike so many of the great rebels of the nine¬ 

teenth century, he was attacking the liberal synthesis from 

^"Max Graf, "Reminiscences of Professor Sigmund Freud," 
The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol. XI (1942), p. 428. 
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a position both socially and ideologically within the middle 

class. In attacking the values of the bourgeosie he was also 

attacking his own values. He found that his position in 

society had been swept away and that except for his family 

and a small circle of Jewish friends he was totally alone. 

He wrote of this painful experience years later in a speech 

prepared for the B'nai B'rith Society: 

In the years following 1895*•.the communication 
of my unpleasant discoveries resulted in the loss 
of what were then the greatest part of my personal 
relationships. It seemed to me that I was like a 
man outlawed, shunned by everyone.2 

This intense awareness of alienation occurs again and 

again in Freud's writings and correspondence after the mid- 

1890's. Although as an Austrian Jew he had long felt a 

definite estrangement from his society, he was not among 

the self-exiled rebels who had been excluded from society 

since their youth. Freud, rather, found himself midway in 

life suddenly thrust into the role of social outcast. In 

his History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement he describes 

this process by which he was forced into social and pro¬ 

fessional isolation. 

I treated my discoveries as ordinary contri¬ 
butions to science and hoped they would be received 
in the same spirit. But the silence which my 
communications met with, the void which formed 
itself about me, the hints that were conveyed 
to me, gradually made me realize that assertions 
on the part played by sexuality in -the aetiology 
of the neuroses cannot count upon meeting with 
the same kind of treatment as other communications. 

2 
Sigmund Freud to members of the B'nai B'rith Lodge 

[of Vienna], May 6, 1926, Letters of Sigmund Freud, p. 366. 
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I understood that from now onwards I was one 
of those who have 'disturbed the sleep of 
the world', as Hebbel says, and that I could 
not reckon upon objectivity and tolerance. 
Since, however, my conviction of the general 
accuracy of my observations and conclusions 
grew even stronger, and since neither my 
confidence in my own judgement nor my moral 
courage were precisely small, the outcome of 
the situation could not be in doubt. I made 
up my mind that it had been my fortune to 
discover some particularly important facts 
and connections, and I was prepared to accept 
the fate and connections, and I wa.s prepared 
to accept the fate which sometimes accompanies 
such discoveries.3 

Freud's presentation of his struggle, as that of a 

heroic champion of scientific truth, is an understandable 

act of self-justification, and yet an element of truth is 

contained in his rather self-complementary prose. Freud's 

rebellion cannot be reduced simply to the outburst of an 

alienated Jew against an irrational and anti-Semitic society. 

Nor can his revolt be dismissed as the imposition of his 

own neurotic tendencies upon the world as a whole. There 

can be no doubt that his ethnic alienation gave Freud an 

impetus towards revolution, and that his own neurotic dis¬ 

turbances served as a model for many of his psychological 

theories, but this still does not explain the magnitude of 

his revolt. 

The final factor which brought all the revolutionary 

potentiality of Freud into actuality lies in the very nature 

of the liberal synthesis itself and in the society which it 

represented. For the dialectic of history was in operation, 

*3 

Freud, Tne History of the Psychoanalytic Movement, 

p. 53. 
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and a conceptual revolution was due., whether Freud had 

stamped his own particular imprint upon it or not. 

It is only through a dialectical approach to the history 

of the late nineteenth century that the revolt of Freud 

becomes wholly intelligible. Only through this method can 

Freud's "middle classness" be made reconcilable with his 

assault on the bourgeoise synthesis; for the forces which 

ultimately destroyed liberal Europe came not from outside,, 

but rather from the emergence into history of the contra¬ 

dictions within liberalism itself. It was not the defeat 

of liberal ideas which brought an end to the ideology but 

rather their success, for the implementation of liberal 

reforms made manifest the contradictions within liberalism. 

