
The case of Anna O. 



ÁFather of psychoanalysis

ÁA shrewd thinker, whose 
theory still appeals to 
some of our most intuitive 
notions about humankind. 

ÁHis ideas penetrated our 
common knowledge and 
everyday language

Á A fascinating story - teller

ÁHis theories had massive 
influence on many 
disciplines outside of 
psychology

ÁDisliked by psychologists



Born 

May 6, 1856 in Freiberg, Moravia, Austrian Empire

Died

September 23, 1939 in London England

Lived in

Vienna, later London

Education

1873 enrolled at the medical faculty of the University of Vienna , in 1881 he 
received his Dr. med. (M.D.) with the thesis on the spinal cord of lower fish
spiecies , in 1886 opened his own medical practice specialising in neurology

His most notable students

Alfred Adler, John Bowlby , Anna Freud, Ca rl Jung, Jacques Lacan

Most influenced by

Darwin, Philippe Pinel, Ernst Br¿cke, Jean Martin Charcot, Joseph Breuer

And a person who started it all: Anna O.



} A highly intelligent 21 -
year- old woman, from an 
established middle - class 
Viennese family

} Later became a dedicated
and distinguished social
worker



First came to Josef Breuer in 1880, with severe physical
symptoms :
Á paralysis of the limbs, 
Á severe nervous cough, 
Ámuscular weakness
Á amnesia
Á hallucinations of black snakes and sceletons
Á severe speech difficulties, 
Á disturbances of vision , squint
Á she was unable to drink even when extremely thirsty
Á she had frequent periods of āabscenceó when she was completely confused 

and which she could not remember later. 
Her symptoms started when her father, who she was deeply attached to, because 

seriously ill, and aggravated further after his death.

These symptoms apparently had no physiological background > hysteria



} Anna O. first came to Josef 
Breuer (1842 - 1925), a close
friend and collaborator of 
Sigmund Freud. 

} Breuer was a physician and 
physiologist ; he studied at
the medical faculty of the
University of Vienna

} Freud credited Breuer with
the discovery of the
psychoanalytic method , 
although Freud later rejected
hypnosis as a psychoanalytic
tool



There developed in rapid succession a series of severe disturbances which 
were apparently quite new: left - sided occipital headache; convergent 
squint ( diplopia ), markedly increased by excitement; complaints that 
the walls of the room seemed to be falling over (affection of the 
obliquus ); disturbances of vision which it was hard to analyse ; paresis 
of the muscles of the front of the neck, so that finally the patient could 
only move her head by pressing it backwards between her raised 
shoulders and moving her whole back; contracture and anaesthesia of 
the right upper, and, after a time, of the right lower extremity. The 
latter was fully extended, adducted and rotated inwards. Later the same 
symptom appeared in the left lower extremity and finally in the left 
arm, of which, however, the fingers to some extent retained the power 
of movement. So, too, there was no complete rigidity in the shoulder -
joints. The contracture reached its maximum in the muscles of the 
upper arms. 

(Studies on hysteria , p.23)



Two entirely distinct states of consciousness were present which 
alternated very frequently and without warning and which became 
more and more differentiated in the course of the illness. In one of 
these states she recognized her surroundings; she was melancholy 
and anxious, but relatively normal. In the other state she 
hallucinated and was 'naughty' -- that is to say, she was abusive, 
used to throw the cushions at people, so far as the contractures at 
various times allowed, tore buttons off her bedclothes and linen 
with those of her fingers which she could move, and so on. (p.24)



alongside of the development of the contractures there appeared a 
deep - going functional disorganization of her speech. It first 
became noticeable that she was at a loss to find words, and this 
difficulty gradually increased. Later she lost her command of 
grammar and syntax; she no longer conjugated verbs, and 
eventually she used only infinitives, for the most part incorrectly 
formed from weak past participles; and she omitted both the 
definite and indefinite article. In the process of time she became 
almost completely deprived of words. She put them together 
laboriously out of four or five languages and became almost 
unintelligible. When she tried to write (until her contractures 
entirely prevented her doing so) she employed the same jargon. For 
two weeks she became completely dumb and in spite of making 
great and continuous efforts to speak she was unable to say a 
syllable. (p.25)



After her father had died

She now spoke only English and could not understand what was said 
to her in German. Those about her were obliged to talk to her in 
English; even the nurse learned to make herself to some extent 
understood in this way. She was, however, able to read French and 
Italian. If she had to read one of these aloud, what she produced, 
with extraordinary fluency, was an admirable extempore English 
translation. 

(p.26)

Strong suicidal impulses appeared (p.28)



} Listening to Anna O. mumbling during her periods of absence

} Light hypnosis

} Reading out those words to Anna O.

} Catharsis

} One after another , the symptoms supposedly disappreared

} Since then known as the first case of psychoanalysis

} Breuer told Freud about this case. Together they wrote a book
āStudien uber Hysterie ó. 



Psychic determinism

Physical symptoms such as those of Anna O. stem from

psychological conflict not physiological deficits . They occur when

defence mechanisms fail and the unconscious òtakes overó.

Hysteria

Hysterics suffer from memories of emotionally painful experiences, 
that have been excluded from consciousness. As long as such 
memories remain buried, the emotions associated with them are 
bottled - up and converted into physical energy, taking the form of 
physical symptoms. 

Catharsis

When the memory is recovered through psychoanalysis, the emotion 
can be felt and expressed, and the symptom disappears. 



ÁPsychoanalysis as a therapy: 

ÁPsychoanalysis as an essential research tool, 
crucial to the development of Freudõs theory. 
ôPsychoanalytic hypotheses are tested on the 
couch' .

NB: Freud investigated abnormal personality to 
build up a theory of normal personality.

ÁPsychoanalysis as the ultimate evidence and 
argument for Freudõs theory of personality .



What are the main advantages of
psychoanalysis as a research method?

What are its main weaknesses ?


