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Narrator: In this module, we will examine the works of Freud and some of his progeny as they contributed to sociological thought. Freud wrote about psychology and society in a few works. Primarily, we will examine Civilization and Its Discontents, the Future of an Illusion, and Character and Culture. Though Freud’s work on sociological theory was limited, later Freudian and Neo-Freudian thinkers Alfred Adler, Karen Horney, and Erich Fromm extended his work and gave it a flavor of their own in a way that added significantly to the body of knowledge. We’ll examine some of Freud’s contributions herein, because the later writers either worked to extend his thoughts (like Fromm, who melded the works of Freud and Karl Marx into a fascinating blend), or worked from a position of reaction against his thoughts (like Karen Horney). 
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“The first human who hurled an insult instead of a stone was the founder of civilization.” 

- Sigmund Freud

Narrator: Freud felt that symbolism was critical for society to exist. Without some level of ability to abstract, a dollar bill was just a piece of paper, and a promise is just a phrase. You get the point. In Civilization and Its Discontents, he wrote that “The first human who hurled an insult instead of a stone was the founder of civilization.” In this example, the insult is a symbolic stone. Remember that Civilization and Its Discontents was written in 1930, after Freud had experienced the horrors of World War I. At this time, according to Fromm, Freud’s focus moved from the struggle between gratifying id impulses and repressing them to the struggle between the basic life instinct and the basic death (or aggression) instinct. Civilization and Its Discontents shows elements of both. The struggle between the id and the pressure to suppress we’ll deal with in a bit. This particular quote, however, suggests that there’s a transformation from direct aggression to indirect aggression made society possible. 
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“It is impossible to overlook the extent to which civilization is built upon a renunciation of instinct.”
 
- Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: For Freud repressing the instincts for the common good was what made society possible in the first place. Again in Civilization and Its Discontents, he wrote that “It is impossible to overlook the extent to which civilization is built upon a renunciation of instinct.” The notion that we would voluntarily give up our ability to live in the state of nature to enjoy the benefits of order was well-established by Thomas Hobbes (in the 1651 work The Leviathon), John Locke’s 1659 Second Treatise on Government, and of course Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 1762 work The Social Contract. 
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“The liberty of the individual is no gift of civilization. It was greatest before there was any civilization.”

- Civilization and Its Discontents 

Narrator: In Civilization and its Discontents, Freud wrote that “The liberty of the individual is no gift of civilization. It was greatest before there was any civilization…though then, it had for the most part no value, since the individual was scarcely in a position to defend it.” He disagreed with many of his contemporary sociological theorists, who saw liberty as a by-product of social evolution. However, he argued that freedom without mutual protection was a tenuous thing at best. 
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“The benefits of order are incontestable. It enables men to use space and time to the best advantage, while conserving their physical forces.” 

“Beauty, cleanliness, and order obviously occupy a special position among the requirements of civilization.” 

- Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: But why would we give up our individual ability to do anything that we want just to have a culture?  Freud acknowledged here the advantages. In Civilization and Its Discontents, he wrote that “the benefits of order are incontestable. It enables men to use space and time to the best advantage, while conserving their physical forces.” He also saw art and beauty, cleanliness, and mutual protection as benefits. He wrote that “Beauty, cleanliness, and order obviously occupy a special position among the requirements of civilization.” Freud argued that, without order, most tasks would be significantly more difficult to accomplish. He felt that society helped to encourage higher intellectual pursuits by creating an economy of scale, in which people benefit from proximity to one another. Consider the argument of the evolutionary psychologists about the societally-beneficial effects of reciprocal altruism, as a more modern example. Cleanliness has its own benefits in the reduction of disease and contamination. Beauty is frequently the product of art, which Freud saw a great example of the sublimation of id impulses into more acceptable avenues. For Freud, culture existed primarily for two reasons. First, there was definite utility in having proximity and order. Second, banding together allowed us to avoid pain and gain some non-sexual pleasure at the cost of repressing the more directly aggressive and sexual impulses. More explicitly, as Freud put it “We believe that civilization has been created under the pressure of the exigencies of life at the cost of satisfaction of the instincts.”
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“One...gets an impression that civilization is something which was imposed on a resisting majority by a minority which understood how to obtain possession of the means to power and coercion. It is, of course, natural to assume that these difficulties are not inherent in the nature of civilization itself but are determined by the imperfections of the cultural forms which have so far been developed.”  

