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The Ego and the Id: Key Passages 

 

Chapter I.  Consciousness and what is Unconscious 

‘Being conscious’ is in the first place a purely descriptive term, resting on perception of the most 
immediate and certain character. Experience goes on to show that a psychical element (for instance, an 
idea) is not as a rule conscious for a protracted length of time. On the contrary, a state of consciousness 
is characteristically very transitory; an idea that is conscious now is no longer so a moment later, 
although it can become so again cinder certain conditions that are easily brought about. In the interval 
the idea was — we do not know what. We can say that it was latent, and by this we mean that it was 
capable of becoming conscious at any time. Or, if we say that it was unconscious, we shall also be giving 
a correct description of it. Here ‘unconscious’ coincides with ‘latent and capable of becoming conscious.’ 
(4) 

We have formed the idea that in each individual there is a coherent organization of mental processes; 
and we call this his ego. It is to this ego that consciousness is attached; the ego controls the approaches 
to motility—that is, to the discharge of excitations into the external world; it is the mental agency which 
supervises all its own constituent processes, and which goes to sleep at night, though even then it 
exercises the censorship on dreams. From this ego proceed the repressions, too, by means of which it is 
sought to exclude certain trends in the mind not merely from consciousness but also from other forms 
of effectiveness and activity. In analysis these trends which have been shut out stand in opposition to 
the ego, and the analysis is faced with the task of removing the resistances which the ego displays 
against concerning itself with the repressed. (8) 

Chapter II. The Ego and the Id 

It is easy to see that the ego is that part of the id which has been modified by the direct influence of the 
external world through the medium of the Pcpt.-Cs.; in a sense it is an extension of the surface-
differentiation. Moreover, the ego seeks to bring the influence of the external world to bear upon the id 
and its tendencies, and endeavours to substitute the reality principle for the pleasure principle which 
reigns unrestrictedly in the id. For the ego, perception plays the part which in the id falls to instinct. The 
ego represents what may be called reason and common sense, in contrast to the id, which contains the 
passions. All this falls into line with popular distinctions which we are all familiar with; at the same time, 
however, it is only to be regarded as holding good on the average or ‘ideally’.  
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The functional importance of the ego is manifested in the fact that normally control over the 
approaches to motility devolves upon it. Thus in its relation to the id it is like a man on horseback, who 
has to hold in check the superior strength of the horse; with this difference, that the rider tries to do so 
with his own strength while the ego uses borrowed forces. The analogy may be carried a little further. 
Often a rider, if he is not to be parted from his horse, is obliged to guide it where it wants to go;22 so in 
the same way the ego is in the habit of transforming the id’s will into action as if it were its own. (18-19) 

The ego is first and foremost a bodily ego; it is not merely a surface entity, but is itself the projection of a 
surface. (20) 

Chapter III. The Ego and the Super-Ego (Ego-Ideal) 

From another point of view it may be said that this transformation of an erotic object-choice into an 
alteration of the ego is also a method by which the ego can obtain control over the id and deepen its 
relations with it—at the cost, it is true, of acquiescing to a large extent in the id’s experiences. When the 
ego assumes the features of the object, it is forcing itself, so to speak, upon the id as a love-object and is 
trying to make good the id’s loss by saying: ‘Look, you can love me too — I am so like the object.’ (24-25) 

The broad general outcome of the sexual phase dominated by the Oedipus complex may, therefore, be 
taken to be the forming of a precipitate in the ego, consisting of these two identifications in some way 
united with each other. This modification of the ego retains its special position; it confronts the other 
contents of the ego as an ego ideal or super-ego.  

The super-ego is, however, not simply a residue of the earliest object-choices of the id; it also represents 
an energetic reaction formation against those choices. Its relation to the ego is not exhausted by the 
precept: ‘You ought to be like this (like your father).’ It also comprises the prohibition: ‘You may not be 
like this (like your father) — that is, you may not do all that he does; some things are his prerogative.’ 
This double aspect of the ego ideal derives from the fact that the ego ideal had the task of repressing 
the Oedipus complex; indeed, it is to that revolutionary event that it owes its existence. Clearly the 
repression of the Oedipus complex was no easy task. (30) 

