Adler: The Man

Adler’s Early Life

Alfred Adler (1870-1937) was born on February 7th, 1870 in Vienna.  As a youth Adler struggled with rickets, a condition that left him physically frail.  Adler recalled that two subsequent doctors suggested that he was beyond treatment.  This experience left an indelible impression on young Adler (Adler, 1913).  Adler was the second son of a family of seven, and was intensely competitive with his brother Sigmund.  In fact, even through middle age Adler felt that his talents and success were eclipsed by his “model brother” (Dagley, 2000).  Although Adler had a strained relationship with his mother, his father, a grain-merchant, was his strongest ally and encouraged Adler’s pursuit a medical degree (Prochaska & Norcross, 1999).

Adler was also an individual who thrived on social contact, whether it be for professional contacts or personal interactions.  He eagerly worked to share his beliefs and ideas with those around him.  Adler also enjoyed making friends, socializing in Viennese coffee houses, singing, and spending time with family (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956; Dagley, 2000).  One of Adler’s memories was playing as a child with other children in the neighborhood.  He talked about being part of a social group and interacting with many of the families and children in the area in which he lived.  “Because of my friendliness and liveliness I was well received wherever I went…At an early age I became part of a wide social milieu, and in our games both the boys and girls learned to look upon one another as communal equals” (Adler, 1939; as cited in Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).

Adler’s bout with illness early in life informed his later philosophy and personality theory.  He believed that a motivating factor in one’s life was to overcome a shortcoming, such as Adler’s career choice to become a doctor to overcome a sense of inferiority after having a bout with illness.  He stated “From that time (of the early childhood pneumonia) on I recall always thinking of myself in the future as a physician.  This meant that I had set a goal from which I could expect an end to my childlike distress, my fear of death”  (Adler, 1913.  (This overcoming of inferiority through goal-striving also highlights Adler’s acknowledgement of private fictions).  In fact, Adler, in questioning a large group of doctors on their earliest recollections, found that many of their memories incorporated a serious illness (Dagley, 2000).  

Adler graduated from the University of Vienna in 1895.  After graduation, he entered private practice as an ophthalmologist in 1898, later had a general medical practice, and then moved into psychiatry (Mosak, 1989).  During World War I, Adler served as a physician in the Austrian army.  Adler married Raissa Timofejewna in 1897 (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956), shortly after completing his medical degree at the University of Vienna.  An intellectual in her own right, Raissa enthusiastically pursued political causes and activism, and had strong interests in socialism, economics, and education.  Adler and Raissa would eventually have four children, who pursued careers in sociology, economics, psychiatry, neurology, and drama (Dagley, 2000).  

Adler and Freud

Unfortunately, Adler is largely known for his tumultuous relationship with Freud as much as for his contributions to the fields of psychology and psychiatry.  Interestingly, Adler began his foray into psychoanalysis through an invitation from Freud in 1902 to join the Wednesday evening discussions (known as the Vienna Society), which were also attended by Carl Jung (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  In fact, Adler was the president of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, an organization created and highly controlled by Freud, up until his theoretical and professional break with Freud.  In 1911, Adler resigned as president of the Vienna Society, and Adler’s followers broke off with the Freudian group by forming the Society for Free Psychoanalytic Research (Mosak, 1989).  At this time, Freud ruled the burgeoning field of psychoanalysis with a dogmatic iron fist, refusing to allow theoretical breaks from his own conceptualizations.

So what were the general areas of disagreement between Freud and Adler?  There was a time in which Adler views corresponded with Freud’s thinking, and Freud highly endorsed Adler’s ideas around organ inferiority.  But later, Freud disregarded Adler’s ideas as unoriginal and not new or meaningful contributions.  Adler highly disagreed with the central role of sexuality in Freud’s psychoanalysis.  They also disagreed on “1) the unity of neuroses, 2) penis envy (sexual) versus the masculine protest (social), 3) the defensive role of the ego in neuroses, and 4) the role of the unconscious” (Mosak, 1989, p. 75.  Adler believed that individuals were not a bundle of different drives, but were a unified whole, striving for social connection and meaning in one’s life.  

