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UNDERSTANDING HUMAN NATURE

Alfred Adler (1870–1937), Viennese psychologist, contemporary of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, and the father of Individual Psychology, remains one of the most influential figures in modern psychology and psychotherapy.

Among Adler’s most significant contributions are: his emphasis on holism, arguing that one must study and treat the patient as a ‘whole person’, the central role he gave to equality in preventing psychopathology, and the importance of developing democratic family structures to the raising of children. His most famous concept is the inferiority complex, which addresses the problem of self-esteem and its negative compensations. Other seminal theories include the importance of birth order in the formation of personality, the impact of neglect or pampering on a child’s development, the ability to work with others for a common good (social interest) as the hallmark of sound mental health, and the idea that individuals develop a story about themselves in early childhood, a ‘life style’, that guides their perceptions and choices throughout life. Adler was also among the first psychologists to stress the importance of feminism, arguing that the power dynamics between men and women (and associations with gender) are crucial to an understanding of human beings.

After serving as a medical doctor in World War I, Adler founded a system of child-guidance clinics that spread throughout Europe. He was personally involved in training teachers, social workers, doctors and psychiatrists in his techniques, and lectured widely in America, where he moved in 1935. Adler died in 1937, leaving more than 300 articles and books on child psychology, marriage, education, and the principles of Individual Psychology. His best known works include Understanding Human Nature, Understanding Life, What Life Could Mean to You, and Social Interest (published by Oneworld) and The Practice and Theory of Individual Psychology.

Colin Brett is an accredited Adlerian counselor and former Training Officer of the Adlerian Society of Great Britain. He is the translator of Understanding Human Nature, Understanding Life and Social Interest, and the editor of What Life Could Mean to You.
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FOREWORD

It is very good news indeed that Oneworld Publications has embarked on publishing new translations of the works of Alfred Adler, the least known, but most relevant to our times, of the three great psychologist/philosophers: Freud, Adler and Jung. Perhaps I should begin this introduction by outlining the contributions of Freud and Jung in order to show the unique approach of Adler.

Freud courageously established the importance of unconscious drives in general, and the sexual instinct in particular, as dynamic elements in the development of the individual: no mean feat in the aftermath of Victorian prudery. Now, however, Freud’s influence is waning because his focus of attention was the individual, studied as an isolated being. Society, to Freud, was nothing more than the stern suppressor of human impulses. It placed an intimidating NO! in front of human desires. Freud almost entirely ignored the positive role of human relationships, which are now coming increasingly to the forefront of attention.

Jung opened up a territory all his own. He explored the formative influence of the personal and collective unconscious. Whereas Freud saw the unconscious mind as being mainly an explosive confusion of urgent, often unfulfilled, instinctual impulses, Jung described it as the universal source of creative energy in the psyche, shaping people, societies and history. Jung’s work lives on because people recognize a reality behind his ideas that needs continued exploration.

Adler’s approach was different again. His central aim was to help people to live effectively. He was, in consequence, more immediately practical than either Freud or Jung. His focus of attention was the person in the world, shaping and being shaped by relationships with others. ‘What are we?’ ‘What is our nature and our role?’ ‘Where are we going and why?’ It was the psychodynamics behind these central questions that engaged Adler’s attention. Because of his psychosocial approach, Adler’s work has become ever more relevant as the years have passed.

We now know that individuals are nothing without social relationships, while society is nothing without the contributions of the individuals that compose it. The solution to the world’s present problems lies in social interest: concerned relationships between people and groups. Adler’s last book, Social Interest, deals with exactly this point. How to increase social concern is indeed the challenge of our times, a challenge that becomes greater with every year in which selfishness, and the waste and confusion it creates, dominate the affairs not only of humankind but of all life. It is Adler’s emphasis on the importance of social feeling that marks his work as being of profound importance today.

So important is it that Adler’s unique contribution should be understood that I hope the reader will forgive me if I devote much of this introduction to a brief outline of his central insights. This understanding is all the more important because there was for many years a conspiracy of silence – or, worse, distortion – in academic circles to block out Adler’s work as inconvenient to those professionally identified either with Freudian theories or behaviourism.

The great strength of Adler’s teaching is its challenging simplicity. Adler agreed with Freud that the early years are powerfully formative in building the individual personality. Freud then became tangled up in elaborate theorizing about infantile sexuality, while Adler asked: ‘What does the world seem like to a young child?’ His answer was that we all begin our lives small and weak in a world of adult giants, so that the first message of the environment to the child is: ‘Overcome your weakness! Make your mark! Be someone who matters!’