The ego ideal is therefore the heir of the Oedipus complex, and thus it is also the expression of the most 
powerful impulses and most important libidinal vicissitudes of the id. By setting up this ego ideal, the 
ego has mastered the Oedipus complex and at the same time placed itself in subjection to the id. 
Whereas the ego is essentially the representative of the external world, of reality, the super-ego stands 
in contrast to it as the representative of the internal world, of the id. Conflicts between the ego and the 
ideal will, as we are now prepared to find, ultimately reflect the contrast between what is real and what 
is psychical, between the external world and the internal world. (32) 

The differentiation between ego and id must be attributed not only to primitive man but even to much 
simpler organisms, for it is the inevitable expression of the influence of the external world. The super-
ego, according to our hypothesis, actually originated from the experiences that led to totemism. The 
question whether it was the ego or the id that experienced and acquired these things soon comes to 
nothing. Reflection at once shows us that no external vicissitudes can be experienced or undergone by 
the id, except by way of the ego, which is the representative of the external world to the id. 
Nevertheless it is not possible to speak of direct inheritance in the ego. It is here that the gulf between 
an actual individual and the concept of a species becomes evident. Moreover, one must not take the 
difference between ego and id in too hard-and-fast a sense, nor forget that the ego is a specially 
differentiated part of the id [p. 19]. The experiences of the ego seem at first to be lost for inheritance; 
but, when they have been repeated often enough and with sufficient strength in many individuals in 
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successive generations, they transform themselves, so to say, into experiences of the id, the impressions 
of which are preserved by heredity. Thus in the id, which is capable of being inherited, are harboured 
residues of the existences of countless egos; and, when the ego forms its super-ego out of the id, it may 
perhaps only be reviving shapes of former egos and be bringing them to resurrection. (35) 

Chapter IV. The Two Classes of Instincts 

I have lately developed a view of the instincts which I shall here hold to and take as the basis of my 
further discussions. According to this view we have to distinguish two classes of instincts, one of which, 
the sexual instincts or Eros, is by far the more conspicuous and accessible to study. It comprises not 
merely the uninhibited sexual instinct proper and the instinctual impulses of an aim-inhibited or 
sublimated nature derived from it, but also the self-preservative instinct, which must be assigned to the 
ego and which at the beginning of our analytic work we had good reason for contrasting with the sexual 
object-instincts. The second class of instincts was not so easy to point to; in the end we came to 
recognize sadism as its representative. On the basis of theoretical considerations, supported by biology, 
we put forward the hypothesis of a death instinct, the task of which is to lead organic life back into the 
inanimate state; on the other hand, we supposed that Eros, by bringing about a more and more far-
reaching combination of the particles into which living substance is dispersed, aims at complicating life 
and at the same time, of course, at preserving it. Acting in this way, both the instincts would be 
conservative in the strictest sense of the word, since both would be endeavouring to re-establish a state 
of things that was disturbed by the emergence of life. The emergence of life would thus be the cause of 
the continuance of life and also at the same time of the striving towards death; and life itself would be a 
conflict and compromise between these two trends. The problem of the origin of life would remain a 
cosmological one; and the problem of the goal and purpose of life would be answered dualistically. (37-
38) 

. . . we are driven to conclude that the death instincts are by their nature mute and that the clamour of 
life proceeds for the most part from Eros. 

And from the struggle against Eros! It can hardly be doubted that the pleasure principle serves the id as 
a compass in its struggle against the libido — the force that introduces disturbances into the process of 
life. If it is true that Fechner’s principle of constancy61 governs life, which thus consists of a continuous 
descent towards death, it is the claims of Eros, of the sexual instincts, which, in the form of instinctual 
needs, hold up the falling level and introduce fresh tensions. The id, guided by the pleasure principle — 
that is, by the perception of unpleasure — fends off these tensions in various ways. It does so in the first 
place by complying as swiftly as possible with the demands of the non-desexualized libido — by striving 
for the satisfaction of the directly sexual trends. (46) 

Chapter V. The Dependent Relations of the Ego 

The super-ego’s relation to the later alterations of the ego is roughly similar to that of the primary sexual 
phase of childhood to later sexual life after puberty. Although it is accessible to all later influences, it 
nevertheless preserves throughout life the character given to it by its derivation from the father-
complex namely, the capacity to stand apart from the ego and to master it. It is memorial of the former 
weakness and dependence of the ego, and the mature ego remains subject to its domination. As the 
child was once under a compulsion to obey its parents, so the ego submits to the categorical imperative 
of its super-ego. 

