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IMAGES IN PSYCHIATRY SÁNDOR FERENCZI, M.D.,
1873-1933.
Axel Hoffer, M.D..

Sándor Ferenczi was a pioneer in the development of the widening scope of psychoanalytic technique.
Born in 1873 in Miskolc, Hungary, Ferenczi met Freud in 1908, thus beginning an intimate and often
stormy 25-year relationship (1, 2) as Freud’s disciple, analysand, and colleague that ended with Ferenczi’s
death of pernicious anemia in 1933. Sensitive to issues of power, abuse, and trauma, Ferenczi emphasized
the therapeutic importance of a holding environment, tenderness, nurturance, and a corrective emotional
experience. Always controversial, Ferenczi has been referred to as the “mother of psychoanalysis” and the
“lovable analyst” but also as the “enfant terrible” of analysis.
In the early 1920s, Ferenczi was best known for his “active technique,” which consisted of demands,
prohibitions, and the setting of a termination date. Of importance is that he later recognized that aspects
of this technique inadvertently re-created his patients’ childhood traumata. In 1924, he coauthored with
Otto Rank The Development of Psychoanalysis, which gave priority to experience (Erlebnis) over Freud’s
emphasis on insight (Einsicht).
His last paper, initially suppressed by Ernest Jones, “Confusion of Tongues Between Adults and the
Child” (3), ironically has become one of his most popular contributions. Ferenczi’s legacy rests on his early
descriptions of important clinical phenomena, including “identification with the aggressor” (anticipating
Anna Freud), the “holding environment” (anticipating Donald W. Winnicott), the “corrective emotional
experience” (anticipating Franz Alexander), and fragmented self-states (anticipating Heinz Kohut).
The seeds of contemporary interest in a two-person psychology, object relations theory, and intersubjectivity
can readily be traced to Ferenczi’s work. In spite of his intense disagreements with Freud in the early 1930s,
Ferenczi remained a dissident, not a defector. Indeed, in his obituary, Freud appreciatively acknowledged
that Ferenczi had “made all analysts his pupils.”
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