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INTRODUCTION:
WHY WE ARE
NEVER QUITE
SATISFIED

In  1930,  as  the world
teetered  on  the  edge
of  economic  collapse
a n d  p o l i t i c a l
extremism,  Sigmund
Freud published one of
his  most  provocative
and  enduring  works:
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
Sigmund  Freud .
While  the  title  might
s o u n d  l i k e  a  d r y
academic treatise,  the

book  i s ,  in  fac t ,  a
deeply  personal  and
radical  exploration  of
the  human  condition.
Freud asks a question
that  is  as  relevant
today as it was nearly
a  century  ago:  Why,
d e s p i t e  a l l  o u r
technological progress,
scientific
breakthroughs,  and
c o m p l e x  s o c i a l
structures,  do  we feel
s o  p r o f o u n d l y
unhappy?
The  answer,  Freud
suggests,  lies  in  the
very  fabric  of  society
itself.  He  argues  that
the structures we have
built to protect us from
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nature  and  chaos  are
the  same  structures
that imprison our most
basic instincts. Reading
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
Sigmund Freud is an
unsettling  experience
because  it  challenges
the  core  assumption
that  progress  equals
happiness.  This  essay
will explore the central
themes  of  the  book,
from  the  conflict
between  individual
instinct  and  collective
order  to  the  elusive
nature  of  happiness
and the role of guilt in
modern life.

THE CORE
CONFLICT: THE
INDIVIDUAL VS.
SOCIETY

A t  t h e  h e a r t  o f
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
Sigmund Freud lies a
fundamental  tension.
F r e u d  p r e s e n t s

c i v i l i z a t i o n  a s  a
n e c e s s a r y
compromise.  On  one
hand ,  i t  p rov ides
safety, justice, and the
potential  for  cultural
achievement.  On  the
other hand, it demands
the renunciation of our
most  powerful  drives:
aggression and sexual
gratification.

The
Pleasure
Principle
vs. The
Reality
Principle
Freud  introduces  the
c o n c e p t  o f  t h e
"pleasure  principle,"
the innate drive we all
h a v e  t o  s e e k
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immediate  gratification
and  avo id  pa in .  A
newborn  baby,  for
example,  operates
e n t i r e l y  o n  t h i s
principle.  However,
civilization forces us to
adopt  the  "real i ty
principle." We learn to
delay  gratification,
suppress  desires,  and
tolerate  frustration  for
the  sake  of  long-term
security  and  social
h a r m o n y .  T h i s
suppression  is  the
price  of  admission  to
civilized life.

The
Suppressi
on of
Aggressio

n
Perhaps  the  most
striking  argument  in
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
S i g m u n d  F r e u d
c o n c e r n s  h u m a n
aggression.  Freud
famously  states  that
"man is a wolf to man."
He rejects the romantic
notion that humans are
naturally  gentle  and
cooperative.  Instead,
he  pos i t s  tha t  we
harbor  a  powerful,
innate  aggressive
instinct.  Civilization's
primary job is  to curb
this instinct, to force us
to live together without
constantly tearing each
other  apart.  This  is
done  through  laws,
moral codes, and social
pressure .  But  the
aggression  does  not
disappear; it is merely
t u r n e d  i n w a r d ,
r e d i r e c t e d ,  o r



4

4 Civilization And Its Discontents
Sigmund Freud

2024-09-26

sublimated.

THE PURSUIT OF
HAPPINESS: A
BIOLOGICAL
IMPOSSIBILITY

Freud  offers  a  bleak,
y e t  s t r a n g e l y
l iberating,  view  of
happiness.  He  argues
that the goal of life is
s i m p l y  t o  a v o i d
suffering,  rather  than
to  achieve  positive
p l e a s u r e .  I n
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
Sigmund  Freud,  he
outlines  three  main
sources  o f  human
suffering:

The superior
power of
nature: We are
vulnerable to
natural disasters,
disease, and
decay.
The fragility of
our own
bodies: Pain,

illness, and aging
are unavoidable.
The
inadequacy of
our
relationships
with others:
This is the source
of suffering that
civilization tries
to regulate.

