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SIGMUND FREUD
A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Another leading figure in German social science 
the late 1800s and early 1900s was Sigmund Freud. 
Although he was not a sociologist, Freud influ-
enced the work of many sociologists (for example, 
Talcott Parsons and Norbert Elias) and continues 
to be of relevance to social theorists (Chodorow, 
1990; Craib, 1994; A. Elliott, 1992, 2004; A. Elliott 
and Frosh, 1995; Kaye, 1991, 2003; Kurzweil, 1995; 
Movahedi, 2007).

Sigmund Freud was born in the Austro-Hun-
garian city of Freiberg on May 6, 1856. In 1859, 
his family moved to Vienna, and in 1873, Freud 
entered the medical school at the University of 
Vienna. Freud was more interested in science 
than in medicine and took a position in a physiol-
ogy laboratory. He completed his degree in med-
icine, and after leaving the laboratory in 1882, he 

worked in a hospital and then set up a private medical practice with a specialty in nervous 
diseases.

Freud at first used hypnosis in an effort to deal with a type of neurosis known as hysteria. 
He had learned the technique in Paris from Jean Martin Charcot in 1885. Later, he adopted 
a technique, pioneered by a fellow Viennese physician, Joseph Breuer, in which hysterical 
symptoms disappeared when the patient talked through the circumstances in which the 
symptoms first arose. By 1895, Freud had published a book with Breuer with a series of revo-
lutionary implications: that the causes of neuroses like hysteria were psychological (not, as 
had been believed, physiological) and that the therapy involved talking through the original 
causes. Thus was born the practical and theoretical field of psychoanalysis. Freud began to 
part company with Breuer as he came to see sexual factors, or more generally the libido, at 
the root of neuroses. Over the next several years, Freud refined his therapeutic techniques 
and wrote a great deal about his new ideas.

By 1902, Freud began to gather a number of disciples around him, and they met weekly at his 
house. By 1903 or 1904, others (like Carl Jung) began to use Freud’s ideas in their psychiatric 
practices. In 1908, the first Psychoanalytic Congress was held, and, the next year, a periodical 
for disseminating psychoanalytic knowledge was formed. As quickly as it had formed, the new 
field of psychoanalysis became splintered as Freud broke with people like Jung and they went 
off to develop their own ideas and found their own groups. World War I slowed the development 
of psychoanalysis, but psychoanalysis expanded and developed greatly in the 1920s. With the 
rise of Nazism, the center of psychoanalysis shifted to the United States, where it remains to 
this day. But Freud remained in Vienna until the Nazis took over in 1938, despite the fact that 
he was Jewish and the Nazis had burned his books as early as 1933. On June 4, 1938, only after 
a ransom had been paid and President Roosevelt had interceded, Sigmund Freud left Vienna. 
Freud had suffered from cancer of the jaw since 1923, and he died in London on September 
23, 1939.
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