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Personality is a term we use all the time. When we describe people to others, we
try to convey a sense of what their personalities are like. Psychologists define
personality as the unique attitudes, behaviors, and emotions that characterize a
person. As you might expect, psychologists from each of the different
perspectives have different ideas about how an individual’s personality is created.
However, some ideas about personality do not fit neatly into one school of
thought. An example is the concept of Type A and Type B personalities. Type A
people tend to feel a sense of time pressure and are easily angered. They are
competitive and ambitious; they work hard and play hard. Interestingly, research
has shown that Type A people are at a higher risk for heart disease than the
general population. Type B individuals, on the other hand, tend to be relaxed and
easygoing. But these types do not fall on opposite ends of a continuum; some
people fit into neither type.

Psychoanalytic Theory

Freudian Theory

Sigmund Freud believed that one’s personality was essentially set in early
childhood. He proposed a psychosexual stage theory of personality. Stage
theories are ones in which development is thought to be discontinuous. In other
words, the stages are qualitatively different from one another and recognizable,

-and people move between them in a stepwise fashion. Stage theories also posit

that all people go through all the stages in the same order. Freud’s theory has four
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stages: the oral stage, the anal stage, the phallic stage, and the adult genital stage.
Between the phallic stage and the adult genital stage is a latency period that some
people refer to as a stage. Freud believed that sexual urges were an important
determinant of people’s personality development. Each of the stages is named for
the part of the body from which people derive sexual pleasure during the stage.

During the oral stage (birth to one year), Freud proposed that children enjoy
sucking and biting because it gives them a form of sexual pleasure. During the anal -
stage (one to three years), children are sexually gratified by the act of elimination.
During the phallic stage (three to five years), sexual gratification moves to the
genitalia. The Oedipus crisis, in which boys sexually desire their mothers and view
their fathers as rivals for their mothers’ love, occurs in this stage. Some theorists
have suggested that girls have a similar experience, the Electra crisis, in which they
desire their fathers and see their mothers as competition for his love. Both the
Oedipus and Electra crises are named after figures in Greek mythology who lived
out these conflicts. In the phallic stage, Freud suggests that boys and girls notice
their physical differences. As a result, girls come to evidence penis envy, the desire
for a penis, and boys suffer from castration anxiety, the fear that if they misbehave,
they will be castrated. Boys particularly fear that their fathers will castrate them to
eliminate them as rivals for their mothers. To protect them against this threatening
realization, Freud believed that the boys used the defense mechanism of
identification. The purpose of defense mechanisms, in general, is to protect the
conscious mind from thoughts that are too painful. Identification is when a person
emulates and attaches themselves to an individual who they believe threatens them.
Identification, according to Freud, serves a dual purpose. It prevents boys from
fearing their fathers. It also encourages boys to break away from their attachment to

* their mothers (usually their primary caregivers) and learn to act like men.

After the phallic stage, children enter latency (six years to puberty), during
which they push all their sexual feelings out of conscious awareness (repression).
During latency, children turn their attention to other issues. They start school,
where they learn both how to interact with others and a myriad of academic
skills.

At puberty, children enter the last of Freud’s stages, the adult genital stage.
People remain in this stage for the rest of their lives and seek sexual pleasure
through sexual relationships with others.

Freud suggested that children could get fixated in any one of the stages. A
fixation could result from being either undergratified or overgratified. For
instance, a child who was not fed regularly or who was overly indulged might
develop an oral fixation. Such people, as adults, might evidence a tendency to
overeat, a propensity to chew gum, an addiction to smoking, or another similar
mouth-related behavior. Freud described two kinds of personalities resulting from
an anal fixation due to a traumatic toilet training. Someone with an anal
expulsive personality tends to be messy and disorganized. The term anal retentive
is used to describe people who are meticulously neat, hyperorganized, and a bit Repress;
compulsive. Fixation in the phallic stage can result in people who appear :
excessively sexually assured and aggressive or, alternatively, who are consumed
with their perceived sexual inadequacies. These fixations result from psychic
energy, the libido, getting stuck in one of the psychosexual stages.