Freud  suggests  that
t h e  p u r s u i t  o f
happiness  is  a  poor
strategy. We can try to
distract  ourselves
( w o r k ,  s c i e n c e ) ,
achieve  intoxication
(alcohol,  drugs),  or
withdraw  from  reality
(asceticism).  We  can
sublimate our instincts
into art and intellectual
pursuits, or we can try
to  find  love.  None  of
these  methods  works
perfectly.  Ultimately,
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
S i g m u n d  F r e u d
teaches  us  tha t  a
cer ta in  degree  o f
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unhappiness  is  the
basel ine  of  human
existence.

The Role
of
Sublimati
on
Sublimation  is  one  of
Freud's more optimistic
concepts.  I t  is  the
process  of  channeling
primitive  urges  into
socially  acceptable
activities.  A  person
w i t h  a  s t r o n g
aggressive drive might
become  a  successful
surgeon, a competitive
athlete,  or  a  ruthless
lawyer.  Sexual  energy
might be "sublimated"
into artistic creation or
scientific  research.
Civilization  relies  on
sublimation  to  fuel  its
highest  achievements.

However,  Freud warns
that sublimation is not
a  perfect  solution;  it
often leaves us feeling
empty  or  unsatisfied
because  the  original
instinctual aim is never
fully met.

GUILT: THE PRICE
OF MEMBERSHIP

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
complex  and  original
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
Sigmund Freud is his
analysis of guilt. Freud
argues that guilt is not
s imply  the  fear  o f
b e i n g  c a u g h t  o r
p u n i s h e d .  I t  i s
something  far  deeper.
As  we  grow  up,  we
i n t e r n a l i z e  t h e
a u t h o r i t y  o f  o u r
parents  and  society.
Th i s  in te rna l i zed
authority becomes the
" supe r -ego , "  ou r
conscience.
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The
Aggressio
n Turns
Inward
Here  is  the  crucial
twist:  Remember  the
innate  aggressive
instinct?  Civilization
cannot  al low  us  to
express it outward. So,
the  super-ego  turns
that aggression inward
against  the  ego.  You
feel guilty not just for
d o i n g  s o m e t h i n g
wrong,  but  even  for
w a n t i n g  t o  d o
something wrong.  The
more virtuous a person
tries to be, the stricter
t h e i r  s u p e r - e g o
becomes,  and  the
more  guilt  they  feel.
T h i s  i s  t h e
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
mechanism that keeps

us  in  l ine.  Society,
according  to  Freud,
increases the feeling of
guilt  to  a  level  that
many  people  find
unbearable.

The
Unhappin
ess of the
Good
Citizen
T h i s  l e a d s  t o  a
paradoxical  situation.
The  most  "civilized"
people—those  who
have most successfully
r e p r e s s e d  t h e i r
instincts—are often the
most  miserable.  They
suffer  from  a  chronic,
vague  sense  of  guilt
and  dissatisfaction.  In
reading  Civilization
And  Its  Discontents
Sigmund Freud,  one
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gets  the  sense  that
Freud saw the neurotic
patient  of  his  time as
the unhappiest person:
the  one  who  t r ied
hardest to be good and
failed to find peace.

THE ETERNAL
CONFLICT: EROS
AND THANATOS

T o  e x p l a i n  t h e
persistent  tension  in
civi l ization,  Freud
i n t r o d u c e s  t w o
o p p o s i n g  c o s m i c
forces:  Eros  (the  life
instinct,  love,  and the
drive  for  connection)
and  Thanatos  (the
death  instinct,  the
drive  for  destruction,
and  a  return  to  an
inorganic state).

Eros pushes
people together.
It creates
families,
communities,
and nations. It is
the force that

builds
civilization.
Thanatos is the
force of entropy
and aggression.
It pushes
towards
separation and
destruction.

Civ i l i zat ion  is  the
battleground  where
these  two  forces  fight.
Eros  tr ies  to  unite
h u m a n i t y ,  w h i l e
Thanatos  constantly
threatens  to  tear  it
apart.  Civilization
And  Its  Discontents
S i g m u n d  F r e u d
suggests  that  this
struggle  is  eternal.
There  will  never  be  a
p e r f e c t  s o c i e t y
because  the  death
i n s t i n c t  i s  a n
unchangeable  part  of
our  biology.  The  best
we can  hope  for  is  a
manageable balance.
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RELIGIOUS BELIEF
AS AN ILLUSION

