Introduction to Freudian Psychoanalysis

Sigmund Freud is the author of the structural model of personality. In this theory, Freud explains that each person’s personality is formed of three parts: the Ego, the Superego and the Id. Psychoanalysis is the process of using what we know about these three parts of someone’s personality to analyze how a person behaves. Freud described the human personality as a battlefield: “It is a dark-cellar in which a well-bred spinster lady [the superego] and a sex-crazed monkey [the id] are forever engaged in mortal combat, the struggle being refereed by a rather nervous bank clerk [the ego].”
Literary critics sometimes analyze the actions of literary characters using the three personality structures that Freud identified. As critics explore the ego, superego, and id of characters in a work, they focus on the ways that these parts of the characters’ personalities influence the work as a whole. This process is called psychoanalytic criticism. We’ll be doing this with Holden in Catcher in the Rye.
Id 
The id is the part of the personality that contains our primitive impulses—such as thirst, anger, hunger—and the desire for instant gratification or release. It is irrational, emotional, selfish, and demanding. According to Freud, we are born with our id. The id is an important part of our personality because as newborns, it allows us to get our basic needs met. Freud also believed that the id is based on the pleasure principle. The id wants whatever feels good at the time, with no consideration for others or the reality of the situation. The id is sometimes represented as a devil sitting on someone’s shoulder. As this devil sits there, he tells the ego to base behavior on how the action will influence the self, specifically how it will bring the self pleasure. 

Superego 
The superego is the part of the personality that represents the conscience, the moral part of us. The superego develops as the morals and ethical standards of parents and other authorities become internalized. It dictates our beliefs about what is right and wrong. The superego is sometimes represented as an angel sitting on someone’s shoulder, telling the ego to base its behavior on how it will influence society or conform to the rules of society. 

Ego 
The ego is the part of the personality that maintains a balance between our impulses (our id) and our conscience (our superego). The ego is based on the reality principle. The ego understands that other people have needs and desires and that sometimes being impulsive or selfish can hurt us in the end. It is the ego’s job to meet the needs of the id, while taking into consideration both the reality of the situation and the restrictions imposed by the superego. In order to do this, the ego sometimes uses repression to conceal its instinctual or id-oriented impulses. Contrariwise, the ego uses sublimation to transform prohibited instinctual urges into socially acceptable behavior approved by the superego. The ego can be represented as a person, with a devil (the id) on one shoulder and an angel (the superego) on the other. 

Anxiety 

Sigmund Freud noted that a major drive for most people is the reduction in conflict between the three parts of the personality, which creates anxiety. He identified three different types of anxiety: 

Reality Anxiety
This is the most basic form of anxiety and is typically based on fears of real and possible events, such as being bitten by a dog or falling off a ladder. The most common way of reducing tension from reality anxiety is taking oneself away from the situation—by running away from the dog or simply refusing to go up the ladder. 

Neurotic Anxiety
This is a form of anxiety that comes from the ego’s unconscious fear that the basic impulses of the id will take control of the person, leading to eventual punishment. 

Moral Anxiety
This form of anxiety comes from the ego’s fear of violating values and moral codes, and appears as feelings of guilt or shame.

Defense Mechanisms
Sigmund Freud describes how the ego uses a range of mechanisms to handle the conflict between the id, the ego, and the superego, which is why these mechanisms are often called “ego defense mechanisms.”

When anxiety occurs, the mind first responds by an increase in problem-solving thinking, seeking rational ways of escaping the situation. If this is not fruitful, a range of defense mechanisms may be triggered. In Freud’s language, these are tactics which the ego develops to help deal with the id and the superego. 

All defense mechanisms share two common properties: 

1. They often appear unconsciously.

2. They tend to distort, transform, or otherwise falsify reality. 

In distorting reality, there is a change in perception that allows for a lessening of anxiety, with a corresponding reduction in felt tension.

Freud’s defense mechanisms include:

Repression: pushing uncomfortable thoughts into the unconscious mind

Dissociation: minimizing trauma by separating from emotions, memory, intellect, or personality
Denial: claiming/believing that what is true to be actually false
Projection: attributing uncomfortable feelings to others 
Rationalization: creating false but believable justifications for behavior
Displacement: redirecting emotions to a more acceptable substitute target
Sublimation: redirecting “wrong” urges into socially acceptable actions

Reaction Formation: adopting the opposite of unacceptable feelings or thoughts
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