Defense Mechanisms

(Class notes prepared by Fr. Mathew Vattamattam)

Defense Mechanisms are mental and behavioral processes used by an individual to avoid psychological discomfort coming from fear, guilt, failure, emotional pain, or embarrassment. . These are attempts to protect ones "ego" -- or core self-esteem -- from anything that might devalue it. Although the strategies differ, all DMs (Defense Mechanisms) serve the same purpose: to reduce immediate anxiety by altering the flow of information into consciousness. DMs prevent other ego functions from being disrupted by excessive negative affect such as anxiety and guilt. 

 The primary functions of  DMs are:
1.
to minimize anxiety
2.
to protect the ego from any threatening stimuli 
A Defense is unconscious: The individual is unaware of the occurrence of the DM and hence DMs are unconscious processes. But the defensive behaviour that serves defensive purpose may be conscious or unconscious. That the defense is unconscious may mean any of the following:

· The person is unaware of the actual behaviour that constitutes the defense. E.g. forgetting an appointment.

· The person is aware of the behaviour, but unaware of its defensive nature. E.g. coming late for class that expresses dislike to the professor who resembles his angry father

· Unaware of the impulse or affect that prompted the defense. E.g. anger hidden in the smile at the shouting superior  in the case of  a reaction formation.
DM is Developmental: Defenses are necessary for growth of the person. In themselves they are not pathological. They may be inappropriate and maladaptive if they are not age appropriate and supportive of healthy relationship  with reality.  E.g., Denial and projection are normal in a child, but they lead to pathology in later years. Repression and reaction formation may cripple the child’s personality if used too early.

A defense may be adaptive when directed to the realistic management of a conflict and better functioning of the person. A defense is adaptive when it is flexible and appropriate to the situation. It is non-adaptive when it is rigid, automatic and generalized. E.g. humor can ease a tense situation. Being always a joker or a buffoon is an escape from responsibility 

Classification

I. Psychotic Defenses:  

1. Massive denial: Psychotic denial of reality. Seeing or hearing something but denying it.

2. Splitting: The person views self and others as all good or all bad failing to integrate them into coherent images. The world is seen as totally negative or totally positive.

3. Distortion:  grossly reshaping reality to sit inner needs. E.g. unrealistic grandiose image about oneself, delusions etc.

4. Delutional projection: Frank delusions about external reality, usually of a persecutory type e.g. paranoid delusions  

II. Immature Defenses: 

5. Acting Out: The individual deals with emotional conflict or internal or external stressors by actions rather than reflections or feelings.  Eg. shouting aloud in anger, throwing things in a temper tantrum.

 
6. Fantasy:
The individual deals with emotional conflict or internal or external stressors by excessive daydreaming as a substitute for human relationships, more effective action, or problem solving. daydreams and their substitutes--novels and TV Soaps--are escapes, a way to avoid our real worries or boredom. We may imagine being highly successful when we feel unsuccessful; at least we feel better for the moment.
 
7. Avoidance:

A defense mechanism consisting of refusal to encounter situations, objects, or activities because they represent unconscious sexual or aggressive impulses and/or punishment for those impulses; avoidance, according to the dynamic theory, is a major defense mechanism in phobias

 8. Social Withdrawal:    Keep away from people and situations in order to avoid facing the  unacceptable reality in oneself or in the outside world. "This is the last straw...  I can't stay in this situation any longer.... I am leaving."

 9. Identification: allying with someone else and becoming like them in order to allay anxiety. occasionally an oppressed person will identify with the oppressor, some Jews helped Hitler. In other cases, a person may associate with and emulate an admired person or group to reduce anxiety.

10. Omnipotence: The individual deals with emotional conflict or internal or external stressors by feeling or acting as if he or she possesses special powers or abilities and is superior to others.
11. Idealization and Devaluation:: In idealization one sees situations, persons or ideals as totally good so as to neutralize their negative effects. Eg. perception of the new superior as solver of all problems and then after sometime see him as destroying the community.
In devaluation  the individual deals with emotional conflict or internal or external stressors by attributing exaggerated negative qualities to self or others

When an object is idealized, it's positive qualities are emphasized and its flaws are dismissed. Likewise, when an object is devalued (or negatively idealized), only its defects are seen. In either case, the individual reduces his anxiety by shifting responsibility for his feelings and failures to some external object. 

12. Magical Thinking: One attributes powers to materials or actions in the interest or dealing with anxiety. A student lights candles to St. Jude to pass an exam that he has not prepared well.

13. Dissociation:
Splitting-off a group of thoughts or activities from the main portion of consciousness; compartmentalization. Example: a politician works vigorously for integrity in government, but at the same time engages in a business venture involving a conflict of interest without being consciously hypocritical and seeing no connection between the two activities. A priest who lectures on community life  is hard to live with for his confreres.
14. Somatization is the unconscious changing of a strong negative emotion into a bodily illness.  “Whenever there is tension in community, I have stomach upset"

 15. Hypochondriasis:  Transformation of  aggression to others or need for affect  into complaints of pain, somatic illness and sleeplessness etc. without any actual physical sickness. Existing illness may be exaggerated for its evasive possibilities. It does not include asthma, ulcer or hyper tension.

