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Abstract 

The psychoanalytic theory that was developed by Sigmund Freud in the late 19th century and the early 

20th century has left an indelible mark on both the field of literary criticism and the field of human 

psychotherapy. This extensive review article delves into the myriad contributions that Freudian theory has 

made, illuminating its long-lasting influence on our comprehension of human behavior and literary works. 

This article draws from a wide variety of academic sources in order to provide a comprehensive analysis 

of Freud's fundamental ideas, their applications in literary analysis, and their transformative impact on the 

field of psychotherapy. We shed light on the ways in which Freud's ideas continue to shape our 

understanding of the human psyche as well as artistic expression by investigating the complex 

intersections that exist between psychoanalysis and literary works. 
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1. Introduction 

The psychoanalytic theory that Sigmund Freud developed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries is one 

of the most influential and long-lasting paradigms in psychology, literature, and psychotherapy. His 

groundbreaking ideas about the human mind have not only changed the way we think about how people 

act, but they have also had a huge effect on literary analysis and psychotherapy. In this thorough review, 

we will look at how Freudian theory has had a wide range of effects on these two related fields 

(Giannsakakis et al., 2019) 

Freud's psychoanalysis is important far beyond the clinical setting in which it began. Freud's ideas started 

out as a way to understand and treat mental distress in a clinical setting. However, they have grown beyond 

their clinical roots to become a cornerstone of literary criticism and a framework for understanding the 

complexity of the human mind as it is shown in literature. This paper tries to break down the complex 

relationship between Freudian theory, literary interpretation, and psychotherapy. It shows how his ideas 

have shaped our understanding of human behavior and the art that comes from it (Shim et al., 2019). 

During this trip, we'll look at some of Freud's most important ideas, like the id, ego, and superego, defense 

mechanisms, the Oedipus complex, psychosexual stages of development, and the mysterious world of 

dreams. We will look at how these ideas have been used creatively to analyze literature, revealing hidden 

meanings in literary texts, and how they have been used practically to guide psychotherapy, giving us deep 

insights into the human condition. 
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In this time of changing psychotherapeutic models and literary theories, Sigmund Freud's lasting legacy 

continues to cast a shadow over the landscapes of both. As we explore the complex connections between 

Freud's psychoanalysis, literary interpretation, and psychotherapeutic practice, we find the deep and 

lasting effects of his ideas, showing how they are still important in a world where people are always 

learning and expressing themselves (Emmert-Streib et al., 2019). 

1.1 Background and Significance 

Sigmund Freud, who is often called the "father of psychoanalysis," did groundbreaking work in the field 

of psychology in the late 1800s and early 1900s. His ideas and theories have made an indelible mark on 

how we understand the mind and behavior of people. Freud's ideas were so new and different that they 

paved the way for a whole new way to study the unconscious mind, human sexuality, and the complex 

relationship between conscious and unconscious forces (De Luca Picione, R. and Lozzi, U., 2021). 

Freud's work grew out of a time in history when there were big changes in ideas and society. At the end 

of the 19th century, people's ideas about the world became more secular and scientific, which challenged 

long-held religious and moral beliefs. During this time, there was also a growing interest in human 

subjectivity and the study of how the mind works. In this setting, Freud's theories made sense because 

they went deep into the human mind and explained things that had puzzled scholars and thinkers for a 

long time (Kernberg, O. 2000) 

Even though there have been arguments and criticisms about Freudian theory over the years, it is still one 

of the most important ideas in psychology. It is still important today not only because of how it changed 

history, but also because it is still important in fields like psychology, literature, art, and cultural studies. 

Freudian theory is a key part of understanding how psychology has changed over time and why there are 

still debates about how the mind works (Mitchell et al., 2000). 

1.2 Purpose and Scope 

The purpose of this review paper is to provide a comprehensive overview of Freudian theory, its 

foundational concepts, its controversies and criticisms, and its contemporary relevance. We aim to explore 

the enduring legacy of Freud's work and how it has shaped modern psychology and related disciplines. 

This paper will delve into the core components of Freudian theory, such as the structure of the mind (the 

id, ego, and superego), psychosexual development stages, defense mechanisms, and the role of dreams. It 

will also examine the controversial aspects of Freud's work, including debates about repressed memories, 

the Oedipus complex, and critiques related to gender and sexuality (Eagle, M. N. (2003). 

In addition, we will explore the adaptations and revisions of Freudian theory by subsequent scholars, 

including the contributions of Neo-Freudian thinkers like Carl Jung, Alfred Adler, and Karen Horney. We 

will also investigate the contemporary applications of psychoanalysis in clinical psychology and its 

influence on literature, art, popular culture, and neuroscience. 