F r e u d  d e v o t e s  a
significant  portion  of
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
Sigmund  Freud  to
criticizing  religion.  He
sees religious belief as
a  mass  delusion,  a
"collective  neurosis"
that  humanity  has
developed to deal with
i t s  he lp lessness .
Religion  offers  the
promise of a protective
father  figure  (God),  a
s e n s e  o f  c o s m i c
justice, and an afterlife
t h a t  m a k e s  t h e
suffering  of  this  world
bearable.
For Freud, religion is a
c h i l d i s h  w i s h -
fulfillment.  It  allows
people  to  avoid  the
difficult truth that there
is  no  higher  purpose,
no cosmic plan, and no
ultimate  reward  for
virtue.  His  critique  is

sharp: He asserts that
h u m a n i t y  m u s t
outgrow  this  "illusion"
and  learn  to  face  the
h a r s h  r e a l i t y  o f
existence  without  the
c o m f o r t  o f
supernatural  belief.
This  argument  made
t h e  b o o k  d e e p l y
controversial  when  it
was  publ ished  and
remains  a  point  of
intense debate today.

THE RELEVANCE
OF FREUD'S
ARGUMENT TODAY

One  might  ask:  Is  a
book  written  in  1930
sti l l  relevant?  The
answer is an emphatic
y e s .  I n  f a c t ,
Civilization  And  Its
D i s c o n t e n t s
S i g m u n d  F r e u d
seems  more  prescient
than ever.
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The
Digital
Age and
Suppressi

on
We live  in  a  world  of
u n p r e c e d e n t e d
t e c h n o l o g i c a l
connection.  Yet  rates
o f  a n x i e t y  a n d
depression  are  at  an
all-time  high.  Social
media  forces  us  to
constantly  compare
ourselves to others and
to present a "civilized"
version  of  ourselves,
suppressing  our  true
feelings of envy, anger,
and  inadequacy.  This
per fec t ly  mi r ro rs
Freud's  argument  that
t h e  p r e s s u r e  t o
conform  creates  inner
turmoil.

The
Return of
Aggressio
n
Despite  our  advanced
civilization,  tribalism,
na t i ona l i sm,  and
political  violence  are
on  the  r ise .  Freud
would not be surprised.
He  would  see  this  as
the  eternal  return  of
the  death  instinct.
When  the  pressure  of
civilization  becomes
t o o  g r e a t ,  t h e
aggressive  instinct
boils over. The current
era of "cancel culture"
and online outrage can
also be viewed through
a  Freudian  lens:  a
super-ego  gone  wild,
punishing  not  just
actions  but  thoughts
and  desires.
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The
Quest for
Happines
s
The  modern  self-help
industry promises a life
of  constant  fulfillment.
Freud  would  dismiss
this as a naive fantasy.
He would argue that a
realistic  goal  is  not
h a p p i n e s s ,  b u t  a
reduction  in  suffering.
Understanding  the
limits  of  what  society
can  offer  us,  and
acknowledging our own
dual  nature  (both
loving and aggressive),
may be the path to a
more  stable,  i f  not
ecstatic,  l i fe.

CONCLUSION:
ACCEPTING THE

DISCONTENT

Reading  Civilization
And  Its  Discontents
Sigmund Freud is not
a  c o m f o r t i n g
experience. It offers no
five-step  plan  for
success.  It  does  not
promise  that  we  can
overcome  our  inner
conflicts.  Instead,  it
offers  a  diagnosis.
Freud argues that  the
discontent  we  feel  is
not a personal  failure,
but a structural feature
of civilized life. We are
trapped  between  the
d e m a n d s  o f  o u r
ins t i nc t s  and  the
necessities  of  living
together.
The  wisdom  of  the
book lies in its honesty.
By naming the conflict,
Freud hopes to reduce
our  suffering.  If  we
understand that guilt is
a  social  tool ,  i f  we
accept  that  we  have
aggressive  impulses,
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and if we stop chasing
an impossible  ideal  of
happiness,  we  can
perhaps be a little less
hard on ourselves. We
c a n  a c c e p t  t h e
d i s c o n t e n t s  o f
civilization  not  as  a
s i g n  o f  p e r s o n a l
weakness,  but  as  the

price  we  pay  for  the
safety  and  culture  it
provides.  In  the  end,
Freud challenges us to
grow up,  to  let  go  of
illusions,  and  to  live
courageously  with  the
tension  between  who
we are and who society
demands we become.


