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Guest Editorial

REMEMBERING SIGMUND FREUD ON HIS
150TH BIRTH ANNIVERSARY

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) was one of the world’s most influential thinkers
who had an impact on art, literature and social thinking. He proposed radically
new model of the human mind. He was the inventor of modern psychology
and psychoanalysis,  and changed the way we all  think today. Drawing upon
both  nineteenth-century  sc ience  and nineteenth-century  romant ic ism,  Freud
created a description of the mind that emphasizes the major role played by
unconscious drives. His theories, which struck many contemporaries as sordid
and  th rea ten ing ,  represen t  a  recen t  secu la r iza t ion  of  the  o ld  h ie ra rch ica l
concept ion  of  mind.  Freud theor ies  were  b low agains t  human vani ty ,  l ike
Copern ican  cosmology  tha t  d i sp laced  humankind  f rom the  cen te r  o f  the
as t ronomica l  un iverse ,  l ike  Darwin’s  evo lu t ionary  theory  tha t  removed
humankind from the center of the biological universe.  As Darwin destroyed
the  bas ic  opposi t ion  be tween human and animal  by  p lac ing  human beings
within biological  continuum, Freud similarly destroyed the tradit ional  basic
opposition between sanity and madness by locating normality on a continuum.

Sigmund Freud was born on May 6,  1856, in Freiberg,  Moravia,  now in
the Czech Republic.  His father was an acquisi t ive texti le  businessman who
marr ied  th r ice  and  was  for ty  when  he  had  Freud .  His  mother  Amal ia
Nathansohn was  twenty  years  younger  than  h is  fa ther  and  h is  th i rd  wife .
Freud’s chi ldhood was very t raumatic .  When Freud turned four,  his  family
had to move to Vienna, Austria.  This was the initial  stage of the Hapsburg
Empire’s liberal era. A lot of religious restrictions and undue taxes targeted
on  the  Jewish  communi ty  were  abo l i shed .  The  new genera t ion  of  Jews ,
including Freud greeted such a  change with  lot  of  opt imism.  Freud was a
br ight  s tudent  and  a lways  p laced  a t  the  top  of  h i s  c lass .  In  1873,  Freud
entered the Universi ty of  Vienna to ini t ial ly study law. However,  as Freud
would put it  later, his ‘greed for knowledge’ made him change his major to
medicine. His innate desire to study nature and resolve unexplained mysteries
in the contemporary science gradually surfaced.  The philosophical-scientif ic
aspects of the mind always intrigued him. But he became gradually interested
in neurology and physiology as well.  In his three year at Vienna University
Freud began his research in central nervous system in the physiological lab
under the direction of German Physician Ernst Wilhelm Von Brucke. Freud’s
research was based on close observations and scientific skepticism. In 1881
after completing a year compulsory military service he received his medical
degree .  Af te r  he  rece ived  h i s  degree  he  remained  a t  the  un ivers i ty  as  a
demonstrator in the physiological laboratory. From 1882 to 1885 Freud worked
at  the General  Hospital ,  and experimented among others with cocaine,  also
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His work can be divided into four stages :

• The exploration of neurosis (1886-1895)
• Self-analysis (1895–1899)
• Id psychology (1900–1914)
• Ego psychology (1914–1939)