We can expect, therefore, that, from the start, striving for significant self-fulfilment becomes children’s unconscious aim. This is a powerful activating component in children’s psyches, and all to the good, provided that their experiences build courage and confidence as they explore the surrounding world and make contact with the people in it. But suppose confidence is not built up, what then? If the children’s blundering efforts to be recognized as people in their own right are greeted by inadequate understanding or by positively hurtful criticism – by lack of love, in brief – then children must be driven to the conclusion that they are not as good as others and are flawed in some dreadful and dispiriting way.

At that point the child’s personal authenticity is put at appalling risk because the message is: ‘You are no good as you are. You must put up a show of being different.’ And that tempts children to turn from accepting their experiences and relationships as the source of self-esteem, and to depend instead either on retreat into a fantasy world of dreams or a compensatory pretence of some kind.

To the extent that most of us were subjected to at least some rejection when we were small, we are all to a greater or lesser degree caught up in this quandary. How far can we depend on our developing encounter with life to give us a sense of personal worth? How far do we feel the need to add something extra in order to impress?

Let us notice at this point that personal effectiveness, not personal perfection, is the aim of striving. Indeed, as the famous Adlerian, Dr Rudolf Dreikurs, used to tell his patients: we must have the courage to be imperfect. Life is about courageous striving, not about attaining perfection. Perfection would be a static condition with no future, whereas life is about movement – movement ‘from a minus to a plus’ as Adler used to say.

So we see that early in childhood we pick up the idea that we have or have not got what it takes. If, through love, encouragement and understanding from those around us, we acquire a confident feeling of our own personal value and capacity, then we shall embark upon making the most of our abilities within the context of real life and open relationships with other people. If, on the other hand, we are led by neglect, rejection and criticism to distrust what we are, then we shall turn to any of various phoney means intended to impress others, whom we may even regard as a threat.

The point is that whichever life style we pick up unconsciously when we are small and vulnerable we shall tend to cling to throughout life, unless something happens to switch our life style from the mainly ostentatious or illusory to the mainly genuine.

What can be done about it? ‘Encourage the young child’, Adler used to tell people, and ‘Help the young child to come out on the useful side of life’. In what areas? In all areas, ultimately: in work, friendship, love and marriage. But it must be right from the start, in day-to-day living of all kinds, in courageous encounter with the world outside.

At this point we hit a snag because some adults think: ‘We must give children everything and then they will become secure and happy adults’. Not true! Life is not about all giving on the one hand and all taking on the other. It is about sharing. The overindulged child is as ill-equipped for life as the over-criticized one. The pampered child’s erroneous life style is the built-in assumption that the best of everything is a proper reward just for existing. When faced with the real world, ‘spoilt’ children may crumble miserably. The magic has stopped working and they cannot see why. The child is, indeed, ‘father to the man’ with a nature powerfully conditioned by early self-evaluation – either in a positive or negative direction. For most of us it has been some of each.

So Adler saw us all as striving to become our fullest selves. He recognized, however, that if we had a disruptive start in life we could well go the wrong way about it, while all of us can benefit from honestly examining our motives. Anything unnaturally excessive in behaviour or emotional response suggest a faulty element in our life style. There is no harm in some faltering here and there – that’s inevitable – so long as we learn from our mistakes instead of fretting about them over-much or taking flight from challenge. Of course, we all hate our gaffes and failures because they regenerate those feelings of inferiority that most of us carry through life as a residue from our earliest thwarted yearnings to be a success.

I should make it plain that it does not have to be the parents’ fault if the child loses confidence and acquires a false life style. Circumstances often take a hand too. A case was brought to my notice of a girl showing decidedly antisocial tendencies. She had excellent parents who were very upset by what they saw as their failure. Actually the trouble arose because the girl was the youngest of three sisters. The first two were pretty children with handsome figures and curly golden tresses. The third was squat and plain, with a straggle of nondescript straight hair. One can understand why such a child acquires an unconscious compulsion to get her own back on life.

It is appropriate to point out here that compensation for inferiority feelings can assume enormous proportions. Both Hitler and Alexander the Great had rather uncertain childhoods. What was their compensatory drive for this early loss of face? Nothing less than to conquer the world! In his bunker, when the end was in sight, Hitler could see no error in his ways. He blamed the German people for what had happened. The strutter went on strutting to the last.

