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Sigmund Freud, 1856-1939

S igmund Freud was born in 1856 in Moravia (now part
of Czechoslovakia). Influenced by physiologist Hermann
Helmbholtz, he set out to apply the laws of physics to the
human nervous system. His interest in neurology gradu-
ally gave way to pioneering efforts to understand uncon-
scious influences on our behavior in illness and health. He
studied with Brucke, Meynert, and Charcot, but Freud ul-
timately blazed a new trail of research and therapy that
came to be known as psychoanalysis. When his efforts to
retrieve the contents of the unconscious mind through
hypnotically induced abreaction failed to produce lasting
therapeutic results, Freud turned to the systematic analy-
sis of the patient’s free associations to learn more about
the unconscious factors that produced the symptoms of
hysteria. This approach led him to replace the topographic
model of making the unconscious conscious with the
structural model of ego, id, and superego. Among his prin-
cipal discoveries were transference, the displacement of

past relationships onto figures in one’s current life, and re-
sistance, the patient’s unconscious tendency to oppose
the physician who is intent on helping. He was also instru-
mental in unlocking the mystery of dreamwork by identi-
fying mechanisms such as condensation, displacement,
symbolic representation, and secondary revision. Psycho-
analysis and psychodynamic psychotherapy (derived
from psychoanalysis) are now practiced throughout the
world. Few thinkers have played so central arole in the last
century’s intellectual and cultural life. While some of
Freud’s ideas have required revision, modern neuro-
science has confirmed many of his basic tenets. Freud pre-
dicted that psychoanalytic understanding would ulti-
mately be wedded to breakthroughs in the study of brain
mechanisms, and his dream is now coming to fruition.
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