But the derivation of the super-ego from the first object-cathexes of the id, from the Oedipus complex, 
signifies even more for it. This derivation, as we have already shown [p. 376 ff.], brings it into relation 
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with the phylogenetic acquisitions of the id and makes it a reincarnation of former ego-structures which 
have left their precipitates behind in the id. Thus the super-ego is always close to the id and can act as 
its representative vis-a-vis the ego. It reaches deep down into the id and for that reason is farther from 
consciousness than the ego is. (49) 

Our tentative answer will be that it is as impossible for the super-ego as for the ego to disclaim its origin 
from things heard; for it is a part of the ego and remains accessible to consciousness by way of these 
word-presentations (concepts, abstractions). But the cathectic energy does not reach these contents of 
the super-ego from auditory perception (instruction or reading) but from sources in the id. . . . 

. . . . What is now holding sway in the super-ego is, as it were, a pure culture of the death instinct, and in 
fact it often enough succeeds in driving the ego into death, if the latter does not fend off its tyrant in 
time by the change round into mania. (54) 

The super-ego, however, behaves as if the ego were responsible for them and shows at the same time 
by the seriousness with which it chastises these destructive intentions that they are no mere semblance 
evoked by regression but an actual substitution of hate for love. Helpless in both directions, the ego 
defends itself vainly, alike against the instigations of the murderous id and against the reproaches of the 
punishing conscience. It succeeds in holding in check at least the most brutal actions of both sides; the 
first outcome is interminable self-torment, and eventually there follows a systematic torturing of the 
object, in so far as it is within reach. (55) 

There are two paths by which the contents of the id can penetrate into the ego. The one is direct, the 
other leads by way of the ego ideal; which of these two paths they take may, for some mental activities, 
be of decisive importance. The ego develops from perceiving instincts to controlling them, from obeying 
instincts to inhibiting them. In this achievement a large share is taken by the ego ideal, which indeed is 
partly a reaction-formation against the instinctual processes of the id. Psychoanalysis is an instrument to 
enable the ego to achieve a progressive conquest of the id. 

From the other point of view, however, we see this same ego as a poor creature owing service to three 
masters and consequently menaced by three dangers: from the external world, from the libido of the id, 
and from the severity of the superego. Three kinds of anxiety correspond to these three dangers, since 
anxiety is the expression of a retreat from danger. As a frontier-creature, the ego tries to mediate 
between the world and the id, to make the id pliable to the world and, by means of its muscular activity, 
to make the world fall in with the wishes of the id. In point of fact it behaves like the physician during an 
analytic treatment: it offers itself, with the attention it pays to the real world, as a libidinal object to the 
id, and aims at attaching the id’s libido to itself. It is not only a helper to the id; it is also a submissive 
slave who courts his master’s love. Whenever possible, it tries to remain on good terms with the id; it 
clothes the id’s Ucs. commands with its Pcs. rationalizations; it pretends that the id is showing 
obedience to the admonitions of reality, even when in fact it is remaining obstinate and unyielding; it 
disguises the id’s conflicts with reality and, if possible, its conflicts with the superego too. In its position 
midway between the id and reality, it only too often yields to the temptation to become sycophantic, 
opportunist and lying, like a politician who sees the truth but wants to keep his place in popular favour. 
(58-59) 

The fear of death in melancholia only admits of one explanation: that the ego gives itself up because it 
feels itself hated and persecuted by the super-ego, instead of loved. To the ego, therefore, living means 
the same as being loved—being loved by the super-ego, which here again appears as the representative 
of the id. The super-ego fulfils the same function of protecting and saving that was fulfilled in earlier 
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days by the father and later by Providence or Destiny. But, when the ego finds itself in an excessive real 
danger which it believes itself unable to overcome by its own strength, it is bound to draw the same 
conclusion. It sees itself deserted by all protecting forces and lets itself die. Here, moreover, is once 
again the same situation as that which underlay the first great anxiety-state of birth and the infantile 
anxiety of longing—the anxiety due to separation from the protecting mother. (61) 

The id, to which we finally come back, has no means of showing the ego either love or hate. It cannot 
say what it wants; it has achieved no unified will. Eros and the death instinct struggle within it; we have 
seen with what weapons the one group of instincts defends itself against the other. It would be possible 
to picture the id as under the domination of the mute but powerful death instincts, which desire to be at 
peace and (prompted by the pleasure principle) to put Eros, the mischief-maker, to rest; but perhaps 
that might be to undervalue the part played by Eros. (62) 

 