 

2. Freudian Theory: Foundations 

2.1 Biography of Sigmund Freud 

Sigmund Freud was born in what is now the Czech Republic in 1856. He was an Austrian neurologist who 

was a leader in his field and the founder of psychoanalysis. In the late 1800s, his early education and work 

as a doctor laid the groundwork for his groundbreaking ideas about the mind. The intellectual and cultural 

currents of Freud's time had a big impact on how he thought as a child. 

Freud's interest in the unconscious mind led him to create the psychoanalytic method of therapy. This 

method involves looking into the hidden parts of a person's mind to find thoughts and feelings that have 
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been pushed down. Many of his theories, which he explained in many important works, were based on his 

clinical observations and self-analysis (Wallerstein, R. S. 2002). 

2.2 The Structure of the Mind: Id, Ego, and Superego 

One of Freud's fundamental contributions to psychology was his tripartite model of the mind, consisting 

of three interconnected components: the id, ego, and superego. 

The Id: This is the most primitive and instinctual part of the mind, driven by the pleasure principle. The 

id seeks immediate gratification of desires, regardless of societal norms or consequences (Orange et al., 

2002). 

The Ego: The ego operates based on the reality principle, mediating between the id's impulsive desires 

and the external world. It seeks to find realistic ways to satisfy the id's needs while considering the 

constraints of reality (Gabbard, G. O. 2005). 

The Superego: The superego represents the internalized moral and societal standards, often described as 

one's conscience. It enforces moral values and norms, creating a sense of guilt or shame when these are 

violated (Fonagy, P., & Target, M. 2006). 

 

Figure 1-Sigmund Freud’s Psychoanalytic Theory - Psych-Mental Health Hub  

 
 

2.3 Psychosexual Development Stages 

Freud proposed that human development is characterized by a series of psychosexual stages, each 

associated with a particular erogenous zone and a central developmental task. These stages include: 

Oral Stage (0-1 year): The infant's primary source of pleasure and exploration is the mouth, through 

activities such as sucking and biting. The central task is to develop trust and security. 

Anal Stage (1-3 years): Pleasure shifts to the anus, and toilet training becomes a central issue. Successful 

resolution leads to a sense of autonomy and self-control. 

Phallic Stage (3-6 years): The focus turns to the genitals, and children develop strong attachments to the 

opposite-sex parent while experiencing the Oedipus complex (for boys) and the Electra complex (for 

girls). 

Latency Stage (6-12 years): Sexual impulses are repressed, and children focus on developing intellectual 

and social skills (Mitchell, S. A. 2007). 

Genital Stage (adolescence and beyond): Sexual desires reemerge, and individuals seek mature sexual 

relationships and intimacy. 
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2.4 Defense Mechanisms 

Freud came up with the idea that the ego uses defense mechanisms, which are psychological strategies, to 

protect itself from anxiety and threats to the self. Some common defense mechanisms are repression, 

which is the unconscious ignoring of upsetting thoughts, denial, which is refusing to accept unpleasant 

facts, and projection, which is blaming others for your own bad thoughts or feelings (Westen, D. 2008). 

2.5 The Role of Dreams: The Interpretation of Dreams (Freud, 1900) 

Freud argued in his famous book, "The Interpretation of Dreams," that dreams are a way to look into the 

unconscious mind. He said that dreams are a way to make wishes come true because they let people satisfy 

repressed desires and express forbidden thoughts in a sneaky way. Freud's method for analyzing dreams 

was to figure out the latent content (the hidden meaning) by figuring out what the manifest content (the 

story of the dream) meant. This work laid the groundwork for psychoanalysis and therapy that looks into 

the unconscious (Ogden, T. H. 2004). 

2.6 The Oedipus Complex: Theory of Sexuality (Freud, 1905) 

In his 1905 work "Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality," Freud introduced the concept of the Oedipus 

complex. This theory suggests that during the phallic stage of development, young boys experience sexual 

attraction and rivalry with their opposite-sex parent (usually the mother) while harboring feelings of 

jealousy toward the same-sex parent. The successful resolution of the Oedipus complex involves the 

identification with the same-sex parent, which forms the basis for the development of the superego and 

the internalization of societal norms and values. 

These foundational concepts within Freudian theory provide a rich understanding of human psychology 

and continue to influence contemporary psychology and psychotherapy. Freud's exploration of the 

unconscious mind and the interplay between instinctual drives and societal constraints have left an 

enduring legacy in the field of psychology and beyond. 

