Teaching the Class about Ego Defense Mechanisms: 1

You and the other two or three people in your group are responsible for teaching the class about an ego defense mechanism. Read the description of ego defense mechanisms in general below and then study your specific ego defense mechanism. With your group, you will:

· Discuss any aspects of the definition that seem unclear to you. Ask me if you are still unsure about the mechanism. 
· Create a clear, one-sentence definition of your ego defense mechanism that you can later write on the white board. Make sure your definition explains how the mechanism helps the ego reduce anxiety. Get approval from Mr. Blake before you present.
· Devise a skit in which everyone in your group can actively participate. Your skit must clearly demonstrate someone being unconsciously victimized by your ego defense mechanism. The skit does not have to be lengthy—about a minute or two should be sufficient.

Ego Defense Mechanisms

Freud’s daughter, Anna, who did psychoanalysis until she died in 1982, summarized several ego defenses in The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense (1936). The ego protects itself from three threats: 
1. The outside world or real danger. Lions, tigers, and bears have teeth and claws. Muggers with guns threaten your life. These are real anxieties for the ego, so the ego must devise strategies for protection or escape.
2. The id. The urges from the id can become so strong that they overwhelm the ego, bringing irrational or emotional chaos. Thus, we might panic if our sexual or brutally hostile urges popped into our conscience. 
3. The superego is a threat to the ego too. The basic duty of the ego is to find some satisfaction for the id. If the superego detects any immoral aspects in our behavior, there is hell to pay in the form of self-censure and guilt. The ego tries to avoid this moral anxiety. 
But, keep in mind that, according to Freud’s original theory, the ego defenses are successful only if the conscious part of the ego is unaware that the unconscious part of the ego is defending itself! Uncovering some of your ego defenses may be interesting and fun, but your defenses against really threatening urges or ideas are not likely to reveal what they are doing to your conscious awareness. 
Repression: The process of shoving unacceptable or distressing thoughts and urges into our unconscious mind. This is what happens to the unacceptable urges of childhood: the ego represses them. Taboo ideas, like incest, would probably never get into consciousness or, if they got there, they’d be quickly repressed. Sometimes dreams or slips of the tongue (Freudian slips) or attempts at humor can reveal these repressed, unconscious motives. For example, if a teacher ridiculed you in class, you might dream that he had a horrible auto accident, which would reveal your extremely unacceptable urge to murder your teacher. Or, if you introduced this teacher at a symposium by saying, “I’d like to prevent…uh…I mean present Dr. Ossenburger,” your repressed antagonism toward your teacher is revealed in a Freudian slip. 

Repression must be distinguished from suppression and withdrawal. Suppression is more conscious and deals with unpleasant but not usually utterly despicable acts or thoughts. Examples: You may want to forget a bad experience or an unpleasant chore to be done (a term paper to write or expressing sympathy to a friend whose mother has just died). You just forget to do things or you may deliberately try to think of other things so you can “settle down” and function better. It may, indeed, be rational to worry about one thing at a time (suppressing the other worries) and to withdraw from a stressful situation. Counting to ten before acting in anger is another good example of brief suppression. 
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Dissociation: Dissociation is the separation of a group of usually connected mental processes such as emotions, understanding, memories, and even identity. These detachments can produce: 1) Depersonalization, where the world or the self seems unreal, as if one were an outside observer of one’s mental processes or body. A sufferer feels that he or she has changed and the world has become less real. 2) Amnesia, or memory loss, where one dissociates entirely from the personality and must create a new one. 4) Dissociative Identity Disorder (formerly known as Multiple Personality Disorder) wherein identity is fragmented into more than one unique personality. Dissociation is probably most often triggered by trauma or other severe stress. In all these cases, the unconscious part of the ego hides the trauma from the conscious part of the ego by separating the conscious ego from the place in the mind where the trauma occurred.
Compared to repression, memories in dissociative reactions are splintered and distorted, not just lost. Indeed, there is often a compulsion to repeat some part of the traumatic experience, experiencing it over and over.
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Denial: The act of refusing to admit to or to face a threatening situation. Denial can be unconscious as when a dying person refuses to admit what is going to happen or when a person with a heart condition denies that their overeating or smoking is of any consequence. Denial can be semi-conscious as when a person refuses to see any problem in a relationship when it is pretty obvious to everyone else. Denial is probably quite conscious when a post-pubescent young man of thirteen says, usually with a grin, “I’m not interested in girls.” 