These cases lead up to one of Adler’s most penetrating insights, what he called ‘organ inferiority’. One thing we cannot do much about is the physical equipment we are born with. If this is deficient in any obvious way – both Hitler and Alexander were on the short side – a child may be extremely conscious of it and seek to compensate for it. This can go both ways. Small men are notoriously ‘cocky’. Their message to the world is: ‘I may be small but I’ll make an impression all the same’. The positive side of ‘organ inferiority’ is the fantastic courage that handicapped people may show in surmounting their difficulties. In such cases a positive life style linked to the added incentive to overcome disability can lead to almost incredible achievements in spite of difficulties.

One of the best and most lovable headmasters I have ever had the good fortune to know lost his left arm as a boy owing to gangrene following injury in an airgun accident. He had a gentle, humane but down-to-earth mother. She resisted the temptation to cosset her injured darling after he returned from hospital. Her attitude was: ‘Now you will have to learn how to live with one arm.’ He did, with her help, and built a rich and varied life in spite of his loss. In the end one ceased to be aware of his handicap. But what if he had suffered the loss on top of rejection in childhood?

I would now like to broaden the perspective. The great value of the publication of Understanding Human Nature at this time is that it offers the wisdom of Adler when the world is most in need of it. At last we are beginning to get rid of the bullies and dominators. Autocrats are almost always show-offs and compensators. Why do they have to decorate themselves with medals and honours or build homes of outrageous ostentation, if not to reassure themselves about their personal worth? At last, at long last, we are beginning to spot the difference between the socially concerned leaders and the egocentric ones. People are also seeking ways to build genuinely participatory democracy in order to ensure a good future for the world. Yet, at the same time, the world is in desperate peril from the greed and destrctiveness of those who neurotically pursue wealth as a source of personal importance. Adler’s insights elucidate what is going on and indicate the direction change should take.

To secure the planet, and to release and enrich its resources in the service of an enhanced quality of life, person has to co-operate with person, group with group, and nation with nation. The future depends on the expansion of that very ‘social feeling’ of which Adler was the prophet. In his last book, Adler wrote: ‘The justified expectation persists that in a far-off age, if mankind is given enough time, the power of social feeling will triumph over all that opposes it.’

That far-off age – only fifty years after Adler’s death – is now. Such is the acceleration of recent events that we have been brought, with unexpected speed, to the point when we must run the world as a caring, interdependent whole, which was Adler’s hope and vision. We all have a part to play in fulfilling that expectation, and it is good to have Adler’s highly pertinent insights to help us in the struggle to transform life on Earth in time. We are moving inexorably towards the twenty-first century which, many writers have suggested, will be the make-or-break century for humankind. We today face a challenge of truly Adlerian scale.

James Hemming

Middlesex, England

NOTE TO THE 1998 EDITION

The intention behind this new, revised and updated edition is to offer a more accessible handbook of Individual Psychology that will appeal not just to Adlerian counsellors but also to students of psychology and interested laypersons. Consequently, sections of the text have been re-ordered to improve the flow of argument, subheadings have been added for greater clarity, and certain expressions have been updated in accordance with contemporary usage. Readers should also note that instead of using ‘she’ or ‘he’, the plural pronoun has been used where applicable.


PREFACE

This book is an attempt to acquaint the general public with the fundamentals of Individual Psychology. At the same time it is a demonstration of the practical application of these principles not only to the conduct of our everyday relationships with the world and our fellow human beings, but also to the organization of our personal lives. The book is based on a year’s lectures to an audience of hundreds of men and women of all ages and professions at the People’s Institute in Vienna. The purpose of the book is first to point out how the misguided behaviour of the individual affects the harmony of our social and communal life; second, to teach individuals to recognize their own mistakes; and finally, to show them how to adjust harmoniously to their social environment. Mistakes in business and science are costly and deplorable, but mistakes in the way we live our lives may endanger life itself. This book is thus dedicated to the task of illuminating humankind’s progress towards a better understanding of human nature.

