Chapter 13 – Section 4
Toward the Modern Consciousness


Narrator: For centuries there was only one way to deal with mental illness. You simply locked people away in asylums, and this building, now the Imperial War Museum was once the most notorious asylum of them all, Bedlam. In the middle of the eighteenth century, if you were a board member of polite society you would come to Bedlam and for the bargain price of a schilling or so, you could gawk at the unfortunate souls inside.

Of course today attitudes to psychiatric care have improved and one of the key figures in changing these attitudes lived here. Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis. Freud’s approach to mental illness relied upon understanding the conflict between the conscious and unconscious mind.

Suppose I am a patient in the nineteenth century and I have come to see a neurologist because my arm is paralyzed. Most doctors would check for a physical cause like an injury to my arm or my head, but suppose they could find nothing wrong with me. Then they might begin to imagine that I was pretending to be ill, that I am a malingerer. Freud on the other hand was intrigued by such cases. He thought the paralysis could be a physical manifestation of hysteria and trace back to some deep seated emotional turmoil.

Freud suspected it was this emotional turmoil which had been repressed or forgotten that prevented the patient from moving their arm.
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