16. Conversion: Conflicts are presented by physical symptoms involving portions of the body innervated by sensory or motor nerves.  Examples:  a man's arm becomes paralyzed after impulses to strike 

17. Denial:
Failing to recognize obvious implications or consequences of a thought, act, or situation.  Example: a person having an extramarital affair gives no thought to the possibility of pregnancy. 
18. Passive Aggression:
The individual deals with emotional conflict or internal or external stressors by indirectly and unassertively expressing aggression toward others.  There is a facade of overt compliance masking covert resistance, resentment, or hostility. Eg. A sister who is angry with another one does not speak with her for a week.
19. Regression:
In regression, the personality may suffer a loss of some of the development already attained and may revert to a lower level of adaptation and expression. Eg. In a tense situation a person behaves like a child. 

In an extreme form of Regression, a person's behavior or attitude becomes childish when faced with stress. Perhaps they throw a tantrum, demand to be taken care of, or start talking in a child-like voice. Even to an adult, stuffed animals can be comforting sometimes. Adulthood brings its own responsibilities and traumas, and there can be great attraction at times for an earlier, seemingly simpler stage of life where others assumed the responsibilities. In its mildest form, Regression is expressed in nostalgia.
20. Projection: Attributing one's thoughts or impulses to another person and often passing judgment on the other person.  In common use, this is limited to unacceptable or undesirable impulses.  Examples: (1) a man, unable to accept that he has competitive or hostile feelings about an acquaintance, says, “He doesn’t like me.” (2) a woman, denying to herself that she has sexual feelings about a co-worker, accuses him, without basis, of flirt and described him as a “wolf.”

The simplest form of projection is to blame someone else for ones own problems. Responsibility for ones own actions is "projected" outward onto some other party, who then becomes the focus of ones attention. In more subtle forms of projection, a person accuses others of the unacceptable faults and urges that he fears in himself.
21. Introjection:  is to assume responsibility for events outside their realistic control.  "It's all my fault that our marriage was a failure."  A surviving passenger of a plane crash says, "If I hadn't wore this green shirt the plane wouldn't have crashed." 

III. Neurotic Defenses: 

22. Controlling: Excessive attempt to manage or regulate events or objects in the environment in the interest of minimizing anxiety and solving internal conflicts. A tensed superior does not allow the young members to mention anything negative in the community meeting.
23. Repression is the involuntary exclusion of unwanted thoughts or feelings from the individual's consciousness .eg.   "I just can't remember how I felt that day when that happened.  I just don't feel anything." 

“I can’t remember if I had sexual thoughts as a girl”.

24. Inhibition: unconsciously determined limitation or renunciation of specific ego functions, singly, or in combination, to avoid anxiety. Eg. stage fear, difficulty to face strangers.

25. Isolation is the splitting off a strong negative emotion or mental image from the individual's consciousness. Being out of touch with one's emotions. 

26. Rationalization: Giving excuses for shortcomings and thereby avoiding self-condemnation, disappointments, or criticism by others. Examples: After stealing from a large company, one says, "they won't miss it. Everybody does it.

 Rationalization is probably the most common and easiest to understand of the defense mechanisms. Almost any criminal, when caught red-handed, can come up with an alternative explanation for the uncomfortable evidence against them. Rationalizations, both spoken and implied, are used by everyone every day to maintain their immediate self-esteem

27. Intellectualization: hiding one's emotional responses or problems under a facade of big words and pretending one has no problem. Suppose you are listening to a friend who is describing what he  is going through during his parents' divorce process. He may tell about deeply hurtful situations but show no sadness or anger; he might even clinically "analyze" his parents' underlying motives without showing his own emotions.
28. Displacement: redirecting our impulses (often anger) from the real target (because that is too dangerous) to a safer but innocent person. A dejected superior after her meeting with the provincial comes back to her community and yells at the community members. 

29. Reaction formation: a denial and reversal of our feelings. It is the attempt to mask an unpleasant fear or impulse by doing and thinking the opposite. One does exactly the opposite of what he desires to do.  Love turns into hate or hate into love. "Hell has no fury like a spurned lover." Where there is intense friction between a child and a parent, it can be converted into exaggerated shows of affection, sometimes sickeningly sweet and overly polite. a married woman who is disturbed by feeling attracted to one of her husband's friends treats him rudely. The feelings and actions resulting from a reaction formation are often excessive. 