By the end of the century the press, freed by the liberal 

ideology,, spread the venom of rabid nationalism on every 

street corner of Europe. The masses, newly literate through 

liberal decree, read the tracts of socialism. Even science, 

once to be the virtuous consort of the new liberal man, had 

prostituted itself to the ogre of racism, and the aesthetic 

perversions of the newly liberated literature of the fin 

de siecle knew no limits. By their very success the 

liberals had become the Establishment, and the enormous 

energy of youthful enthusiasm and discontent with social 

conditions on which the liberals had ridden to power passed 

on to other movements. 

In this dialectical context Freud's revolt becomes 

understandable. The origins of his break with the middle 

class world lie not in his initial divergences from the 
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liberal synthesis but rather in the intensity of his commit¬ 

ment to bourgeois ideas. He carried bourgeois impulses so 

far that they transcended liberal ideology and became its 

dialectical opposite. He took seriously what the bourgeoise 

world-view taught and carried it to its logical conclusions. 

Thus., Freud1 s resentment at the anti-Semitism he 

encountered is not an anti-liberal impulse but rather a 

demand that his society become truly liberal. The ambition 

and inner-directed personality which drove him to stand firm 

against the "compact majority" of the European middle class 

were an example of the Protestant ethic turning in upon 

itself and thus transcending its own limits. As an ambitious 

young bourgeoisie, Freud was expected to strive for recognition, 

but once the normal road to success and fulfillment had been 

closed to Freud by the inconsistencies of anti-Semitism, 

the pressure for success dammed up in Freud, until it finally 

overflowed in a basically anti-social manner. 

The dialectic was at work not only in the realm of his 

personality, but also in the theoretical content of his 

revolution. Here the Enlightenment drive towards rationali¬ 

zation, which had carried over into the materialistic orien¬ 

tation of nineteenth century liberal thought, found in 

Freud its ultimate end and its total destruction. Freud 

was so tied to the ideal of the rationalization of human 

experience that he was not willing to remain within the 

narrow limits prescribed by the Enlightenment tradition. 

He was driven by the inner logic of the situation to rationalize 

the irrational and thus to abolish the clear distinction 
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between the two categories. Thus, reason discredited itself 

by transcending its own limits.- 

Finally, within the realm of science this same process 

was at work. Freud broke with the nineteenth century cult 

of science not because he was an unbeliever but because his 

belief in science was too great to be limited. He gave 

himself up wholly to the mechanistic bias of the science he 

was taught at the University of Vienna., but when his researches 

into psychopathology exposed the inherent contradiction 

between the empirical method and the late nineteenth century 

obsession with mechanistic explanations, he was forced to 

choose between them. His faith was such that he could not 

serve both methodological masters, and so he chose to affirm 

the empirical method., which he believed was more fundamental 

to science., and abandoned the mechanistic orientation. 

These dialectical transformations did not occur in a 

vacuum., to be sure. Had there not been social, economic, 

and psychological factors predisposing Freud to revolt, his 

revolution would be inconceivable. In addition, the accidents 

of his life--most importantly the financial necessity which 

drove him to abandon physiological research--played a role. 

But beyond these the explanation of Freud's revolution 

lies in the conceptual transformation which was sweeping 

European thought. Tne old concepts, resting on a belief 

in an objectively knowable material universe and the rationality 

of man, were being swept away by -the exposure of their con¬ 

tradictions. Both in the realm of politics and in the 

realm of ideas the dialectic was destroying these ideas. 
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Into the conceptual gap left by the disappearance of the 

old view stepped Freud. Starting from a few basic con- 

cepts--repression, the role of sexuality in the aetiology 

of neuroses,, wish fulfillment as the source of dreams and 

of the psychopathology of everyday life--he revolutionized 

man's view of himself and the universe. From the crisis 

of the old order he salvaged a new synthesis, which pre¬ 

served some of the old principles. As one of the major 

participants in a conceptual revolution as great as that 

of Gallileo, Descartes, and Newton he gave the future a 

new way of dealing with man, society, and nature. 
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