Adler’s Later Life

Adler was an enthusiastic lecturer, who, not surprisingly, enjoyed sharing his theories in down to earth terms with professionals and non-professionals alike.  He thrived on the social interaction provided by these lecture opportunities.  Not surprisingly, Adler was a proponent of social-democratic movements (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  Like many of his contemporaries, Adler’s professional and personal path was influenced by World War II and the spread of Fascism.  His popularity peaked just before Hitler came to power in Europe (Prochaska & Norcross, 1999).  Ironically, the influence of Fascism, while causing Adler and fellow proponents to emigrate around the world, also facilitated the spread of Adlerian ideas around the globe (Sherman & Dinkmeyer, 1987).  

Adler was influential in developing not only a unique theory of personality development, but also promoting systematic couples and family counseling/education centers, numbering 31 in Europe between World War I and 1934 (Sherman & Dinkmeyer, 1987).  At one point, Adler divided his time between Europe and a medical position with the Long Island School of Medicine (Mosak, 1989).  He finally settled in New York in 1935 (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  Despite suggestions from friends that he slow down his vigorous schedule, Adler continued to enthusiastically promote his ideas on individual development (Prochaska & Norcross, 1999).  He died of a heart attack on a lecture tour in Aberdeen, Scotland on May 27, 1937. Two of his children, Alexandra and Kurt, went on to practice psychiatry in New York City.  

Historical Adlerian (Individual) Psychology 

Contrasts between Freud’s Psychoanalysis and Adler’s Individual Psychology

Whereas Freud saw the role of the psychologist as objective, Adler clearly believed that the psychologist’s role was subjective and indivisible from the social context.  

Freud






Adler

	· We are biological beings 
	· We are social beings

	· Motivated by instincts and drives, particularly the sex drive
	· Motivated to find a place to belong and to complete self

	· Personality divided into polar forces of id, superego, and ego
	· Indivisible, total personality (holism)

	· Objective
	· Subjective

	· Reductionistic
	· Holistic

	· People are intrinsically “bad,” and civilization domesticates them at a heavy psychic toll
	· People are creative individuals who can choose to be “good” or “bad.”

	· People are victims of instinct and civilization
	· People are choosers, can shape internal and external world

	· Women are inferior because they envy male penises
	· Women feel inferior due to a cultural context that undervalues women

	· Neurosis has a sexual foundation
	· Neurosis is a result of failed learning and distorted perceptions

	· Neurosis is a natural consequence of civilization
	· Neurosis is a natural consequence of a lack of civilization.

	· Nomothetic Laws (looking for general laws)
	· Idiographic Laws (laws applying to individual cases)

	· Molecular units of analysis
	· Molar units of analysis

	· Learning by association and conditioning
	· Learning by reorganization and insight

	· Behaviorism
	· Gestalt

	· Stimulus-Response
	· Intervening variables between Stimulus and Response


Adapted from Robert Sherman and Don Dinkmeyer (1987), Systems of Family Therapy: An Adlerian Integration, Heinz L. Ansbacher and Rowena R. Ansbacher (1956), The Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler,  and Harold H. Mosak (1989), Adlerian Psychotherapy. 

Basis Assumptions of Adlerian Psychology and Psychotherapy

1. All behavior is in a social context.  “We refuse to recognize and examine an isolated human being” (Adler, 1926).

2. The focus is on the Individual (hence, Individual Psychology) and how that individual interacts with the larger social milieu.

3. The emphasis is on the holism of a person rather than a reductionistic approach.

4. The Conscious and Unconscious are both accessible by the individual to further personal goals.  Both are not seen as discrete entities, but rather part of an integrated relational system.

5. To understand an individual, you must understand their Lifestyle, their cognitive organization (how people view themselves in relationship to the way they perceive life).  The Lifestyle forms a self-consistent organization that is goal-focused.

6. People have the capacity to change behavior across the lifespan in response to change in immediate short-term demands and long-range goals based in an evolving Lifestyle.

7. Individuals make choices based on values and meaning.

8. A central force behind all human activity is to move from a feeling of inferiority to a feeling of superiority or mastery (such as when Adler overcame a childhood illness by becoming a doctor, and in doing so achieved a sense of mastery through contributing to the larger social context).

9. Individuals achieve this striving to move from inferiority to superiority by moving towards self-directed goals, by responding to one’s heredity and environment, rather than driven against their own volition (deterministic).  Individuals have free will.

10. People optimally strive towards goals that are productive to the individual and the larger social context.

11. Goals are largely unknown to the individual, thus representing the Unconscious from an Adlerian perspective.

12. All important life problems are social problems, and all values are social values.

13. The development of the individual is done through increasing their own sense of social interest, not through repression of the individual.

