
The Intricate Relationship: Understanding the
Psychodynamic View of Action and
Responsibility
Have you ever questioned why individuals behave in certain ways? Are their
actions a mere result of conscious decision-making, or is there a deeper
underlying psychological force driving their behaviors? In the realm of
psychology, the psychodynamic view offers a unique perspective on the complex
interaction between action and responsibility.

Unveiling the Psychodynamic Theory

Derived from the renowned psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, the psychodynamic
theory emphasizes the role of the unconscious mind and unresolved conflicts in
shaping human behavior. According to this perspective, actions are not solely
consequences of conscious decision-making; rather, they are heavily influenced
by hidden, unconscious forces.

Freud proposed that the mind is composed of three distinct parts: the conscious,
the preconscious, and the unconscious. The conscious mind represents
immediate thoughts, perceptions, and desires. The preconscious mind
encompasses information that is accessible but not currently in focal awareness.
Lastly, the unconscious mind houses repressed memories, fears, and desires that
are not readily available to an individual's conscious awareness.
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Within the psychodynamic view, actions are viewed as manifestations of these
unconscious desires and unresolved conflicts within an individual's psyche.
These hidden forces can create impulses, fears, or desires that influence
behavior without the person even realizing it.

Understanding the Link Between Actions and Psychological
Development

The psychodynamic perspective also emphasizes the role of childhood
experiences in shaping adult behavior. Freud believed that unresolved conflicts
from childhood, particularly in relation to early sexual and aggressive impulses,
continue to influence an individual's actions throughout their lifetime.

For example, if a child experienced significant trauma or received inadequate
emotional support during their formative years, they may develop defense
mechanisms to cope with their unresolved conflicts. These defense mechanisms,
such as denial or repression, can impact how individuals perceive and respond to
subsequent situations in their adult lives.

Furthermore, the psychodynamic view posits that individuals often transfer their
unresolved conflicts onto new relationships and situations. This phenomenon,
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known as transference, occurs when unresolved feelings and desires from the
past become projected onto present circumstances. These transferences can
heavily shape an individual's actions, potentially leading to patterns of behavior
that hinder personal growth and relationships.

The Role of Responsibility within the Psychodynamic Framework

While the psychodynamic view focuses on the unconscious and past experiences
as driving forces behind actions, it does not dismiss the concept of personal
responsibility. Responsibility in this context takes on a different meaning, blending
together self-awareness, understanding of unconscious influences, and the ability
to take corrective actions.

Psychodynamic therapy plays a critical role in helping individuals understand the
intricate relationship between their actions and unconscious desires. Through
therapy, individuals can uncover their unconscious motives and gain insight into
the causes of their behaviors. Armed with this awareness, individuals can then
assume greater responsibility for their actions by making conscious choices that
align with their desired outcomes.

: Embracing the Complexity of Action and Responsibility

The psychodynamic view offers a captivating lens through which to examine the
enigmatic relationship between actions and responsibility. By acknowledging the
power of the unconscious mind and its influence on behavior, individuals can gain
a deeper understanding of themselves and their actions.

Although actions may seem unpredictable or irrational at times, recognizing the
role of unresolved conflicts, defense mechanisms, and transference can help
individuals make sense of their behaviors. Instead of absolving responsibility, the



psychodynamic approach encourages individuals to assume responsibility by
unraveling the unconscious forces that underlie their actions.

Ultimately, understanding the psychodynamic view of action and responsibility
invites individuals to embark on a journey of self-discovery and personal growth.
By delving into the depths of their psyche, individuals can cultivate a better
understanding of themselves, fostering a sense of empowerment and the ability
to shape their actions consciously.
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This new book by David Shapiro, author of the classic Neurotic Styles, throws
light, from a clinical standpoint, on a subject of importance, both theoretically and
for therapeutic practice, for psychoanalysts and psychotherapists, as well as for
those with general interests in philosophy or psychology. A Psychodynamic View
of Action and Responsibility explores the individual’s experience of ownership or
responsibility for what he or she does, says, and even believes, and their
avoidance of that experience.
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David Shapiro considers the self-deception necessary for these disclaimers of
responsibility and the surrender of personal conviction and autonomous
judgment. With numerous excerpts from therapeutic sessions, he shows these to
be self-protective reactions forestalling or dispelling the anxiety of internal conflict
and also, as in false confessions, external threat or intimidation. Shapiro presents
this important thesis in his usual lucid way and in many contexts. Its recognition,
in his view, is critical for therapeutic work. This book demonstrates the central
place in psychological dynamics of the subjective sense of personal responsibility
or ownership of what one says or does. The subject is nowhere treated with the
depth and emphasis on subjective experience seen in these chapters.　

A Psychodynamic View of Action and Responsibility will appeal to professionals
and students of psychoanalysis and psychodynamic psychotherapy, as well as
clinical psychologists, CBT practitioners, philosophers, and legal scholars.
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