Alfred Adler


INTRODUCTION

‘The destiny of man lies in his soul’

– Herodotus

The science of human nature should not be approached with too much presumption and pride. On the contrary, its practitioners are notable for exercising a certain modesty. The understanding of human nature is an enormous problem, whose solution has been the goal of our culture since time immemorial. It is not a science that should be pursued by a few specialists only. Its proper objective must be the understanding of human nature by every human being. This is a sore point with some academics who consider their research to be the exclusive property of a small group of experts.

Owing to the isolated lives we live, few of us know very much about human nature. In the past it was impossible for human beings to live such isolated lives as we do today. From our earliest childhood we have few connections with humanity. The family isolates us from the rest of society. Our whole way of life inhibits that intimate contact with our fellow human beings that is essential for the development of the science and art of understanding human nature. Insufficient contact with our fellow human beings estranges us from them. Our behaviour towards them is often misguided, and our judgements of them frequently incorrect. It is an oft-repeated truism that people walk past and talk past each other. They approach each other as strangers, not only in society at large but also within the very narrow circle of the family. Most parents complain at one time or another that they cannot understand their children, and most children claim that they are misunderstood by their parents. Our whole attitude towards another person is influenced by our understanding of him or her, and this understanding is therefore fundamental to any social relationship. Human beings would get on together more harmoniously if they had a better knowledge of human nature. Our social relationships would then improve, for we all know that most difficulties and disagreements stem from a lack of understanding, and this failure to understand each other properly can lead us to misinterpret or be misled by the façades that other people present.

We will now explain why we are attempting to approach the problem of human nature from a medical science standpoint, with the objective of laying the foundations of an exact science in this wide and hitherto inexact field. We will also examine the premises of this science of human nature, and determine what problems it must solve and what results may be expected from it.

In the first place, psychiatry is a field that demands a tremendous knowledge of human nature. The psychiatrist must gain insight into the mind of the disturbed patient as quickly and accurately as possible. In this field of medicine the practitioner can only diagnose, treat and prescribe effectively when quite sure of what is going on in the patient. Superficiality has no place here. Diagnostic errors are soon apparent, whereas a correct understanding of the disorder leads to successful treatment. In other words, our knowledge of human nature is rigorously tested. In everyday life errors in our judgement of another human being are not necessarily linked with dramatic consequences, for these consequences may occur so long after the mistake has been made that the connection between cause and effect is not obvious. We are frequently astonished when terrible misfortunes occur many years after a misunderstanding of another person. These unhappy events teach us that it is the duty of every human being to acquire a working knowledge of human nature.

Our study of nervous diseases has shown that the psychological disorders, complexes and delusions that are found in nervous diseases are fundamentally no different in structure from the behaviour of normal individuals. The same elements, the same premises, the same developments can be identified. The sole difference is that in the disturbed patient they appear more marked and are more easily recognized. The advantage of this finding is that we can learn from abnormal cases and be on the alert for related characteristics in the normal psyche. It is solely a question of applying the training, ardour and patience that are required by any profession.

The first great discovery was this: the foundations of the human psyche are laid in the earliest days of childhood. In itself this was not such a momentous discovery. Similar findings had been made by great thinkers through the ages. The novelty lay in the fact that we were able to link childhood experiences, impressions and attitudes, so far as we were capable of determining them, with the later phenomena of the psyche in one incontrovertible and continuous pattern. This in turn meant that we could now compare the experiences and attitudes of a person’s earliest childhood days with the experiences and attitudes of the mature individual. In so doing we made the important discovery that single manifestations of the psyche must never be regarded as separate entities, and indeed could not be understood unless they were considered as parts of an indivisible whole.

We learned therefore that these single manifestations could only be evaluated when we examined and understood their place in the general behaviour pattern of individuals, in their whole mental universe, their ‘life style’. When we did this, we were able to see that their secret childhood goals were exactly in accordance with their attitude in adult life. In short, it became astonishingly clear that, from the standpoint of psychological development, virtually no change had taken place. The actions and words that expressed these goals might have changed, but the fundamental aims and motivations, all directed towards the same psychological objectives, remained constant.

For example, a mature patient who has an anxious personality, whose mind is constantly filled with doubts and suspicions, whose every effort is directed towards isolating himself from society, shows identical character traits and psychological activity in his third and fourth year of life. The only difference is that such traits are more transparent and easier to interpret in small children, who have not yet learned to hide their real feelings. We made it a rule, therefore, to focus the greater part of our investigation on the childhood of our patients. In this way we were often able to infer the characteristics of a mature person whose childhood we were familiar with before we were told about them. The traits we observe in the adult are in fact the direct projection of childhood experiences.

