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Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), an Austrian Jewish physician, identified civilization with reason and regarded science as the avenue to knowledge. He focused on the massive power and influence of nonrational drives. Freud believed that our conscious thoughts are determined by unconscious impulses. Freud sought to comprehend the irrational scientifically and wanted to regulate it in the interests of society. Freud always sought to salvage respect for reason. He said that within the human mind, mental activity takes place that is unknown to us. Primitive thoughts influence our behavior without us knowing. He considered both the external acts and the inner psyche of human behavior. He didn’t discover the unconscious. The Greeks had. Freud believed that creativity stems from primal instincts. His great achievement was to explore the unconscious methodically and systematically with the tools and temperament of a scientist. Freud concluded that childhood fears and experiences accounted for neuroses. So painful were these experiences that the patients banished them to the subconscious. Freud said you had to bring these experiences to the surface to treat neurosis. Freud urged free association, because it is based on the premise that spontaneous talk will reveal a person’s inner mind. Another way is to analyze dreams. Dreams reveal wishes and memories. The id, the subconscious seat of the instincts is like the ego. It is irrational. When it is denied what it wants, people become angry. But satisfying it is detrimental to civilization. In Freud’s view, civilization requires the renunciation of instinctual gratification and the mastery of animal instincts, a thesis he developed in Civilization and its Discontents (1930). His thoughts were influenced by WWI. Freud said human beings get their pleasure from sexual fulfillment, but unrestrained sexuality drains off energy for other things. Hence society imposes rules on our animal nature, which is painful. Violating society’s rules results in guilt. It seems the price we pay for civilization is neurosis. He said that people are not good by nature, because their first need is to satisfy their aggression on their neighbor. Man is wolf to man. Sometimes, this primitive aggressiveness breaks loose. Civilization attempts to combine people into one unity, but man’s aggressiveness opposes this. Civilization is a burden, but the alternative is worse. Freud sought truth based on science, and believed that reason was the best road to improvement. He wanted people to throw away the crutch of religion. He wanted society to soften its restrictive sexual standards because they were injurious to mental health. Freud urged that we show greater concern for children. Freud disagreed with the philosophes that humans were good at heart and that education would eliminate evil. He disagreed with Marx that abolition of private property would help. Freud understood that reason had to compete with the id. 