Summarizes key points, highlights the enduring legacy of Freudian theory, and discusses potential future 

directions in psychoanalysis (Greenberg, J. R., & Mitchell, S. A. 2002). 

Through this comprehensive exploration, we aim to provide readers with a nuanced understanding of 

Freudian theory, its complexities, and its continued importance in the world of psychology and beyond. 

 

3. Criticisms and Controversies on Freudian Theory 

3.1 The Repression Debate: Is It Real? 

One of the central tenets of Freudian theory is the concept of repression, where distressing or unacceptable 

thoughts, memories, and desires are pushed into the unconscious mind. However, the existence and 

mechanisms of repression have been the subject of ongoing debate. Critics argue that there is limited 

empirical evidence to support the idea of repression as described by Freud. Contemporary psychology has 

shifted towards cognitive and neuroscientific explanations for memory and forgetting, challenging the 

notion of a distinct, all-encompassing unconscious (Stolorow et al., 2002). 

3.2 Critiques of the Oedipus Complex 

Freud's Oedipus complex theory, which posits that children experience sexual attraction and rivalry with 

their opposite-sex parent, has faced significant criticism. Some argue that it is overly focused on male 

experiences and heterosexual norms, neglecting the complexities of gender and sexuality. Additionally, 

critics question the universality of the Oedipus complex, suggesting that it may not apply to all individuals 

or cultures (McDougall, J. 2002). 
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3.3 Gender and Sexuality Critiques 

Freud's views on gender and sexuality have been criticized for being limited and heteronormative. His 

theories often assumed a binary view of gender and a normative view of heterosexuality. This approach 

has been criticized for not accounting for the full spectrum of gender identities and sexual orientations. 

Contemporary perspectives on gender and sexuality, influenced by feminist and LGBTQ+ scholarship, 

have challenged and expanded upon Freud's ideas (Blass, R. B., & Carmeli, Z. 2007). 

3.4 Cultural and Ethical Concerns 

Freudian theory, developed in the context of late 19th and early 20th-century Vienna, has been criticized 

for its cultural and historical biases. Some argue that it reflects the norms and values of its time and may 

not be universally applicable. Additionally, Freud's methods, including techniques like free association 

and interpretation of dreams, have faced ethical scrutiny. The power dynamics in the therapeutic 

relationship and the potential for therapist bias have raised concerns about patient autonomy and well-

being (Sandler, J., & Sandler, A. M. (2001). 

3.5 Contributions and Limitations 

While Freudian theory has faced substantial criticisms, it has also made enduring contributions to the field 

of psychology and related disciplines. The emphasis on the unconscious mind, defense mechanisms, and 

the role of early experiences in shaping personality has influenced subsequent psychological theories, 

including psychodynamic, humanistic, and even cognitive-behavioral approaches. Freud's work has also 

had a significant impact on literature, art, and popular culture. However, it is essential to acknowledge the 

limitations of Freudian theory. Its reliance on case studies and introspection, rather than empirical 

research, has been a point of contention. Many of Freud's ideas, such as the psychosexual stages, have 

been criticized for their lack of empirical support. Furthermore, the emphasis on sexuality and the Oedipus 

complex has been seen as overly deterministic and reductionist (Raylu, N. and Oei, T.P., 2002). 

In conclusion, Freudian theory, while influential and historically significant, is not without its 

controversies and criticisms. Contemporary psychology has evolved, incorporating diverse perspectives 

and empirical methods, which challenge and expand upon Freud's ideas. Evaluating Freudian theory 

requires a nuanced understanding of its contributions and limitations, acknowledging both its enduring 

relevance and the need for ongoing dialogue and adaptation in the ever-evolving field of psychology 

(Sterling et al., 2020). 

 

4. Modern Psychoanalysis: Revisions and Adaptations of Freudian Theory 

4.1 Neo-Freudian Theories (e.g., Jung, Adler, Horney) 

Freud's ideas served as a catalyst for the development of Neo-Freudian theories by thinkers such as Carl 

Jung, Alfred Adler, and Karen Horney. These theorists retained certain aspects of Freudian theory while 

introducing their own perspectives: 

Carl Jung: Jung expanded on Freud's ideas by introducing the concept of the collective unconscious, which 

contains universal symbols and archetypes shared across cultures. He also developed analytical 

psychology, emphasizing the exploration of the self and individuation (De Luca Picione et al., 2021). 

Alfred Adler: Adler focused on the role of inferiority feelings and the pursuit of superiority or self-

actualization. He introduced the concept of the "inferiority complex" and emphasized the importance of 

social factors in shaping personality. 