- The Future of an Illusion

Narrator: So, how is order maintained and why is it so important? In The Future of an Illusion Freud wrote that “One... gets an impression that civilization is something which was imposed on a resisting majority by a minority which understood how to obtain possession of the means to power and coercion. It is, of course, natural to assume that these difficulties are not inherent in the nature of civilization itself but are determined by the imperfections of the cultural forms which have so far been developed.” This notion that the many weak conspired to oppress the few strong has the flavor of Nietzsche’s work about it. Think of Nietzsche’s Overman, who is something more than the typical person. Nietzsche argued that man is something to be overcome (hence the term Overman), just as Freud argued that man in the state of nature is overcome by culture. Nietzsche argued that the triumph of Christianity in Rome was a direct result of the lower social classes trying to wrestle social power away from the aristocrats. Elements of that struggle between people with differing levels of power abound in Freudian theory. Anyone doubting Nietzsche’s influence on Freud should know that he called Nietzsche "a philosopher whose guesses and intuitions often agree in the most astonishing way with the laborious findings of psychoanalysis." Enough said. 
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“One...gets an impression that civilization is something which was imposed on a resisting majority by a minority which understood how to obtain possession of the means to power and coercion. It is, of course, natural to assume that these difficulties are not inherent in the nature of civilization itself but are determined by the imperfections of the cultural forms which have so far been developed.”  
- The Future of an Illusion

