© 2025 JETIR April 2025, Volume 12, Issue 4 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

JETIR.ORG
senir y JOURNAL OF EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND

"’Jﬁ INNOVATIVE RESEARCH (JETIR)

An International Scholarly Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Unmasking the Mind: Psychoanalysis and the Hidden
Roots of Criminal Behaviour.

Aanchal Patni
Content Specialist
Student
Amity University Rajasthan, Jaipur, India
aanchaljain5050@gmail.com

Abstract

Criminal behaviour has been analyzed through several academic lenses, but perhaps one of the most intriguing
and profound interpretations comes from psychology, more specifically, the psychoanalytic perspective.
Developed by Sigmund Freud in the late 19th century, psychoanalysis revolves around the idea that unconscious
motivations, early childhood experiences, and internal psychological conflicts play a significant role in shaping
human behaviour, including criminality.[1] This article delves deeply into the psychoanalytic theory of crime,
shedding light on how unresolved trauma, improper development of the ego and superego, and defense
mechanisms can lead individuals down a path of deviance. It explores the foundational aspects of psychoanalysis,
its applications in understanding and treating criminal behaviour, and includes simplified real-life examples for
easy comprehension. By highlighting criticisms and contemporary relevance, the paper also offers suggestions for
integrating psychoanalytic ideas into modern criminal justice systems. Ultimately, this comprehensive discussion
seeks to bridge the gap between psychology and law, emphasizing how a deeper understanding of the human
psyche could be the key to reducing and rehabilitating crime in society.[2]
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1.0 Introduction

Crime is more than just a violation of law—it is often an emotional and psychological outburst rooted in deeply
buried experiences. While legal systems focus on the act, psychological theories explore the underlying cause.[3]
Among these, psychoanalysis offers a nuanced explanation of criminal behaviour.

The psychoanalytic approach to criminal behaviour suggests that actions, especially unlawful ones, are often
motivated by unconscious drives. Freud’s theory proposes that repressed emotions, childhood trauma, and the
inner conflicts among the id, ego, and superego shape individual tendencies toward criminality.[4] This paper
explores the psychoanalytic explanation of crime, discusses its theoretical roots, connects its elements to real-life
behaviour, and evaluates the utility and criticisms of this perspective. Ultimately, it considers crime as a
psychological symptom rather than a moral failure.[5]

2.0 Origins of Psychoanalysis in Criminology

Psychoanalysis originated in the works of Sigmund Freud in the late 19th century.[6] Freud’s tripartite theory
of the mind divides the psyche into:

» Id: The seat of instinctual drives.
* Ego: The rational part balancing desires and reality.
* Superego: The internalized societal norms.[7]

Disharmony between these elements can lead to irrational or criminal behaviour. The extension of Freud’s
ideas into criminology was carried out by figures like August Aichhorn, who applied them to youth delinquency
[8], and Erich Fromm, who linked aggression to psychological needs unmet by social structures.[9]

3.0 Core Psychoanalytic Concepts and Criminality

3.11d, Ego, and Superego in Criminal Behaviour
* Dominance of the id: Impulsivity can override moral and rational checks, leading to crimes such as theft
driven by desire.[10]

» Underdeveloped superego: A deficient moral compass often characterizes offenders who exhibit no guilt or
remorse.
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* Ego dysfunction: When ego cannot mediate internal conflict, irrational decisions can manifest as criminal
acts.[11]

3.2 Unconscious Motives

Unconscious memories, repressed trauma, and latent desires influence behaviour. Violent acts may stem from
long-suppressed emotions rather than immediate stimuli.[12]

3.3 Childhood Experiences
Parental neglect, abuse, or erratic discipline during formative years can distort personality development:

* Exposure to violence normalizes aggression.

» Over-punishment may foster rebellion and anti-authority attitudes.[13]

3.4 Defense Mechanisms and Crime
Defense mechanisms protect individuals from internal conflict but may result in deviant behaviour:

* Repression: Traumatic memories pushed into the unconscious.
* Projection: Attributing one’s unacceptable thoughts to others.
* Displacement: Redirecting anger toward weaker targets.

» Rationalization: Justifying criminal acts with logical-sounding reasons.[14]

4.0 Real-Life Examples Made Simple
Example 1: The Shoplifter

A teenager steals despite affluence. Psychoanalytically, this may express rebellion or a subconscious demand
for attention rooted in parental neglect.[15]

Example 2: The Violent Offender

A man reacts violently over a minor disagreement. Freud would interpret this as displacement of unresolved
childhood rage.[16]

Example 3: The Arsonist

An individual sets fire to a building without personal motive. Psychoanalysis may suggest an unconscious
protest against invisibility or neglect.[17]

5.0 Applications of Psychoanalysis in Criminal Justice
5.1 Criminal Profiling

Profilers often rely on childhood trauma and unconscious drives to predict and interpret criminal behaviour.[18]

5.2 Rehabilitation
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Psychotherapy uncovers emotional wounds, promoting healing and behavioural reform.[19]
5.3 Juvenile Justice

Therapeutic interventions for youth target root psychological causes, aiming to break cycles of deviance.[20]

6.0 Criticisms of Psychoanalytic Theory in Criminology

» Empirical challenges: Many concepts are difficult to measure or test.
* Subjectivity: Interpretations may vary across practitioners.
* Practical limitations: Long-term therapy is resource-intensive.

» Neglect of social context: Psychoanalysis often overlooks systemic or environmental influences such as
poverty or peer pressure.[21]

7.0 Contemporary Relevance and Evolution
Despite criticisms, psychoanalytic ideas remain influential:

» Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT) integrates unconscious insights into structured therapeutic approaches.
« Trauma-informed care draws on Freudian principles to address abuse and psychological pain.

» Court-mandated therapy utilizes psychoanalytic strategies for criminal reform.[22]

8.0 Conclusion

Psychoanalysis offers a profound perspective on criminal behaviour by exploring the unconscious roots of
human action. It highlights how childhood trauma, internal conflict, and unresolved desires may drive individuals
toward deviance.[23] Although not a comprehensive framework, it complements existing legal and psychological
approaches by advocating for deeper, rehabilitative understandings of crime.
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