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Abstract

In the history of modern psychology, Freud appears as a thinker who stands at the
point of rupture between philosophy and Kantian science, a point at which the
Cartesian conscious subject could no longer be the bearer of the whole truth. This
article argues that Freud’s turn from consciousness to the unconscious, rather than
being a mere shift of focus from the conscious to the unconscious, is a response to
the internal crisis of a psychology of consciousness and to the critique of the
doctrine that identifies consciousness with the mental. This turn is deeply
intertwined with Freud’s engagement with the German tradition (from Leibniz to
Nietzsche) and with the physiological concepts of the Helmholtzian school.

Using a historical-philosophical method and drawing on Freud’s primary texts
and related sources, the paper shows that the Freudian unconscious is neither a
return to a metaphysical “soul” nor a reduction of the psyche to biological
mechanisms but is instead conceived through the gaps and dysfunctions of
consciousness, thereby transforming the very object of psychological science. It
concludes that Freudian psychoanalysis should be understood as a radical alternative

to a psychology of consciousness—one that is situated between philosophy and
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physiology, grounded in clinical experience and the analysis of the failures of
consciousness, and that thereby makes possible a science of the unconscious.

Keywords: Freud, psychoanalysis, unconscious, science of psychology.

Introduction

Modern psychology emerged in the nineteenth century by attempting to separate
itself from philosophy and establish an empirical object of inquiry. A decisive step
was the replacement of the metaphysical soul with consciousness. Consciousness
appeared scientifically accessible through introspection and experiment. Yet it is not
only an object of experience but also the condition that makes experience possible.
Freud’s turn to the unconscious arose within this crisis. It should not be
understood as the addition of a neglected domain to an established psychology of
consciousness. Dreams, symptoms, slips, repression, and parapraxes reveal
structured gaps that cannot be explained at the conscious level alone. This article
argues that Freud’s intervention transformed the object of psychological science.
Psychoanalysis neither returned to the metaphysical soul nor reduced psychic life to
physiology. It sought a science of the unconscious at the intersection of philosophy,

physiology, and clinical experience.

Materials and Methods

The study adopts a historical-philosophical and analytical method with a
genealogical orientation. It reconstructs the movement from the soul to
consciousness and from consciousness to the unconscious. The analysis draws
primarily on Freud’s Studies on Hysteria, The Unconscious, Beyond the Pleasure
Principle, and An Outline of Psycho-Analysis.

These texts are examined in relation to nineteenth-century debates concerning
the possibility of psychology as a science, the identification of the mental with the
conscious, and the status of unobservable processes. The study also considers the
philosophical prehistory of the unconscious in German thought and Freud’s relation
to the Helmholtzian school of physiology. It explains how Freud reformulated

inherited concepts within a distinct clinical science.

Discussion and Results

The analysis shows that the nineteenth-century project of a psychology without a

soul did not resolve the problem of psychology’s object. By rejecting the soul as an
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unobservable substance, psychology redefined itself as the science of mental
phenomena. Yet these phenomena were still largely identified with conscious
phenomena. It thus escaped one form of metaphysics while retaining a Cartesian
belief in the transparency of consciousness.

Freud objected that the equation of the mental with the conscious is both
logically insufficient and scientifically restrictive. Conscious life contains
discontinuities that become intelligible only when unconscious psychical processes
are assumed. The unconscious is not merely a hidden storehouse of impulses or an
additional layer beneath consciousness. It is the dimension through which
consciousness is divided and rendered nontransparent to itself.

As Godde shows, concepts of unconscious activity had already appeared in
Leibniz, Romanticism, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Fechner, and other German
thinkers. Freud’s originality lay not in first discovering the unconscious but in
transforming dispersed philosophical insights into concepts inferred from clinical
phenomena and revisable through further experience.

Freud’s relation to physiology also reveals the position of psychoanalysis. His
neurological training and the influence of the Helmholtzian school introduced him to
energy, excitation, discharge, and constancy. Bernfeld clarifies the importance of this
background for Freud’s early metapsychology. However, Freud gradually abandoned
the expectation that psychic processes could be directly reduced to
neurological mechanisms.

Clinical experience consequently became the decisive field of psychoanalytic
inquiry. Dreams, symptoms, slips, bodily disturbances, memories, and resistances
functioned as evidence of processes that could not be directly observed.
Psychoanalytic concepts were therefore inferential and revisable. Freud compared
them with theoretical concepts such as force, mass, and gravity.

This comparison challenges the assumption that scientific legitimacy requires
direct observation, mathematical formulation, or complete transparency. Griinbaum’s
discussion is important because Freud’s naturalism need not be interpreted as an
enduring reduction of the psyche to the brain. Freud retained a commitment to
scientific explanation while enlarging experience to include clinical observation
and interpretation.

Psychoanalysis is therefore not a supplementary branch of the psychology of
consciousness. If the unconscious merely filled gaps in conscious knowledge,
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psychology’s foundations would remain unchanged. Freud instead treated these gaps

as constitutive and displaced consciousness from its privileged epistemic position.

Conclusion

The Freudian turn altered the object, method, and epistemic ambition of modern
psychology. By demonstrating that conscious life contains meaningful failures and
discontinuities, Freud challenged the identification of the mental with the conscious
and established the necessity of unconscious psychical processes.

The unconscious is not simply a new object placed beside consciousness. It
disrupts the assumption that the psyche can become fully transparent to itself or to
scientific observation. Psychoanalysis therefore constitutes an internal rupture with
the psychology of consciousness.

Freud developed this alternative science between philosophy and physiology.
From philosophy, he inherited questions concerning the limits of consciousness.
From physiology, he adopted naturalistic concepts and causal explanation. From
clinical practice, he derived an empirical field in which unconscious processes could
be reconstructed from their effects.

Psychoanalysis thus represents neither a rejection of science nor a return to
metaphysics. Freud’s decisive achievement was to formulate a science in which
the unconscious transforms the conditions under which the psyche can become an

object of knowledge.
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