Freud believed that much of people’s behavior is controlled by a region of the
mind he called the unconscious. We do not have access to the thoughts in our
unconscious. In fact, Freud asserted that we spend tremendous amounts of
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psychic energy to keep threatening thoughts in the unconscious. Freud contrasted
the unconscious mind with the preconscious and the conscious. The conscious
mind contains everything we are thinking about at any one moment, while the
preconscious contains everything that we could potentially summon to conscious
awareness with ease. For instance, as you read these words, I hope you are not
thinking about your plans for the upcoming weekend; these thoughts were in
your preconscious. However, now that I have mentioned these plans, you have
brought them into your conscious mind.

Hint: Students frequently confuse the terms subconscious and unconscious. Freud
wrote about the unconscious. '

Freud posited that the personality consists of three parts: the id, the ego, and
the superego. The id contains instincts and psychic energy. Freud believed two
types of instincts exist: Eros (the life instincts) and Thanatos (the death instincts).
Libido is the energy that directs the life instincts. Eros is most often evidenced as
a desire for sex, while Thanatos is seen in aggression.

The id is propelled by the pleasure principle; it wants immediate gratification.
The id exists entirely in the unconscious mind. Babies are propelled solely by their
ids. They cry whenever they desire something without regard to the external world
around them. The next part of the personality to develop is the ego. The ego -
follows the reality principle, which means its job is to negotiate between the desires
of the id and the limitations of the environment. The ego is partly in the conscious
mind and partly in the unconscious mind. The last part of the personality to develop
is the superego. Like the ego, the superego operates on both the conscious and
unconscious level. Around the age of five, children begin to develop a conscience
and to think about what is right and wrong. This sense of conscience, according to
Freud, is their superego. Oftentimes, the ego acts as a mediator between the id and
the superego. As you cram for that midterm, the id tells you to go to sleep because
you are tired or to go to that party because it will be fun. The superego tells you to
study because it is the right thing to do. The ego makes some kind of a
compromise. You will study for two hours, drop by the party, and then go to sleep.

Part of the ego’s job is to protect the conscious mind from the threatening
thoughts buried in the unconscious. The ego uses defense mechanisms to help
protect the conscious mind. Assume that Muffy, captain of the high school
cheerleading squad, decides to leave her boyfriend of two years, Biff, the star
wide receiver of the football team, for Alvin, the star of the school’s chess team.
Needless to say, Biff is devastated, but his ego can choose from a great variety of
defense mechanisms with which to protect him. Some of these defense
mechanisms are described below:

+ Pushing thoughts out of conscious awareness.
« When asked how he feels about the breakup with Muffy, Biff replies, “Who?
Oh, yeah, I haven’t thought about her in a while.”

~ + Not accepting the ego-threatening truth.

« Biff continues to act as if he and Muffy are still together. He waits by her
locker, calls her every night, and plans their future dates.
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Displacement

Projection

Reaction Formation

Regression

Rationalization

Intellectualization

Sublimation

« Redirecting one’s feeling toward another person or object. When people
displace negative emotions like anger, they often displace them onto people
who are less threatening than the source of the emotion. For instance, a child
who is angry at his or her teacher would be more likely to displace the anger
onto a classmate than onto the teacher.

« Biff could displace his feelings of anger and resentment onto his little brother,
pet hamster, or football.

» Believing that the feelings one has toward someone else are actually held by
the other person and directed at oneself.
« Biff insists that Muffy still cares for him.

« Expressing the opposite of how one truly feels.
« Biff claims he loathes Muffy.

» Returning to an earlier, comforting form of behavior. ~
» Biff begins to sleep with his favorite childhood stuffed animal, Fuzzy Kitten.

» Coming up with a beneficial result of an undesirable occurrence.
« Biff believes that he can now find a better girlfriend. Muffy is not really all that
pretty, smart, and fun to be with.

« Undertaking an academic, unemotional study of a topic.
« Biff embarks on an in-depth research project about failed teen romances.

« Channeling one’s frustration toward a different goal. Sublimation is viewed as
a particularly healthy defense mechanism.

« Biff devotes himself to writing poetry and publishes a small volume before he
graduates high school.

Hint: Students frequently confuse displacement and projection. In displacement,
person A has feelings about person B but redirects these feelings onto a third person
or an object. In projection, person A has feelings toward person B but believes,
instead, that person B has those feelings toward him or her (person A).

Criticisms of Freud

One common criticism of Freudian theory is that little empirical evidence
supports it. For example, verifying the existence of many of Freud’s constructs
such as the unconscious, the Oedipus complex, or Thanatos is extremely difficult,
if not impossible. Furthermore, psychoanalytic theory is able to interpret both
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