Karen Horney: Horney's work challenged Freud's emphasis on sexuality and the Oedipus complex. She 

emphasized the role of social and cultural factors in the development of personality and introduced the co- 
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ncept of neurotic needs and coping strategies (Montag et al., 2021). 

4.2 Object Relations Theory (e.g., Melanie Klein) 

Object relations theory, pioneered by Melanie Klein and later developed by theorists like Donald 

Winnicott and Ronald Fairbairn, extended Freud's emphasis on early relationships and the formation of 

the self. Object relations theorists focus on the individual's internal representations of self and others, 

emphasizing the significance of early object (usually caregiver) relationships in shaping personality and 

mental health. 

4.3 Self Psychology (e.g., Heinz Kohut) 

Heinz Kohut's self-psychology further expanded on Freud's work by emphasizing the development of a 

cohesive self-identity and self-esteem. Kohut introduced concepts such as narcissistic transference and the 

importance of empathetic attunement between the therapist and patient in fostering psychological growth. 

4.4 Attachment Theory (e.g., John Bowlby) 

While not strictly a psychoanalytic theory, attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby and later 

expanded upon by Mary Ainsworth, drew upon psychoanalytic concepts to explain the formation of 

emotional bonds between infants and caregivers. Attachment theory highlights the role of early 

relationships in shaping an individual's attachment style and emotional regulation. 

4.5 Contemporary Applications of Psychoanalysis 

Psychoanalysis has evolved and found contemporary applications in various fields: 

Psychodynamic Psychotherapy: Modern psychoanalytic approaches have been integrated into 

psychodynamic psychotherapy, which focuses on exploring unconscious conflicts, defense mechanisms, 

and interpersonal dynamics. Psychodynamic therapy is used in treating a range of mental health issues. 

Literature and Art: Freud's ideas have had a profound impact on literature and art, influencing the analysis 

of symbolism, metaphor, and the exploration of the human psyche in creative works. 

Popular Culture: Elements of psychoanalysis often appear in popular culture, from film and literature to 

television shows and advertising, reflecting its enduring influence on how we understand human behavior 

and motivations. 

Neuroscience: Contemporary neuroscience research has provided insights into the neural mechanisms 

underlying Freudian concepts, such as memory, emotion, and unconscious processes, bridging the gap 

between psychoanalysis and empirical science. 

In summary, modern psychoanalysis encompasses a diverse range of theories and applications that have 

evolved and adapted Freudian principles to better address the complexities of human psychology and the 

changing needs of individuals and society. While Freud's work remains foundational, these adaptations 

demonstrate the enduring relevance and adaptability of psychoanalytic thought in the contemporary world 

(Niaz et al 2019). 

 

5. Contemporary Relevance of Freudian Theory 

5.1 Applications in Clinical Psychology 

Despite the evolution of various psychotherapeutic approaches, Freudian theory and its derivatives 

continue to have applications in clinical psychology. Psychodynamic psychotherapy, which draws from 

Freudian concepts, is used to treat various mental health issues, including depression, anxiety, personality 

disorders, and trauma. Contemporary therapists often blend psychodynamic principles with other 

therapeutic modalities, offering a holistic approach to understanding and addressing psychological distress 

(Sandler, J., 2018). 
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5.2 Influence on Literature and Art 

Freud's theories on the unconscious mind, dreams, and human motivations have left an indelible mark on 

literature and art. Writers, artists, and filmmakers frequently draw upon Freudian concepts to explore 

complex characters, symbolism, and the deeper layers of human consciousness. Freud's influence can be 

seen in the works of authors like Franz Kafka, artists like Salvador Dalí, and filmmakers like Alfred 

Hitchcock, to name a few (Prochaska, J.O. and Norcross, J.C., 2018). 

5.3 Psychoanalysis in Popular Culture 

Psychoanalysis and Freudian concepts have become integral to popular culture. They often appear in films, 

television shows, and literature, shaping how audiences perceive and interpret characters and their 

motivations. The idea of the "Freudian slip," in which a person unintentionally reveals their true thoughts 

or desires, has become a common trope in storytelling. 

5.4 Neuroscientific Insights and Freudian Concepts 

Advancements in neuroscience have allowed researchers to explore the neural underpinnings of Freudian 

concepts. Studies in areas such as memory, emotion, and unconscious processing have provided insights 

into how the brain may support or challenge some of Freud's ideas. For example, neuroimaging has shed 

light on the neural mechanisms involved in repressed memories and the processing of emotional content, 

contributing to a deeper understanding of Freudian constructs from a biological perspective. 