When we listen to the most vivid recollections of patients’ childhoods, and know how to interpret these recollections correctly, we can accurately reconstruct the pattern of their present character. In doing this we bear in mind the fact that it is extremely difficult for individuals to deviate from the patterns of behaviour they developed in their early life. Very few individuals have ever been able to change their childhood behaviour patterns, even though in adult life they may have found themselves in entirely different situations. Even a change of attitude in adult life need not necessarily lead to a change of behaviour pattern. The psyche does not change its foundation; individuals retain the same tendencies in childhood and in maturity, leading us to deduce that their goal in life is also unaltered.

There is another reason for concentrating on childhood experience if we wish to change an adult’s behaviour pattern. It makes little difference whether we effect a change in the countless experiences and impressions of an individual in maturity; what is essential is to discover our patients’ fundamental behaviour patterns. Once we have done so we can perceive their essential character and correctly diagnose their disorder.

Examination of the psychology of children thus became the linchpin of our science, and an enormous amount of research has been dedicated to the study of the first years of life. There is so much material in this field that has never been exploited that there is a good chance of discovering new and important data that may prove immensely valuable to the study of human nature.

At the same time, we investigated ways of preventing the development of bad character traits, in an effort to benefit humankind by our studies. Our researches led quite naturally into the field of education, to which psychologists have contributed for years. Education is a fascinating subject to researchers, for they can apply to it all they have learned from their studies of human nature. Our basic approach must be to identify ourselves closely with every manifestation of a person’s psyche, project ourselves into it, and share the joys and sorrows of our fellow human beings, in much the same way that a good portrait painter paints the personality as well as the person.

Most human beings pride themselves on their mastery of the art of understanding human nature and would be offended if any one called their competence into question by demanding they put their knowledge to the test. However, those who genuinely wish to understand human nature have usually experienced the worth and value of others through their own empathy, either by living through their own crises or by observing, and identifying with, the crises of others. The study of human nature may be thought of as an art with many tools at its disposal, an art closely related to all the other arts, and relevant to them all. In literature and poetry, particularly, this is especially significant. Its primary aim must be to broaden our knowledge of human beings, that is to say, it must enable us all to become better, fuller and finer people.

With a knowledge of human nature comes the question of how best to apply that knowledge. Nothing is more likely to arouse resentment, and nothing will attract greater criticism, than brusquely presenting individuals with the stark facts we have discovered in the exploration of their psyche. Students of human nature must learn to tread warily in this minefield. An excellent way to acquire a bad reputation is carelessly to misuse one’s knowledge, for example in the desire to show how much one has guessed about the character of one’s neighbour at dinner. It is also dangerous to misrepresent the basic principles as iron laws, in order to edify someone who does not understand the science as a whole. Even those who do understand the science would feel insulted by such behaviour. We must repeat what we have already said: the science of human nature compels us to be modest. We must not announce the results of our experiments indiscriminately or hastily. To do so would be understandable in a child who is anxious to parade and show off all his or her accomplishments but this is hardly appropriate behaviour in an adult.

We would like to advise the explorers of the human psyche first to test themselves. They should never force the results of their experiments, won in the service of humankind, onto an unwilling victim. They would only be making fresh difficulties for a still-growing science, and actually defeat their purposes. Psychology would then have to bear the responsibility for the mistakes caused by the unthinking enthusiasm of young scientists. We must exercise wisdom, and always remember that we must have the complete picture in view before we can draw any conclusions about its parts. Such conclusions, furthermore, should be revealed only when we are quite certain that they are to someone’s advantage. We can do a great deal of harm by asserting even a correct judgement about character in an inappropriate way, or at an improper moment.

Before going any further, we must examine a certain objection that will already have occurred to many readers. The assertion that an individual’s life style remains permanently unchanged will be incomprehensible to many. Surely, they will say, individuals go through so many experiences in life that inevitably change their attitudes. Well, we have to remember that each experience may have many interpretations and that no two people will draw the same conclusion from the same event. This accounts for the fact that we do not always learn from our experiences. Older is not always wiser! We learn to avoid some difficulties, it is true, and develop a philosophical attitude towards others, but our pattern of behaviour does not usually change as a result of this. We shall see in the course of our further considerations that individual human beings use all their experiences to the same end. Closer examination reveals that they must all fit into their life style, into the mosaic of their life’s pattern. It is proverbial that we actually fashion our own experiences; everyone determines how and what they will experience.

