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Sigmund Freud: Genius or Fraud?

By John Wear, J.D. Sigismund (“Sigmund’) Schlomo Freud has been rated as the sixth most influential scientist in world history.(1) Medical historian Elizabeth M. Thornton writes: “Probably no single individual has had a more profound effect on 20th-century thought than Sigmund Freud.”(2) This article will examine whether Freud deserves such fame.

Freud was born May 6, 1856 at Freiberg in Moravia. As early as 1872, Freud used the signature Sigmund for his first name, and he never used his middle name. Although not religious, Freud insisted that he never lost his feeling of solidarity with the Jewish people. Freud’s Jewish identity was never in question, and he repeatedly acknowledged it publicly.(3) Freud moved to an overcrowded Jewish quarter in Vienna at age four. Freud’s parents both agreed that Sigmund was exceptional and decided to encourage his future greatness in every way possible. He was the only member of his family to have the use of his own room for privacy and study, and he occupied this room until he moved to hospital quarters in his 20s.(4) Freud at age nine enrolled at the newly established Sperl Gymnasium [high school—Ed.] in Leopoldstadt, one year ahead of the normal entrance age.

He was commended for outstanding academic work as well as for his exemplary conduct at the gymnasium. He showed great talent for language and literature, and early mastered Latin, Greek, French, English and later Spanish and Italian. Freud wrote that he was at the top of his class for seven years.(5)

Freud from an early age had a passionate desire to achieve fame, to become a great man and to be, in his own words, a “hero.” Freud relied on his impressive literary skills to create his heroic self. The young boy who had lived in the world of books became a masterful stylist, capable of presenting his ideas in compelling prose. He lived most intensely when he was writing. Freud used his literary skills to shape his personal legend as well as the history of the psychoanalytic movement.(6)

Frederick Crews summarizes the purpose of Freud’ s writings: The aim isn’t to solve a problem but to put Freud himself in the most favorable light, either as a seasoned inquirer, a recognized associate of a leading figure or a discoverer who will soon reveal an important truth. In his drive to become famous for something, Freud saw himself falling behind the most creative and rigorous thinkers in his field. His only recourse was to attach himself sycophantically to great reputations and then to undermine them, leaving himself positioned as our sole guide to a wiser course. (7)

As early as 1885, before Freud had done any work of real significance, he was already concerned with obscuring the details of his life. He wrote to his future wife, Martha Bernays: “I have destroyed all my notes of the past 14 years, as well as letters, scientific excerpts and the manuscripts of my papers. … As for the biographers, let them worry; we have no desire to make it easy for them. Each one of them will be right in his opinion of ‘The Development of the Hero,’ and I am already looking forward to seeing them go astray.” Freud conducted several later purges of his papers and, toward the end of his life, attempted to destroy important letters written in the years of his self-analysis.(8)

SELF-SERVING QUACK

Freud moved into quarters at the Vienna General Hospital in 1882 and spent the next three years acquiring medical experience. His training at the general hospital was the equivalent of what would today be called a medical internship and residency. He acquired familiarity with different conditions and treatment methods in surgery, internal medicine, dermatology, ophthalmology, psychiatry and nervous disorders.(9) Freud opened his medical practice as a neurologist treating disturbed human beings on Easter Sunday in 1886. His new medical practice grew very slowly.(10)

Freud’s preoccupation with the financial status of his patients was incessant during his first years of doctoring. This led him to accept patients patients he should have referred to other doctors.(11) For example, Hugo Thimig, a well-known local actor, contacted Freud in May 1886 complaining of dysfunction and pain in his wrist. Instead of referring Thimig to a qualified orthopedic surgeon, Freud applied his scalpel to Thimig’s wrist despite his lack of surgical skill. Predictably, the operation was unsuccessful. Freud had overridden normal medical precautions and placed Thimig’s health in needless jeopardy.(12)

Like other physicians of his time, Freud relied on pain-deadening drugs to treat both ordinary anxiety and a number of other conditions. What distinguished Freud from most of his fellow doctors was the use of cocaine as his panacea of choice. Neither the disastrous use of cocaine to attempt to help his friend Ernst Fleischl von Marxow, nor the warnings appearing in the medical press deterred Freud from continuing to medicate his patients with cocaine.(13)

Continued . . .
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