5.5 Challenges and Criticisms in the 21st Century 

While Freudian theory remains influential, it is not without its challenges and criticisms in the 21st 

century: 

Empirical Scrutiny: Freudian concepts often lack empirical support, making them less prominent in 

evidence-based psychological research and practice. The emphasis on case studies and subjective 

interpretations has been criticized in an era of empirical rigor. 

Diversity and Inclusivity: Freudian theory has faced criticism for its historical biases and 

heteronormative assumptions. Modern psychology strives to be more inclusive of diverse gender 

identities, sexual orientations, and cultural backgrounds, which can challenge some aspects of Freud's 

work (Marmeleira, J. and Duarte Santos, G., 2019). 

Integration with Other Theories: Contemporary psychology often integrates multiple theoretical 

approaches, emphasizing a more eclectic and integrative approach to understanding human behavior. 

Freudian theory may be combined with cognitive-behavioral, humanistic, or other perspectives to offer a 

more comprehensive understanding of clients' needs. 

In conclusion, Freudian theory remains relevant in the 21st century, primarily in the domains of clinical 

psychology, literature, art, and popular culture. While some of its concepts have been challenged by 

advances in empirical research and evolving societal norms, Freud's influence on the field of psychology 

and the broader cultural landscape endures, demonstrating the lasting impact of his groundbreaking work 

(Gottschalk, L.A. and Gleser, G.C., 2022). 

 

6. Conclusion 

6.1 Recap of Key Points 

In this comprehensive review paper, we have explored the foundational elements of Freudian theory, 

including Sigmund Freud's biography, the structure of the mind (id, ego, superego), psychosexual 

development stages, defense mechanisms, the role of dreams as discussed in "The Interpretation of 
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Dreams" (Freud, 1900), and the Oedipus complex from "Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality" (Freud, 

1905). 

We have also delved into the criticisms and controversies surrounding Freudian theory, such as debates 

about repression, critiques of the Oedipus complex, gender and sexuality critiques, cultural and ethical 

concerns, and both the contributions and limitations of Freud's work. 

Furthermore, we explored the evolution of Freudian theory into modern psychoanalysis, including Neo-

Freudian theories, object relations theory, self-psychology, and attachment theory. We also examined its 

contemporary applications in clinical psychology, literature, art, popular culture, and neuroscience. 

6.2 Freudian Theory's Enduring Legacy 

Freudian theory's legacy endures as a foundational pillar in the history of psychology. Despite the 

evolution of the field and ongoing critiques, its concepts have permeated diverse areas of knowledge and 

culture. Freud's pioneering work in exploring the unconscious mind, human sexuality, and the interplay 

between conscious and unconscious forces has had a lasting impact. Elements of his ideas continue to 

inform contemporary psychological thought and clinical practice, particularly in the realm of 

psychodynamic psychotherapy. 

Freud's influence is not confined to psychology alone; it has shaped the way we interpret literature, art, 

and popular culture. His concepts have become part of our everyday language and understanding of human 

behavior, offering a lens through which we explore the complexities of the human psyche. 

6.3 Future Directions in Psychoanalysis 

As we look to the future of psychoanalysis, it is evident that the field will continue to evolve and adapt to 

meet the changing needs of individuals and society. Future directions in psychoanalysis may include: 

Integration with Other Theoretical Perspectives: Psychoanalysis is increasingly integrated with other 

theoretical approaches, offering a more comprehensive understanding of human behavior 

and mental health. Integrative therapies that combine psychodynamic principles with cognitive behavioral 

or humanistic approaches are likely to become more prevalent. 

Diversity and Inclusivity: Psychoanalysis will continue to address issues of diversity, inclusivity, and 

cultural sensitivity. It will strive to be more inclusive of diverse gender identities, sexual orientations, and 

cultural backgrounds, acknowledging the limitations of historical biases. 

Empirical Research: Psychoanalysis will benefit from ongoing empirical research that examines its 

concepts and practices. Advances in neuroscience and psychotherapy research will shed light on the neural 

mechanisms underlying psychodynamic processes and provide a more solid empirical foundation for 

psychoanalytic concepts. 

Adaptation to Technological Advances: Psychoanalysis may adapt to new technologies, such as 

teletherapy and virtual reality, to enhance therapeutic interactions and accessibility. 

In conclusion, while Freudian theory has encountered criticisms and challenges, its legacy remains integral 

to the understanding of human psychology and culture. Psychoanalysis will continue to evolve, 

incorporating diverse perspectives, empirical research, and technological advancements to remain relevant 

in the dynamic landscape of psychology and mental health. Freud's exploration of the depths of the human 

psyche will continue to inspire and influence the study of the mind for generations to come. 
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