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Defense Mechanisms
 The ego has a pretty 

important job…and that 
is to protect you from 
threatening thoughts in 
our unconscious.

 One way it protects us 
is through defense 
mechanisms.

 You are usually unaware 
that they are even 
occurring.

 Nine major types



 1.  Repression: “motivated forgetting”  the 
suppression of unpleasant thoughts.  We 
push unpleasant thoughts into unconscious 
so that we can’t access them. 

 E.g., a child who is molested, may suppress 
the traumatic event so that he/she has no 
memory for the event.



2. Rationalization – we justify the 
actions or events that have happened.

You run over a person and tell 
yourself “I’m sure he would 
have died soon anyway.”

 You steal and say, “Well, I 
spend a lot of money at this 
store!”

Everybody else is doing it!

Think:  

Cognitive 

Dissonance!



3.Regression

 When faced with anxiety the person retreats 
to a more infantile stage.

 Thumb sucking on the first day of school.

 Ex: Soldiers crying for “mommy”

 Ex: Fighting couples acting immature.



4.  Displacement- you take out your anger & 
frustration on a person or object not the actual 
target of your anger in a negative way

 E.g., After being grilled by your boss, you  go home 
& yell at your partner or the dog/cat.

 Often displaced on less threatening things.

 Someone may take out his anger on another kid by 
bullying.



5.  Projection – You attribute your
negative characteristics to another 
person.

 When people project their own 
faults onto others, they generally 
do not deny that they themselves 
possess those faults.  

 E.g., Thinking that your spouse 
wants to cheat on you when it is you 
that really want to cheat.



6.  Reaction Formation – expressing 
the  opposite of how you feel.  

 Ego switches unacceptable impulses 
into their opposites.

 Cootie stage in Freud’s Latent 
Development.

 E.g., Being mean to someone you have a 
crush on





Denial, not “The Nile!!!!”



7.  Denial- refusing to believe 
something unpleasant has occurred.
 We refuse to accept 

horrible news, even with 
evidence to the contrary.

 E.g., you hear someone you 
love has died & won’t 
believe it’s true.  



“I don’t have drinking problem”



8.  Sublimation – the transformation of an 
unacceptable impulse into an acceptable
behavior. (a healthy mechanism)

 Don’t mix up with 
displacement (kicking dog)

 E.g., Aggressive impulses are 
transformed into the urge to 
engage in competitive sports. 

 Most desirable way of 
dealing with unacceptable id 
impulses. 





9.  Intellectualization
 Undertaking an academic, 

unemotional study of a 
topic.

 a person who has just been 
diagnosed with a terminal 
illness might focus on 
learning everything about 
the disease in order to 
avoid distress and remain 
distant from the reality of 
the situation.



Les poissons, les poissons
How I love les poissons
Love to chop and to serve 
little fish
First I cut off their heads
Then I pull out their bones
Ah mes oui, savez toujours 
delice

Les poissons, les poissons
Hee hee hee, haw haw haw
With a cleaver I hack them in 
two
I pull out what's inside
And I serve it up fried
God, I love little fishes, don't 
you?

Here's something for tempting 
the palette
Prepared in the classic technique
First you pound the fish flat 
with a malette
Then you slash off their skin
Give their belly a slice
Then you rub some salt in
'Cause it makes it taste nice

So… which one is this?



Anxiety and the

Mechanisms of Defense

Defense Mechanisms in Everyday Life

Useful in coping with unexpected or 
disappointing events

Can also make circumstances worse



Defense Mechanisms
 Repression - banishes certain thoughts/feelings from consciousness (underlies 

all other defense mechanisms)
 Regression - retreating to earlier stage of fixated development
 Reaction Formation - ego makes unacceptable impulses appear as their 

opposites
 Projection - attributes threatening impulses to others
 Rationalization - generate self-justifying explanations to hide the real reasons 

for our actions
 Displacement - divert impulses toward a more acceptable object
 Denial – Refusal to accept reality in light of strong evidence
 Intellectualization – allows a person to avoid reality by focusing on minute 

details of the situation
 Sublimation - transform unacceptable impulse into something socially valued
NOT COVERED – FYI:
 Compensation – counterbalancing perceived weaknesses by emphasizing 

strength in other arenas.
 Identification – identifying with someone else, taking on their personality 

characteristics, in order to solve some emotional difficulty and avoid anxiety. .



Defense Mechanisms



Your assignment
 Pick 6 defense mechanisms.

 Draw a comic strip illustrating each defense 
mechanism.

 Stick figures are fine.