Research (Roth & Cohen, 1986) has shown that there are two major ways to cope with stress: (a) avoiding, repressing, looking away, forgetting, escaping and letting someone else be responsible or (b) approaching, learning more, obsessing, being vigilant, and taking charge of planning what to do. The first way (denial) reduces stress; the second way (sensitization) increases our chances to cope. We all use both ways, although we may tend in general to be avoiders or approachers, while in specific situations, like facing surgery, we each have our favorite way of coping. Which is the better way? 
Denial is probably better when the situation is out of your control (a sudden crisis or in surgery) and approach is better when you can do something about the situation (avoid or lessen a problem). 
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But, keep in mind that, according to Freud’s original theory, the ego defenses are successful only if the conscious part of the ego is unaware that the unconscious part of the ego is defending itself! Uncovering some of your ego defenses may be interesting and fun, but your defenses against really threatening urges or ideas are not likely to reveal what they are doing to your conscious awareness. 
Projection is a defense mechanism that involves taking our own unacceptable feelings or character traits and ascribing them to other people. For example, if you have a strong dislike for someone but also believe that disliking people is morally unacceptable, you might instead imagine that he or she does not like you. Projection functions to allow the expression of the inappropriate desire or impulse, but in a way that the ego (or superego) cannot recognize, therefore reducing anxiety. It also can be defined as unconsciously assuming that others have the same or similar thoughts, beliefs, values, or positions on any given subject as oneself. According to the theories of Sigmund Freud, it is a psychological defense mechanism whereby one “projects” one’s own undesirable thoughts, motivations, desires, feelings—basically parts of oneself—onto someone or something else.
To understand the process, imagine an individual (Alice, for example) who feels dislike for another person (let’s say Bob), but whose unconscious mind will not allow her to become aware of this negative emotion. Instead of admitting to herself that she feels dislike for Bob, she projects her dislike onto Bob, so that her conscious thought is not “I don’t like Bob,” but “Bob doesn’t like me.” Alice has denied a part of herself that is desperate to come to the surface. She can’t flatly deny that she doesn’t like Bob, so instead she will project the dislike, thinking Bob doesn’t like her. 
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Rationalization is a defense mechanism that involves explaining an unacceptable behavior or feeling in a rational or logical manner, avoiding the true (and painfully traumatic) explanation for the behavior. For example, people who are turned down for a date might rationalize the situation by saying they weren’t attracted to the other person anyway, or a student who blames a poor exam score on the instructor rather than his or her lack of preparation. Or consider a person who bought one of the first home computers in 1980 primarily motivated by the excitement of playing with a computer. If he felt that his friends would not accept “having fun” as a sufficient reason for the purchase, he might have searched for other justifications and ended up telling them how much time it was going to save him in doing his taxes.
Rationalization not only prevents anxiety, it may also protect self-esteem and self-concept. When confronted by success or failure, people tend to attribute achievement to their own qualities and skills, while failures are blamed on other people or outside forces.
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But, keep in mind that, according to Freud’s original theory, the ego defenses are successful only if the conscious part of the ego is unaware that the unconscious part of the ego is defending itself! Uncovering some of your ego defenses may be interesting and fun, but your defenses against really threatening urges or ideas are not likely to reveal what they are doing to your conscious awareness. 
Displacement: If you have ever had a bad day at work, then gone home and taken out your frustration on family and friends, you have experienced the ego defense mechanism of displacement. Displacement involves taking out our frustrations, feelings, and impulses on people or objects that are less threatening. Displaced aggression is a common example of this defense mechanism. Rather than express our anger in ways that could lead to negative consequences (like arguing with our boss), we instead express our anger towards a person or object that poses no threat (such as our spouses, children, or pets).  It is the ego’s attempt to express negative id energies in more socially acceptable ways.
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Sublimation is a defense mechanism that allows us to act out unacceptable impulses by converting these behaviors into a more acceptable form. For example, a person experiencing extreme anger might take up kickboxing as a means of venting frustration. In Freud’s classic theory, erotic energy is only allowed limited expression due to repression, and much of the remainder of a given group’s erotic energy is used to develop its culture and civilization.

Freud considered this defense mechanism the most productive compared to the others that he identified (i.e. repression, denial, reaction formation, rationalization, and projection). Psychoanalysts often refer to sublimation as the only truly successful defense mechanism.
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Reaction formation reduces anxiety by taking up the opposite feeling, impulse, or behavior. An example of reaction formation would be treating someone you strongly dislike in an excessively friendly manner in order to hide your true feelings that may be unacceptable to the superego. Or consider recent cases of individuals working against gay rights who were revealed to be homosexuals themselves. Why would these people behave this way? According to Freud, they are using reaction formation as a defense mechanism to hide their true feelings by behaving in the exact opposite manner. They want to reduce the moral anxiety created by a superego that disapproves of these true feelings. 
