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Models of Psychopathology

In  general,  there  are  seven approaches  to  the  study of  abnormal  psychology:  biological,
psychodynamic, behavioral, cognitive, humanistic, sociocultural and diathesis-stress. 

Psychodynamic Approach

In the early 20th century, famed psychologist  Sigmund Freud proposed the idea that our
personalities are shaped and motivated by subconscious and conscious forces, with a strong
influence from childhood experiences. Through psychoanalysis, an insight-oriented therapy
that aims to bring up and confront forgotten hurts, unfulfilled desires and frustrations, Freud
thought that psychologists could resolve dysfunction in one's current life. This technique of
unveiling the psychological forces that influence human personality and functioning came to
be known as the  psychodynamic approach in psychology. Some of the theorists who are
considered psychodynamic theorists are – Anna Freud, Melanic Klein,  Alfred Adler,  Carl
Jung, Karen Horney, Erich Formm, Erik Erickson, to name a few.

The psychodynamic approach emphasises the role that the internal ‘dynamics’ of a person’s
personality play on his or her behaviour. These include the innate drives which we are born
with,  but remain unconscious  of. The  psychodynamic approach views abnormality  as a
result  of  conflict  between  unconscious  urges  and  conscious  desires.  Sigmund Freud,  the
founder of psychodynamic theory, said that when conflict in early life is not resolved, we
repress things and that leads to mental illness. The psychodynamic approach includes all the
theories in psychology that see human functioning based upon the interaction of drives and
forces within the person, particularly unconscious, and between the different structures of the
personality.

At  times,  these  drives  result  in  the  potential  for  undesirable  or  socially  unacceptable
behaviour. Therefore, the mind tries to silence desires, such as sexual drives, by repressing
them. However, repression does not eliminate a person’s impulses, and internal conflicts can
surface as seemingly unrelated problems later in life. Basic Assumptions

Our behaviour and feelings are powerfully affected by unconscious motives: The unconscious
mind comprises mental processes that are inaccessible to consciousness but that influence
judgments,  feelings,  or  behaviour  (Wilson,  2002).  According  to  Freud  (1915),  the
unconscious  mind is  the  primary  source  of  human behaviour.  Like  an  iceberg,  the  most
important part of the mind is the part you cannot see. Our feelings, motives, and decisions are
actually powerfully influenced by our past experiences, and stored in the unconscious.  Our
behaviour  and  feelings  as  adults  (including  psychological  problems)  are  rooted  in  our
childhood experiences: Psychodynamic theory states that events in our childhood have a great
influence on our adult  lives,  shaping our  personality.  Events  that  occur  in  childhood can
remain in the unconscious, and cause problems as adults. Psychodynamic theory is strongly

https://www.simplypsychology.org/unconscious-mind.html
https://www.simplypsychology.org/psychosexual.html


determinist as it views our behavior as caused entirely by unconscious factors over which we
have no control.  Unconscious thoughts and feelings can transfer to the conscious mind in the
form of parapraxes, popularly known as Freudian slips or slips of the tongue. We reveal what
is really on our mind by saying something we didn't mean to. Personality is made up of three
parts (i.e., tripartite): the id, ego, and super-ego:

The id is the primitive and instinctive component of personality. It consists of all the inherited
(i.e., biological) components of personality present at birth, including the sex (life) instinct –
Eros (which contains the libido), and the aggressive (death) instinct - Thanatos.

The ego develops in order to mediate between the unrealistic id and the external real world. It
is the decision-making component of personality. 

The superego incorporates the values and morals of society which are learned from one's
parents and others.

Parts  of  the  unconscious  mind  (the  id  and  superego)  are  in  constant  conflict  with  the
conscious part of the mind (the ego). This conflict creates anxiety, which could be dealt with
by  the  ego’s  use  of  defence  mechanisms.   It  was  believed  that  conflicts  between  these
different parts of an individual's personality would result in things such as anxiety. The ego
defense would then try and deal with these emotions. for instance, by repressing something,
and if overused would result in disturbed or abnormal behaviour. Freud also believed that
children didn't have the emotional maturity to be able to deal with traumas and thus would
repress them if they occurred. If a similar trauma then occurred later in the individual's life
then  the  repressed  feelings  that  they  felt  originally  would  be  re-experienced  and  mental
disorders such as depression may develop.

Though psychodynamics was regarded as something that originated from an arm chair and
lacking scientific proof, it was proved to have a scientific backup when technology improved.
Psychodynamic therapies are still used profoundly but in combination with other therapies.
The theories have been used to explain human behaviour, personality disorders, a method to
treat depression, and also look at organizational psychodynamics. Psychodynamic theories
are the basis for the existence of every other field of therapy in psychology.
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