Freud turned to the issue of psychology
af te r  read ing  in  1884  about  Breuer ’ s
t rea tment  o f  hys te r ia  by  hypnos i s .  Breuer
cured  hys te r ica l  pa t ien t s  by  encourag ing
them to ‘talk out’ their past under hypnosis.
In 1895 they coauthored a book on Hysteria,
a  v ivid  account  of  the  t rea tment  of  ‘Anna
O’, a hysterical patient. He faced resistance
and  even  r id icu le  fo r  some of  h i s  b iza r re
ideas until  a group of young doctors began
to follow him. It lead to the creation of the
Viennese Psycho-Analyt ic  Society and then
la te r  in  1910 ,  the  fo rmat ion  of  the
In te rna t iona l  Psycho-Analy t ic  Assoc ia t ion .
Many of his ardent supporters later objected
to  psychoanalyt ica l  theor ies  and they even
set up their own schools – as in the cases of
Al f red  Adler  ( Ind iv idua l  Psychology)  and
C.G.Jung (Analytical   Psychology).  Freud’s
self-analysis started in the mid 1890s. Freud
once said, “My life is interesting only if is
re la ted to  psychoanalysis” .  His  discover ies
during his  f i rs t  s tage of  self-analysis  have
been  inc luded  in  two of  h i s  main  books :
The  In terpre ta t ion  o f  Dreams  and  the
Psychopatho logy  o f  Everyday  L i fe .  His
technique for self-analysis was that  of free
assoc ia t ion  and  the  da ta  der ived  f rom h is
own dreams .  But  he  d idn’ t  s top  there :
Freud  a l so  made  a  co l lec t ion  of  h i s
memories,  of speaking or spelling mistakes,
s l ips  concerning verse  and pat ients’  names
and he allowed these clues to lead him from
one  idea  to  the  o ther ,  th rough  the  “usua l
roundabouts ’  o f  f ree  assoc ia t ion .  In  1902
Freud  was  appoin ted  Ausserorden t l i cher
Professor ,  and  in  1905  appeared  Three
Essays on the Theory of Sexuality .  In 1909
Freud traveled with Carl Jung in the United

us ing  i t  h imse l f .  He  devoted  h imse l f  to
psychia t ry ,  dermato logy ,  and  nervous
diseases. He went to Paris in 1885 to study
under Jean Martin Charcot at the Salpetrière
Hospi ta l .  Af te r  re tu rn ing  to  Vienna  Freud
marr ied  Mar tha  Bernays ;  they  had
s ix  ch i ld ren .  In  1886  Freud  opened  h i s
own private clinic.  He shifted to Berggasse
in  1886 ,  where  h i s  fami ly  l ived  un t i l
1938.

The man who would become an a theis t
was  brought  up  in  re l ig ious  sur roundings .
Freud  was  of  the  op in ion  tha t  the  human
body, including the mind, could be rationally
expla ined  th rough  the  sc ien t i f i c  methods .
Religion, in Freud’s vision, was simply a poor
cover up for failed human relationships. He
expressed th is  idea  in  h is  1927 book,  The
Future  o f  an  I l lus ion ,  and  ex tend ing  h i s
arguments from individual to society in his
long  1930  essay ,  Civ i l i za t ion  and  I t s
Discontents. He wrote, “To be truly civilized,
humanity had to be set free of its delusions
and  cons t ruc t  a  be t te r  o rder  than  re l ig ion
could  g ive  i t ” .  F reud’s  a the i sm was  no t
shaken  by  persona l  t raged ies ,  though  he
experienced plenty of them. The proud father
of six children,  Freud saw two of his sons
sent  to  f ight  in  World  War  I  and los t  h is
daughter Sophie to the flu epidemic shortly
thereafter. Cancer of the mouth plagued him
for most of his adult life, and led to over 30
opera t ions .  Freud’s  Jewish  her i t age  made
him a  ta rge t  under  Hi t le r ’ s  reg ime,  and
ultimately forced him to flee with his family
to London in 1938. After Hitler’s seizure of
power, psychoanalytic work came to an end
in Germany,  and Freud’s books were burnt
in Berlin. His views also were condemned in
the  USSR.  He  d ied  of  th roa t  cancer  th ree
weeks  a f te r  the  s ta r t  o f  Wor ld  War  I I  in
1939. His death on September 23, 1939 was
eased  by  mercy  k i l l ing  –  Freud  asked  h i s
doctor to give him a morphine overdose.
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States ,  lecturing and meeting among others
Amer ican  ph i losopher  and  psycholog is t
Wi l l i am James .  Jung’s  c lose  co l labora t ion
with Freud lasted until 1913. By the beginning
of the 1920s, Freud’s writing had given rise
to  severa l  schools  o f  psychoana lys i s .  He
published Group Psychology and the Analysis
of the Ego (1921), The Future of an Illusion
(1927), and C ivil ization and Its Discontents
(1929), all dealing with large cultural issues.

