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The Psychical Apparatus
Sigmund Freud (1940)

In many ways, personal i ty is the sum total (if who you are and what you do. There a a- many d i f f e r e n t approaches to personality;
some researchers slress overt behavior, while others focus on internal processes. Mginund trend's psychoanalyt ic theory of pcr-
sonaliiy, which is discussed in this selection, represents an early attempt to describe the unseen structures of personality.

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), an Austrian neurologist, obtained his M.D. from the University of Vienna in 1881. Through his
medical pract ice, he began to study pat ients ' men ta l disorders by employing his t h e o i y of psychoanalysis. Trend t h o u g h t of per-
sonality as an iceberg, wi th only the tip showing above water (i.e., revealed in outward behavior) . Personality, he believed, is the
result of the in te rac t ion of the three personality structures t h a t he dubbed the id, ego, and superego.

Tbis .selection, from chapter 1, "The Psychical Appara tus" , of I :mud's An Outline of Psycho-Analysis, which was originally
published in 1940 and which was intended to be a very concise summary of a very complicated theory. In this selection, Freud
describes the characteristics of personality and briefly defines the id, ego, and superego. Notice that Freud begins by s ta t ing that
we do not really know what the apparatus of personality is, but from observing people we can make a p red ic t ion . As you read
th i s selection, th ink about how Freud's theory of personality could be tested.
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sycho-analysis makes a basic assumption, the dis-
cussion of which is reserved, to philosophical
thought but the justification for which lies in its

results. We know two kinds of things about what we call
our psyche (or mental life): firstly, its bodily organ and
scene of action, the brain (or nervous system) and, on the
other hand, our acts of consciousness, which are immedi-
ate data and cannot be further explained by any sort of
description. Everything that lies between is unknown to
us, and the data do not include any direct relation be-
tween these two terminal points of our knowledge. If it
existed, it would at the most afford an exact localization
of the processes of consciousness and would give us no
help towards understanding them.

Our two hypotheses start out from these ends or begin-
nings of our knowledge. The first is concerned with local-
ization. We assume that mental life is the funct ion of an
apparatus to which we ascribe the characteristics of being
extended in space and of being made up of several por-
tions—which we imagine, that is, as resembling a tele-
scope or microscope or something of the kind.
Notwithstanding some earlier attempts in the same direc-
tion, the consistent working-out of a conception such as
this is a scientific novelty.

We have arrived at our knowledge of this psychical ap-
paratus by studying the individual development of hu-
man beings. To the oldest of these psychical provinces or
agencies we give the name of id. [t contains everything
that is inherited, that is present at birth, that is laid down
in the constitution—above all, therefore, the instincts,
which originate from the somatic organization and which
finci a first psychical expression here [in the id] in forms
unknown to us.

Under the influence of the real external world around
us, one portion of the id has undergone a special develop-
ment. From what was originally a cortical layer, equipped
with the organs for receiving st imuli and with arrange-
ments for acting as a protective shield against stimuli, a
special organization has arisen which henceforward acts
as an intermediary between the id arid the external world.
To this region of our mind we have given the name of ego.

Here an- the principal characteristics of the ego. In conse-
quence of the pre-established connection between sense
perception and muscular action, the ego has voluntary
movement at its command, f t lias the task of self-preser-
vation. As regards cxiernal events, it performs that task by
becoming aware of s t imul i , by storing up experiences
about them (in Ihe memory), by avoiding excessively
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strong stimuli (through flight), by dealing with moderate
stimuli (through adaptation) and finally by learning to
bring about expedient changes in the external world to its
own advantage (through activity). As regards internal
events, in relation to the id, it performs that task by gain-
ing control over the demands of the instincts, by deciding
whether they are to be allowed satisfaction, by postpon-
ing that satisfaction to times and circumstances favour-
able in the external world or by suppressing their
excitations entirely. It is guided in its activity by consider-
ation of the tensions produced by stimuli, whether these
tensions are present in it or introduced into it. The raising
of these tensions is in general felt as unpleasure and their
lowering as pleasure. It is probable, however, that what is
felt as pleasure or unpleasure is not the absolute height of
this tension but something in the rhythm of the changes
in them. The ego strives after pleasure and seeks to avoid
unpieasure. An increase in unpleasure that is expected
and foreseen is met by a signal of anxiety, the occasion of
such an increase, whether it threatens from without or
within, is known as a danger. From time to time the ego
gives up its connection with (he external world and with-
draws into the state of sleep, in which it makes far-reach-
ing changes in its organization. It is to be inferred from
the state of sleep that this organization consists in a par-
ticular distribution of mental energy.

The long period of childhood, during which the grow-
ing human being lives in dependence on his parents,
leaves behind it as a precipitate the formation in his ego
of a special agency in which this parental influence is pro-
longed. It has received the name of super-ego. In so far as
this super-ego is differentiated from the ego or is opposed

to it, it constitutes a third power which the ego must take
into account.

An action by the ego is as it should be if it satisfies si-
multaneously the demands of the id, of the super-ego and
of reality—that is to say, if it is able to reconcile their de-
mands with one another. The details of the relation be-
tween the ego and the superego become completely
intelligible when they are traced back to the child's atti-
tude to its parents. This parental influence of course in-
cludes in its operation not only the personalities of the
actual parents but also the family, racial and national tra-
ditions handed on through them, as well as the demands
of the immediate social milieu which they represent. In the
same way, the super-ego, in the course of an individual's
development, receives contributions from later succes-
sors and substitutes of his parents, such as teachers and
models in public life of admired social ideals. It will be
observed that, for all their fundamental difference, the id
and the super-ego have one thing in common: they both
represent the influences of the past—the id the influence
of heredity, the super-ego the influence, essentially, of
what is taken over from other people—whereas the ego is
principally determined by the individual's own experi-
ence, that is by accidental and contemporary events.

This general schematic picture of a psychical appara-
tus may be supposed to apply as well to the higher ani-
mals which resemble man mentally. A superego must be
presumed to be present wherever, as is the case with man,
there is a long period of dependence in childhood. A dis-
tinction between ego and id is an unavoidable assump-
tion. Animal psychology has not yet taken in hand the
interesting problem which is here presented.