In our daily life we can observe people drawing whatever conclusions they wish from their own experiences. There is the man who makes the same mistake over and over again. If you succeed in convincing him of his mistake, he will react in one of several ways. He may say: ‘You’re right – I’ll know better next time’. This is not a common reaction. He is more likely to protest that he has been making the same mistake for so long that it would be impossible to break the habit. Or he will blame his parents, or his education, for his mistake. He may complain that nobody ever cared for him, or that he was overindulged – or that he was abused as a child. Whatever excuse he makes, whichever alibi he uses, he reveals one thing, and that is a desire to be relieved of further responsibility. In this way he justifies his behaviour and puts himself above criticism. He himself is never to blame. It’s always someone else’s fault if he did not achieve what he set out to do.

What such individuals overlook is the fact that they themselves have made very few efforts to overcome their faults or avoid repeating their mistakes. They prefer to remain in error, fervently blaming their unsatisfactory upbringing for their shortcomings. They can carry on using the same excuse as long as they live. Any given experience can be interpreted in many ways, and widely varying conclusions can be drawn from it. So we can understand why people do not not change their behaviour pattern, but instead turn and twist and distort their experiences to fit into the pattern. The hardest thing for human beings to do is to know themselves and to change themselves.

Anyone who has not mastered the theory and technique of the science of human nature will experience great difficulty in attempting to re-educate people to be better human beings. They would be operating entirely on the surface, and would be drawn into the error of believing that because the external aspect of things had changed, they had accomplished something significant. Practical cases show us how little such ‘re-education’ will change individuals, and how all the apparent changes are only a front, valueless so long as the basic motivation has not been modified.

The task of helping human beings to transform themselves is not a simple one. It demands a certain optimism and patience, and above all modesty, since the individual seeking help does not do so in order to feed someone else’s personal vanity. The process of transformation, moreover, must be conducted in a way that seems justified to the subject. We know that if a tasty and nutritious dish is carelessly prepared and unattractively presented, it will often be rejected.

The science of human nature has yet another aspect, which we may call its social aspect. There is no doubt that people would get on better with each other, and would maintain closer relationships, if they could understand one another better. It would then be impossible for them to disappoint and deceive each other. An enormous danger to society lies in this possibility of deception. This danger must be clearly shown to our colleagues, whom we are introducing to this study. They must bring home to the subjects upon whom they are practising the importance of unknown and unconscious forces. In order to help them they must be aware of all the distortions, dissimulations and deceptions of human behaviour. Consequently we must learn the science of human nature and practise it consciously, always bearing its social implications in mind.

Who is best fitted to gather and make use of the material of this science? We have already noted that it is impossible to practise it on a purely theoretical basis. It is not enough simply to know all the rules and data. It is essential to put our studies into practice and correlate them if we are continuously to sharpen and deepen our insight. This is, of course, the real purpose of the theoretical side of the science of human nature. But we can bring this science to fruition only when we step out into life itself and put into practice the theories we have formed. In the course of our formal education we acquire very little knowledge of human nature, and much of what we learn is incorrect, because contemporary education is still unsuited to giving us a valid knowledge of the human mind. Children are left to evaluate their experiences for themselves, and to take care of their own personal development outside the classroom. There is no tradition for the acquisition of a true knowledge of the human psyche. The science of human nature thus finds itself today in the position that chemistry occupied in the days of alchemy.

In our experience, it is those who have not had their social relationship distorted by the complicated muddle of our educational system who are best adapted to pursue this research into human nature. They are men and women who are, in the last analysis, either optimists or struggling, would-be pessimists who have not yet given in to their pessimism. But social contact with humanity is not enough; there must also be experience.

In the face of our inadequate education, therefore, a real appreciation of human nature will only be gained by certain types of human beings. These include the reformed sinners: either those who have struggled in the whirlpool of the mind, almost drowning in all its mistakes and errors before dragging themselves clear, or those who have been close enough to it to feel its currents drawing them inwards. Others can learn it, of course, especially when they have the gift of identification, the gift of empathy, but the best way of understanding the human psyche is to live through its passions for oneself. Reformed sinners are therefore as valuable in our day and age as they were in the days when the great religions were first founded. They stand much higher than a thousand righteous people. How does this happen? Picture an individual who has lifted himself above the difficulties of life, extricated himself from the swamp, and learned to take bad experiences and make use of them. He truly understands the good and the bad sides of life. No one can compare with him in this understanding, certainly not the righteous ones who have seen only the good side.