14. Maladjustment occurs through a sense of discouragement, an excessive emphasis on personal superiority, and a stifled sense of social interest.

Adopted from Mosak (1989) and Ansbacher & Ansbacher (1956).

Key Concepts of Adlerian (Individual) Psychology

Adlerians perceive individuals as social beings with natural inclinations towards other people and the social context.  Conceptualizing an individual from an Adlerian perspective can be represented as Socio-Teleo-Analytic.  

Socio represents being part of the larger social whole, belongingness.  It includes the concepts of 1) social interest- serving a greater goal, 2) lifestyle- basic notions that guide us through life, and 3) that individuals can best be understood in their context.  

Teleo is the idea that individuals are goal striving, anticipation of potential future outcomes, events, or consequences that influence the present, and that behavior is purposive.  

Analytic, that the majority of behavior stems from the unconscious or nonunderstood (Sweeney, 1998).

Five major life tasks are outlined by Adlerian Psychology.  Adler first conceptualized the tasks of 

Work

Friendship

Love

Mosak and Dreikers (1967) expanded this list to include 

Spirituality

Self direction

The concepts of Encouragement and discouragement represent how successful or unsuccessful one is in achieving these five major life tasks. Encouragement is defined by Sweeney (1998) as “The process by which one develops the faith and self-confidence needed to cope successfully with any predicament, defeat, or task.”  Whatever the circumstance, encouraged individuals know they have a place, belong, and will survive.  Discouraged individuals have difficulty setting goals and having faith in themselves to do what the situation requires for them to be successful.”  
One of the basic assumptions of Encouragement is focusing on the how (how one accomplishes a task, not what is accomplished), the present, and intrinsic motivation.  The essential meaning of Encouragement is “helping individuals establish goals, attitudes, and competencies they need to cope with life as they experience it” (Sweeney, 1998).  A high social interest person tends to feel less discouraged.  

Adlerian in Context

Adlerian and Historical Figures

Dagley (2000) noted that Adler referred to Nietsche, and Kant, and Vailinger in conceptualizing his theory of Individual Psychology.  Dagley also pointed out that Linden (1984) developed a strong case that particular Adlerian ideas can be traced back to Epictetus, Spinoza, and Kant.

Galen

Galen (ca. 130-200) was the first to suggest a personality theory, based on four humors.  Adler acknowledged the influence of a personality structure first suggested by Galen.  “If we trace the explanations of psychologists regarding the nature of the temperaments, we must say that since antiquity science has not advanced beyond the postulation of four temperaments.  Their classification into sanguine, choleric, melancholic, and phlegmatic originated in ancient Greece, was taken over by Hippocrates, continued by the Romans, and today still forms a venerable relic in psychology” (Adler, 1927).

Hans Vaihinger

Vaihinger (1911), in his writings on fictionalism, heavily informed Adler and his development of the idea of fictional goals (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956), fictions that individuals come to believe are what is required to overcome a sense of inferiority.  Vaihinger (1911) saw fictions as ideas, both conscious and unconscious, which are not grounded in reality but allow us to better deal with reality.  Ansbacher and Ansbacher (1956) offer an example of the fiction “All men are created equal,” which has no grounding in reality but encourages individuals in their own sense of self-agency.  The pragmatic approach (again, fictionalism) of Vaihinger has also been linked to William James’ concept of pragmatism and John Dewey’s instrumentalism (Ansbacher & Ansbacher (1956).  

Kant 

Vaihinger (1911) noted that Kant’s writings integrated a pragmatic as-if approach to religion.  Acting “as if” one believed something would later influence Adlerian clinical techniques and contemporary brief therapy models. Kant was also known for promoting the idea that our conscious experience was influenced by both the intake of sensory information and categories of thought in the mind.  

Nietzsche

Vaihinger (1911) also acknowledged Nietzsche’s contributions to our understanding of the concept of fictionalism.  Nietzsche noted that inaccurate conceptions of the world were regularly employed, although not consciously, to the benefit of mankind.  Nietzsche said “…I am convinced that the most erroneous assumptions are precisely the most indispensable for us…”

Adlerian and other schools of Psychology/ Psychotherapy

Gestalt

Similarities between Gestalt and Adlerian include the emphasis on the interaction of the whole rather than the individual parts.  Social interest also was integrated into Gestalt by Solomon E. Asch 30 years after Adler first coined the idea (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  

Cognitive/ Rational-Emotive

Adler and Ellis both come from a very cognitive foundation (Mosak, 1989).  Ellis (1970) sees these two theories as having parallel tracks.  Among the similarities include the idea of irrational beliefs/ basic mistakes, that people create their emotions by their thoughts, individuals are the creators of emotions rather than the victims, encourage clients to take responsibility and an active role in their lives.  The major difference may be in Ellis’ emphasis on self-interest juxtaposed to Adler’s social interest.  Ellis (1970) also described Adler as “one of the first humanistic psychologists (p. 32).  

