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Literature – Kristin and Trevor

An Introduction to Psychoanalytic Theory

Psychoanalytic literary theory can focus on either:

· the author: the theory is used to analyze the author and his/her life, and the literary work is evidence for this analysis. 

· the characters: the theory is used to analyze one or more of the characters; the psychological theory becomes a tool to explain the characters’ behavior and motivations. 

Sigmund Freud is the founder of psychoanalysis, which is analyzing someone’s personality to uncover why they behave the way they do. In this theory, Freud explains that each person’s personality has 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 the ways that person behaves. Literary critics analyze the actions of literary characters using the three personality structures that Freud identified. As literary critics explore the ego, superego, and id of characters in a story, they focus on the ways that these parts of the characters’ personalities influence the story as a whole. This process is called psychoanalytic criticism. 

In the next activity, you will use Freud’s theory to analyze the characters in The Cat In The Hat by Dr. Seuss. To help prepare you for this activity, read the following explanations for id, ego, and superego. 

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. 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 believed that the id is based on our pleasure principle. The id wants whatever feels good at the time, with no consideration for the other circumstances of the situation. The id is sometimes represented by 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 due to the moral and ethical restraints placed on us by our caregivers. It dictates our belief of right and wrong. The superego is sometimes represented by an angel sitting on someone’s shoulder, telling the ego to base behavior on how the action will influence 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 the reality of the situation. The ego works, in other words, to balance the id and superego. The ego is represented by a person, with a devil (the id) on one shoulder and an angel (the superego) on the other.

Draw an image below that represents the three parts of personality:

Defense Mechanisms

Defense mechanisms are our way of distancing ourselves from a full awareness of unpleasant thoughts, feelings and desires.  However, while defense mechanisms are used in an attempt to protect oneself from unpleasant emotions, they often result in equally harmful problems.  Below are some of the more common defense mechanisms.

1. Displacement is the redirecting of thoughts feelings and impulses from an object that gives rise to anxiety to a safer, more acceptable one. 

Mechanism: One releases frustration and anger and feels powerful as opposed to powerless in the real situation. 

Examples: Misdirected anger to children, spouses from work, throwing, breaking things, yelling, being angry at the boss and then kicking the dog.

2. Projection is disowning personal responsibility by blaming others or attributing one’s own unacceptable feelings to others.
Mechanism: Maintain self-esteem and feelings of adequacy by blaming others for problems or fault

Examples: An example of projection is when an angry spouse yells and accuses her partner of being confrontational or hostile. You often hear, "This is someone else's fault!" 

3. Rationalization is the reframing of ones perceptions to protect the ego in the face of changing realities. It is when you explain shortcomings or lessen disappointment by using reasons or excuses that may be more socially acceptable. 

Mechanism: One justifies behavior to reduce guilt for doing what he wanted rather than what one should do or to soften disappointment for not reaching a desired goal.

Examples: An example is when someone really, really wanted a promotion and when he doesn't get it, he says that the job is  “just a dead end job for brown-nosers and yes-men anyway.”

4. Regression is the reversion to an earlier stage of development in the face of unacceptable impulses.  It is readopting behaviors that resulted in escape and gratification at earlier stages. 

Mechanism: Avoid confronting present stress by retreating to safety of earlier helpless, dependent or escape behaviors 

Examples: An example is when an adolescent who is overwhelmed with fear, anger, and growing sexual impulses begins thumb-sucking or bed-wetting, acting immaturely, sulking, pouting, or having temper tantrums.

5. Denial is the refusal to accept reality and to act as if a painful event, thought or feeling did not exist. It is considered one of the most primitive of the defense mechanisms because it is characteristic of very early childhood development.

Mechanism:  Prevents awareness of anxiety-producing material to the ego - avoids reality 

Examples:  Anorexia, denial of death, alcoholism, "everything is really fine!" 
6. Repression is the blocking of unacceptable impulses from consciousness.  It is pushing painful or threatening thoughts or feelings out of your conscious mind. 

Mechanism: unacceptable wishes and feelings are barred from conscious thought 

Examples: "forgetting" dreams, childhood traumas, repression of feelings

7. Undoing is the attempt to take back behavior or thoughts that are unacceptable. 

Example: An example of undoing is when you excessively praise someone after having insulted him.
8. Compensation is a process of psychologically counterbalancing perceived weaknesses by emphasizing strength in other arenas. 

Example: The "I'm not a fighter, I'm a lover" philosophy can be an example of compensation as can the Napoleonic complex.

What defenses do you use often?  List three that you use along with an example.
� from www.readwritethink.org