When we come across individuals whose behaviour pattern has rendered them incapable of a happy life, we feel duty-bound because of our knowledge of human nature to help them to readjust their false perspectives. We must give them clearer perspectives, perspectives better adapted to the community, more appropriate for the achievement of happiness in this life. We must give them a new way of thinking, indicate another pattern for them in which social feeling and community spirit play a more prominent role. We do not propose to build an ideal emotional life for them. A new viewpoint in itself is of great value to the perplexed, since from this they learn where they have gone astray. According to our view, the strict determinists who consider all human activity to be a process of cause and effect are not so very wrong. But causes can change, and the results of experience acquire entirely new values, when the powers of self-knowledge and self-criticism are alive and functioning well. The ability to know ourselves increases with our ability to determine the origins of our actions and the dynamics of our minds. Once someone has understood this, they have become a different person and can no longer escape the inevitable consequences of their knowledge.


PART ONE

FUNDAMENTALS

OF

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT



1

WHAT IS THE PSYCHE?


THE CONCEPT OF CONSCIOUSNESS

We attribute a consciousness only to moving, living organisms. The existence of consciousness presupposes free motion, since those organisms that are strongly rooted in one spot have no necessity for it. How unnatural it would be to attribute emotions and thoughts to an oak tree; to contend that the tree might consciously accept the destruction that it could in no way escape; to claim for it a presentiment of that destruction; to attribute reason and free will to it, knowing it could never make use of these qualities. Under such conditions the will and the reason of the oak tree would of necessity remain stillborn.

There is a strict corollary between movement and consciousness. This constitutes the difference between plant and animal. In the evolution of the psyche, therefore, we must consider everything that is connected with movement. All the questions connected with physical movement force the psyche to look ahead, to gather experiences and develop a memory, to equip itself more fully for the business of life. We can thus ascertain from the very beginning that the development of the psyche is connected with movement, and that the evolution and progress of all psychological phenomena are conditioned by the mobility of the organism. This mobility stimulates, promotes and requires an ever greater intensification of mental activity. Imagine individuals who have had every movement planned for them: their mental life will be at a standstill.


THE FUNCTION OF THE PSYCHE

If we regard the function of the psyche from this point of view, we will realize that we are considering the evolution of a hereditary ability, an organ for attack and defence with which the living organism reacts to the situation in which it finds itself. Psychological activity is a complex of aggressive and defensive mechanisms whose final purpose is to guarantee the continued existence of the organism and to enable it to develop in safety. If we accept this premise, then further considerations grow out of it, which we deem necessary for a true conception of the psyche. We cannot imagine psychological activity in isolation. We can only imagine it in relation to its environment, receiving and responding to stimuli from outside.

This premise suggests many considerations about the peculiarities of human beings, their physical nature, their good and bad qualities. These are entirely relative concepts, since there are no objective criteria for judging whether an ability or a physical characteristic is an asset or a liability. These judgements are only relevant to the situation in which individuals find themselves. It is common knowledge that the human foot is, in a sense, a degenerate hand. In an animal that had to climb trees, a human foot would be a definite disadvantage, but for a human being who must walk on flat ground, a foot is so useful that no one would prefer to walk on a ‘normal’ hand rather than a ‘degenerate’ foot. It is a fact that in our personal lives, as in the lives of other people, apparent defects should not be considered the source of evil in themselves. Only the context can determine whether they are assets or liabilities.


OUR PURPOSE AND GOAL-DIRECTEDNESS

The first thing we can discover about ourselves is that we are always striving towards a goal. We cannot, therefore, imagine the human spirit as a single, static entity. We can best imagine it as a collection of moving parts, developed from a common origin, which strive to achieve a single goal. This teleology, this striving for a goal, is basic to the concept of adaptation, and the life of the psyche is inconceivable without a goal towards which all our efforts are directed.