Neo-Freudian

Mosak (1989) noted that Adler had expressed a wish that his ideas outlast his name, and that he very well may have gotten his wish.  Henri Ellenberger, 1970, p. 645: “It would not be easy to find another author from which so much has been borrowed from all sides without acknowledgement than Alfred Adler.”

Ansbacher & Ansbacher (1956) arguably present a convincing case that Neo-Freudians may more appropriately be called “Neo-Adlerians.”  For example, Karen Horney and Erich Fromm moved beyond original Freudian conceptions to include the importance of the environment and social context in the development of the personality.  One reviewer went so far as to announce that “Horney had just written a new book by Alfred Adler” (Farau, 1953, as cited in Mosak, 1989, p. 71.  It should be noted that Freudians would criticize Adler for being overly simplistic, focusing solely on the social motivations and the ego at the cost of biological drives and the id (Prochaska & Norcross, 1999).
Rogerian/ Humanistic

Although the actual therapies of Rogers and Adler may be polar opposites (Mosak, 1989), they do have some strong convergences.  Ansbacher & Ansbacher (1956) note that similarities between Adlerian and Roger’s theory include striving towards actualization, that the individual is an organized whole, the individual has a unique contextual window to the world, that improved interpersonal relationships can be an outcome of therapy, and that behavior is goal-directed (it should be noted that at the time of this citation Client-centered theory was still in it’s infancy).  Also, Rogers’ ideas of discrepancy between the real self and ideal self would be akin to Adler’s ideas around the dissonance created by feelings of inferiority.  Clearly, Abraham Maslow’s conceptions of a self-actualizing tendency can also be linked to Adler’s ideas on goal-directed striving.  Maslow (1970) wrote “For me Alfred Adler becomes more and more correct year by year.  As the facts come in, they give stronger and stronger support to his image of man” (p. 39).  

Existentialism

Existential psychology and Adlerian psychology cross paths in how the individual must transcend the very real limitations of daily life through social connection and interaction with others.  Further, both philosophies suggest that a lack of this social contact, or social interest in Adlerian terms, is the root of neuroses (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).


Family

Adlerian remains perhaps most well known for the ideas of birth-order within the context of the family constellation.  Although research has returned mixed reviews of the idea that “x position” in a family results in “y outcome,” Adlerian family theory does acknowledge that one’s birth order can have far-reaching effects on the role on takes in family and in the environment, and how one establishes his or her lifestyle.  Sherman and Dinkmeyer (1987) integrated Adlerian family therapy with other dominant family therapy schools.  They suggested that Adlerian be the theory through which to integrate facets of other major family theories and theorists, including Satir, MRI, Strategic, Structural, and RET.

Adlerian and Multiculturalism

Archiniega and Newlon (1995) note that Adlerian therapy receives high marks in attending to multicultural issues, particularly in the areas of family and social relations, taking a holistic view of the person, human cooperation, mental health, spirituality and religion, responsibility (collective versus individual), oppression and racism.  

The future outlook for Adlerian

Adlerian in the 21st century has an uncertain future.  Although Adlerian arguably has done much to promote the approach to psychology based in the system, phenomenological, teleological, and social (Mosak, 1989), direct use of Adlerian concepts is anything but dominant.  Prochaska and Norcross (1999) suggest that the influence of Adlerian theory may be more indirect than direct.  They call for an evolution of Adlerian to move beyond uncritical acceptance of Adler’s ideas to build an increasingly dynamic and evolving theory.  

Links to Popular Adlerian Pages 

Annotated Bibliography

Significant Quotes

“Do not forget the most important fact that not heredity and not environment are determining factors.-Both are giving only the frame and the influences which are answered by the individual in regard to his styled creative power.”  -Adler

“The Adlerian is not interested in curing sick individuals or a sick society, but in reeducating individuals and in reshaping society so all people can live together as equals in a free society.”  Mosak, 1989, p. 77

“We refuse to recognize and examine an isolated human being” (Adler, 1926).