Narrator: So, why did certain persons have to force culture and its intended sacrifices upon certain persons in the first place, and how does an existing culture maintain its hold on them? Freud wrote “Civilized society is perpetually menaced with disintegration through this primary hostility of men towards one another. Their interests in their common work would not hold them together; the passions of instinct are stronger than reasoned interests. Culture has to call up every possible reinforcement in order to erect barriers against the aggressive instincts of men and hold their manifestations in check by reaction-formations in men's minds. Hence, its system of methods by which mankind is to be driven to identifications and aim-inhibited love-relationships; hence, the restrictions on sexual life; and hence, too, its ideal command to love one's neighbour as oneself, which is really justified by the fact that nothing is so completely at variance with original human nature as this.” Without some element of force, society would fall apart as mankind regressed to following his basic instincts. Through encouraging mutual identification, rather than simply reminding people about the rational benefits, culture provides the glue that helps it to perpetuate itself. Without this, our aggressive tendencies toward one another would simply be too strong. In this respect, Freud agrees with Thomas Hobbes, who describes life without some form of government as “Nasty, Brutish, and Short.”  Freud himself wrote of them that “I have found little that is good about human beings on the whole. In my experience most of them are trash, no matter whether they publicly subscribe to this or that ethical doctrine or to none at all. That is something that you cannot say aloud, or perhaps even think.” Ouch.
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“Civilized society is perpetually menaced with disintegration through this primary hostility of men towards one another. Their interests in their common work would not hold them together; the passions of instinct are stronger than reasoned interests. Culture has to call up every possible reinforcement in order to erect barriers against the aggressive instincts of men and hold their manifestations in check by reaction-formations in men's minds. Hence its system of methods by which mankind is to be driven to identifications and aim-inhibited love-relationships; hence the restrictions on sexual life; and hence, too, its ideal command to love one's neighbour as oneself, which is really justified by the fact that nothing is so completely at variance with original human nature as this.” 
- Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: So, what is the inevitable cost of the community’s demands upon us? According to Freud “…we might well imagine that a civilized community could consist of pairs of individuals…libidinally satisfied in each other, and linked to all others by work and common interests. If this were so, culture would not need to levy energy from sexuality. But such a desirable state of things does not exist and never has existed; in actuality culture is not content with such limited ties as these; we see that it endeavors to bind the members of the community to one another by libidinal ties as well, that it makes use of every means and favours every avenue by which powerful identifications can be created among them, and that it exacts a heavy toll of aim-inhibited libido in order to strengthen communities by bonds of friendship between the members. Restrictions upon sexual life are unavoidable if this object is to be attained.” From this, we take that Freud has a dim view of the probability of finding a culture where people have a consistent love partner and common interests with their community members. Common interest must be enforced through identification, which can only occur through restrictions in sexual life.” So, identification can only occur through restrictions in sexual life in part because a completely satiated person would not have the desire or interest to help others and in part because if our sexual lives were unrestricted we could trust neither our partner nor our neighbors. But restriction of our sexual impulses is not enough by itself to form solid identification. Mutual interest is also required. In Character and Culture, Freud wrote that “the recognition of a community of interests…leads to the growth of emotional ties between the members of a united group of people – feelings of unity which are the true source of its strength.”
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“…we might well imagine that a civilized community could consist of pairs of individuals…libidinally satisfied in each other, and linked to all the others by work and common interests. If this were so, culture would not need to levy energy from sexuality. But such a desirable state of things does not exist and never has existed; in actuality culture is not content with such limited ties as these; we see that it endeavours to bind the members of the community to one another by libidinal ties as well, that it makes use of every means and favours every avenue by which powerful identifications can be created among them, and that it exacts a heavy toll of aim-inhibited libido in order to strengthen communities by bonds of friendship between the members. Restrictions upon sexual life are unavoidable if this object is to be attained.”
- Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: Are there any other costs to enforcing identification with those in closest proximity to us? What about those who are in somewhat close proximity but not tied to use through identification? Freud saw that as a recipe for nationalism and chauvinism (I mean chauvinism as it is really defined, not sexism). He wrote of one culture insulting and disparaging another that “One can now see that it is a convenient and relatively harmless form of satisfaction for aggressive tendencies, through which cohesion amongst the members of a group is made easier.” There is, however, a darker side. In Character and Culture, he writes that “a glance at the history of the human race reveals an endless series of conflicts between one community and another or several others…which have almost always been settled by force of arms.” In a creepy little bit about the solution to this, Freud predicted the One World Order that many modern people are so scared of when he wrote that “wars will only be prevented with certainty if mankind unites in setting up a central authority to which the right of giving judgment upon all conflicts of interest shall be handed over.”
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[of nationalism] “One can now see that it is a convenient and relatively harmless form of satisfaction for aggressive tendencies, through which cohesion amongst the members of a group is made easier.”
- Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: What about the more severe costs? Like, for example, neuroses. Freud wrote that “If civilization requires such sacrifices, not only of sexuality but also of the aggressive tendencies in mankind, we can better understand why it should be so hard for men to feel happy in it.” In actual fact primitive man was better off in this respect, for he knew nothing of any restrictions on his instincts. As a set-off against this, his prospects of enjoying his happiness for any length of time were very slight. Civilized man has exchanged some part of his chances of happiness for a measure of security. We will not forget, however, that in the primal family only the head of it enjoyed this instinctual freedom; the other members lived in slavish thraldom. The antithesis between a minority enjoying cultural advantages and a majority who are robbed of them was therefore most extreme in that primeval period of culture. With regard to the primitive human types living at the present time, careful investigation has revealed that their instinctual life is by no means to be envied on account of its freedom; it is subject to restrictions of a different kind but perhaps even more rigorous than is that of modern civilized man.” So, even though society can cause alienation from our independence, unhappiness, and even neuroses, primitive man in the state of nature was certainly no better off in Freud’s opinion, did not have security, had a number of other problems that modern culture obviates, and most people didn’t enjoy the liberty anyway. 
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“If civilization requires such sacrifices, not only of sexuality but also of the aggressive tendencies in mankind, we can better understand why it should be so hard for men to feel happy in it. In actual fact primitive man was better off in this respect, for he knew nothing of any restrictions on his instincts. As a set-off against this, his prospects of enjoying his happiness for any length of time were very slight. Civilized man has exchanged some part of his chances of happiness for a measure of security. We will not forget, however, that in the primal family only the head of it enjoyed this instinctual freedom; the other members lived in slavish thraldom. The antithesis between a minority enjoying cultural advantages and a majority who are robbed of them was therefore most extreme in that primeval period of culture. With regard to the primitive human types living at the present time, careful investigation has revealed that their instinctual life is by no means to be envied on account of its freedom; it is subject to restrictions of a different kind but perhaps even more rigorous than is that of modern civilized man.” - Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: So, what about people whose desires really don’t fit into that which culture imposes upon us? What happens to them? Freud points out that, among mature individuals, culture usually restricts the choice of a sexual partner to the opposite sex, and as he puts it, “most extra-genital satisfactions are forbidden as perversions.” He goes on that “the requirement, demonstrated in these prohibitions, that there should be a single kind of sexual life for everyone, disregards the dissimilarities, whether innate or acquired, in the sexual constitution of human beings; it cuts off a fair number of them from sexual enjoyment, and so becomes the source of serious injustice.” I’ll bet you never saw Freud as one of the first proponents of tolerance towards homosexuality. In fact, Freud felt that the full expression of our sexuality was the key to happiness, and a society with more free expression of sexuality would have happier citizens. You be the judge.
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“…the requirement, demonstrated in these prohibitions, that there should be a single kind of sexual life for everyone, disregards the dissimilarities, whether innate or acquired, in the sexual constitution of human beings; it cuts off a fair number of them from sexual enjoyment, and so becomes the source of serious injustice.”
- Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: So, how bad is it really to give up our freedoms for security? Regarding the cost of giving up freedom for security, Freud wrote that “Most people do not really want freedom, because freedom involves responsibility, and most people are frightened of responsibility.” This predicts the later works of Erich Fromm and Karen Horney, who felt that too much freedom was a major source of anxiety. In fact, one of Fromm’s greatest works was entitled Escape from Freedom, in which he argued that people seek to set parameters on their choices through a number of means, in order to reduce the anxiety inherent with too many choices. Notice that this is not the same thing as Benjamin Franklin’s warning that people who will give up essential liberty for temporary safety deserve neither. Franklin was arguing against giving up the rights to self-determination among the populace (the right, for example, to pursue happiness), not against the right to do whatever one wants in the sense that Freud wrote. 
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“Most people do not really want freedom, because freedom involves responsibility, and most people are frightened of responsibility.”
- Civilization and Its Discontents

Narrator: Freud influenced our knowledge of society and social thought in at least three ways. First, through The Future of an Illusion, Character and Culture, Totem and Taboo, and Civilization and Its Discontents, he educated the public about the translation of individual psychological concepts into cultural and social phenomena, and vice versa. 

Second, he made us aware of some societal-level phenomena that are similar to individual phenomena. For example, unconscious motivations and conflicts within society itself, and an appreciation for the ability to apply a different lens to things like art, war, and sexual norms. 

Third, he encouraged us to think about our relationship with culture, ourselves as members of a culture, and the influence (both good and bad) that culture has on us. 
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