Our mental life is determined by our goal. No human being can think, feel, wish or dream without all these activities being determined, continued, modified and directed towards an ever-present objective. This results from the necessity for the organism to adapt itself and respond to the environment. The physical and psychological phenomena of human life are based upon the fundamental principles we have demonstrated. It is impossible to conceive of psychological development except within a pattern depending on an ever-present objective, which is determined in turn by the dynamics of life. The goal itself we may conceive either as changing or as static. On this basis, all the phenomena of our psychological existence may be considered as preparations for some future situation. The soul, indeed, seems to consist chiefly of a force moving towards a goal, and Individual Psychology considers all the manifestations of the human spirit as though they were directed towards such a goal.

Knowing the goal of individuals and knowing also something of the world, enables us to understand the meaning of the ways they express themselves, and of the direction their life takes, and how these things function as a preparation for their goal. We also need to know what steps each individual must take to reach their goal – just as we can know the trajectory of a stone if we let it fall to earth – although people do not follow a fixed, natural law because the ever-present goal is always in flux. If, however, everyone has an ever-present goal, then every psychological tendency must move towards it, as though it were indeed obeying some natural law. A law governing our psychological life does exist, to be sure; but it is not a natural law like the law of gravity; it is a man-made law. To believe there is sufficient evidence to justify our speaking of a natural law of the psyche is to be deceived by appearances. Anyone who believes they have demonstrated the unchangeable and predetermining power of circumstances is playing with loaded dice. After all, if a painter sets out to paint a picture, the world attributes to him all the attitudes appropriate to an individual with that aim in mind. He will do all the usual things, with all the expected results, just as though there were a natural law at work. But is he under any necessity to paint the picture? Given his free will, we must deduce that it is his striving to attain his goal that keeps him putting the paint on the canvas.

There is a difference between physical movements and movements of the human psyche. All the questions about free will hinge upon this important point. Nowadays it is believed that human will is not free. It is true that human will becomes bound as soon as it commits itself to a particular goal. And since circumstances in the cosmic, physical and social relationships of humankind frequently determine this goal, it is not surprising that our psychological life should so often appear to be ruled by immutable natural laws. But if a man, for example, denies his relationships to society and rebels against them, or if he refuses to adapt himself to the realities of life, then all these seemingly immutable laws are abrogated and a new law appears that is determined by the new goal. In the same way, the law of communal life does not bind individuals who have become perplexed by life and attempt to deny their feelings for their fellow human beings. And so I repeat once again that movement in our mental life can only take place when an appropriate goal has been chosen.

On the other hand, it is possible to discover the goal of individuals from observing their present activities. This is particularly important because so few people know exactly what their goal is. On the practical level, this is the procedure we must follow if we are to gain some knowledge of humankind. Since actions may have many meanings, this is not always so simple. We can, however, take several examples of a person’s known behaviour, compare them, and plot them on a graph. In this way we arrive at an understanding of a human being by connecting two points in which a definite psychological attitude was expressed, with the time difference indicated by a curve. This method is used to obtain a clear representation of a person’s life. An example will serve to illustrate how we may discover a pattern of behaviour in an adult that reproduces with astonishing consistency the attitudes of childhood.

A thirty-year-old man of extraordinarily aggressive character, who has achieved success and acclaim despite a difficult childhood, comes to the therapist in a deep depression, complaining that he has no desire to work, or even to live. He explains that he is about to become engaged, but that he views the future with trepidation. He is tormented by jealousy and is close to breaking off his engagement. The facts that he cites to explain his jealousy are not very convincing, and since the young lady in question cannot be blamed, the obvious distrust he shows calls for investigation. He is one of those men who approach another individual, feel attracted, but immediately assume an aggressive attitude that destroys the very contact they wanted to establish.

Now let us plot the graph of this man’s life style as described above, by taking one event in his life and seeking to link it with his present attitude. As is our usual practice, we ask for his first childhood memory, even though we know it is not always possible to test its objective truth. He tells us that he was in the market-place with his mother and his younger brother. The market-place was crowded and his mother picked him up, but then she realized she should carry the younger child, put him down again and picked up his younger brother, leaving our patient buffeted by the crowd and very perplexed. At that time he was four years old. In the recital of this memory, exactly the same points emerge that we heard in the description of his present complaint. He is not sure of his position as the favoured one, and he cannot bear to think that someone else might supplant him. Once the connection is made clear to him, our patient, quite astonished, sees the relationship immediately.

OEBPS/images/fm.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
ONTWORLD





OEBPS/images/9781780744711.jpg
ADLER

UNDERSTANDING
HUMAN

NATURE