Freud’s discovery of Oedipus complex is
depicted in a historic letter he wrote to his
friend, Fliess, “I have found, in my own case
too,  the phenomenon of being in love with
my mother and jealous of my father,  and I
now consider  i t  a  universa l  event  in  ear ly
childhood, even if not so early as in children
who have been made hyster ical” .  The idea
that our conscious experiences originate from
unconsc ious  p rocess ing  of  sensory  inputs ,
seems qui te  reasonable  to  us  today.  But  i t
unse t t l ed  many  Vic tor ian  sc ien t i s t s  who
assumed that inference and thinking, as well
as ethics and morality, require consciousness.
To them the idea that thinking could go on
without consciousness seemed to undermine
the  mora l  o r  sp i r i tua l  super ior i ty  of  Man.
Freud postulated that  unconscious consisted
of the impulses of the ‘id’ including biological
des i res  and  needs  (hunger ,  rage  and  sex) ,
the  defense  mechanisms  and  neuro t ic
processes  o f  ‘ego’ ,  and  a l l  the  mass  o f
unwanted or unacceptable material  that  had
been repressed by the  ‘superego’  which is
internalized norms, morality and taboo. The
ego  media tes  be tween  the  two and  may
inc lude  or  g ive  r i se  to  the  sense  o f  se l f .
Although in his early writings Freud equated
the ego with the sense of self, he later began
to  por t ray  i t  more  as  a  se t  o f  psych ic
func t ions  such  as  rea l i ty - tes t ing ,  defense ,
syn thes i s  o f  in format ion ,  in te l l ec tua l
functioning and memory. Freud believed the

dr ives  o f  the  id  work  accord ing  to  the
p leasure  p r inc ip le ,  requ i r ing  immedia te
grat if icat ion or  release without  concern for
externa l  ex igencies .  The  super-ego ac ts  as
the  consc ience ,  main ta in ing  our  sense  of
mora l i ty  and  the  p roh ib i t ion  of  t aboos .
The effects of all these unconscious feelings,
images  or  fo rb idden  wishes  might  then
appear in dreams or cause neurotic symptoms.

Freud completed his last book, Moses and
Monothe i sm  in  1939 .  In  i t  he  d i smissed
Jung’s concept of a ‘collective unconscious’
and offered instead his own idea of ‘archaic
inher i t ance’ .  He  a lways  d i s t ingu ished  h i s
ideas  f rom medic ine  and  b io logy  and  was
espec ia l ly  in te res ted  in  es tab l i sh ing  a
sc ien t i f i c  bas i s  fo r  h i s  theor ies .  He  of ten
turned  to  b io log ica l  models  in  o rder  to
h igh l igh t  the  exper imenta l  bas i s  fo r  h i s
subjective observations.  Some psychologists
treat  Freud’s writ ings as a sacred text  – if
Freud  sa id  i t ,  i t  mus t  be  t rue .  Freud
f requent ly  re fe r red  to  h i s  work  and  to
psychology as a ‘new science’, although his
theor ies  have  been  ques t ioned  by  many
scholars. The knowledge of brain’s electrical
behavior  has  b rought  new v iews  in  the
in te rpre ta t ion  of  h i s  theor ies .  But  Freud
revolut ionized Western  thoughts  more  than
any  o ther  th inker  in  the  pas t  cen tury .
Freud’s aim in life was to ‘agitate the sleep
of  mankind’ .  He  succeeded  in  h i s  a im,
founding  a  new f ie ld  o f  psychology  and
creating a new, scientific conception of the
ind iv idua l .  Though  much  of  h i s  sc ien t i f i c
work  and  many of  h i s  observa t ions  and
theories have been debunked by the modern
psychologists,  Freud singly init iated a new,
exc i t ing ,  dynamic ,  and  of ten  th rea ten ing
theory of the mind and of the world, a theory
which to this day, even 150 years after his
b i r th ,  has  been  taken  to  the  hear t s  o f
scient is ts ,  and other  intel lectuals  as  wel l .

SANJAY KUMAR SOOD
Department  o f  Physiology,

A.I.I .M.S.,  New Delhi – 110 029