A person who believes privately that he is weak and worthless may present in public the symbols of strength, such as a perfect body, an aggressive attitude and actions that seem to demonstrate

30. Undoing is an attempt to make up (atone for or reverse the guilt by doing good in the place of the evil.   "Please take this gift.  It would really make me feel better after all that I did to you."  if you have done something bad, sometimes you can undo it or make up for it. Example: if you have said some very critical and hurtful things about one of your parents or superiors, later you may try to undo the harm by saying nice things about them or by be being nice to them. Two close friends have a violent argument; when they next meet, each act as if the disagreement had never occurred. Napoleon made it a practice after reprimanding any officer to find some words of praise to say at their next meeting. Undoing is an attempt to "balance accounts" by some system of compensation or retribution. If you feel that you have wronged someone in the past, you may make a effort to be especially nice to them in the future. Likewise, if you feel wronged by someone else, you may become obsessed with "getting even," perhaps by suing them or by causing them discomfort equivalent to your own. Undoing is the basis, in part, for our system of public justice, where wronged parties are compensated and wrongdoers are punished. Undoing relieves anxiety and promises to provide "closure," but it is not always productive in the long run. Undoing is the dominant defense mechanism of masochists, who are continuously seeking penance for their own perceived sins.
31. Compensation or substitution: The attempt to offset ones perceived deficiencies in one area by excelling in another. Sometimes we work on improving in the area we are weak in, so the skinny, shy child becomes Miss or Mr. India or the kid with speech problems becomes a politician (like Demosthenes). If a person feels insecure about some defect they have no control over, they may feel compelled to high achievement in some other endeavor.  Encountering failure or frustration in some sphere of activity, one may overemphasize another.  The term is also applied to the process of over-correcting for a handicap or limitation.  Examples:  (1) a physically unattractive adolescent becomes an expert dancer.  (2) a youth with residual muscle damage from poliomyelitis becomes an athlete. These are compensatory substitutions. Many are good ways of handling stress; some are not, as when an unloved teenager seeks love promiscuously. 

IV. Mature Defenses: 

32. Affiliation: The individual deals with emotional conflicts, or internal or external stressors, by turning to others for help or support. By affiliating with others, the individual can express himself or herself, confide problems and feel less alone or isolated with a conflict or problem. It does not imply trying to make someone else responsible for dealing with one’s own problems, coercing someone for help etc. It is characterized by a give and take relationship around conflicts and problems that occurs in the context of belonging to an organization, or by confiding in someone.

33. Altruism:

The individual deals with emotional conflict or internal or external stressors by dedication to meeting the needs of others.  Unlike the self-sacrifice sometimes characteristic of reaction formation, the individual receives gratification either vicariously or from the response of others.  A person who has suffered  child abuse may dedicate oneself to work among street children.

34. Self Observation: The individual deals with emotional conflicts, or internal or external stressors, by reflecting on his or her own thoughts, feelings, motivation, and behaviour. The insight gained by self-observation allows the individual to grow and adapt better as he or she deals with stress. The person is able to “see himself as others see him” in interpersonal situations so that he can better understand others’ reactions to him.

35. Self- Assertion:  The individual deals with emotional conflict, or internal or external stressors by expressing one’s feelings and thoughts directly in order to achieve goals. Self-assertion is not any form of direct or indirect manipulation. The purpose of the self-assertive behaviour is usually made clear to all parties affected by it. Eg. In a conflict one affirms one’s feelings and legitimate stand and explains why he/she stands by the stand taken.

36. Anticipation:

The individual deals with emotional conflict or internal or external stressors by experiencing emotional reactions in advance of, or anticipating consequences of, possible future events and considering realistic, alternative responses or solutions. (anticipatory problem solving). Eg, one considers the pros and cons of a difficult missionary option.

37. Suppression is the voluntary exclusion of unwanted thoughts from the individual's consciousness. The individual voluntary avoid thinking about a disturbing problem, wishes, feelings or experiences temporarily. It may also entail avoid thinking about something at the time because it can distract the person from a more pressing activity.  It is postponing and not procrastination. The suppressed material can be brought to conscious attention for healthy management.   Eg. A person postpones the reply to a very disturbing letter from provincial for a few days.

   
 38. Humor: The individual deals with emotional conflict or external stressors by emphasizing the amusing or ironic aspects of the conflict or stressors. It relieves the tension around the conflict in a way that allows everyone to share in it, rather than being at one person’s expense  as in the case of sarcasm. An element of self observation or truth is often involved.  Eg. A community member shares one’s folly in the mission field with the community during the meal.
39. Asceticism:  

Elimination of directly pleasurable affects attributable to an experience. Conscious denial of  gratification for the affirmation of values in oneself or in the society.  Eg. fasting, sacrifices, renouncing the pleasure to meet a friend when not necessary. An adolescent enjoys “being good” avoiding smoking or drinking alcohol.

40. Sublimation: transforming unacceptable needs into acceptable ambitions and actions. Here individual deals with emotional conflicts and stresses by channeling potentially maladaptive feelings or impulses into socially acceptable behaviour. One may convert a compelling interest in getting a parent's attention into a drive to do well in school. Aggressive drives can be pored into sports.
Hierarchy of Defenses

We speak of a hierarchy of defenses based on the degree of distortion of reality and object of distortion. Higher level defenses help openness to reality, better management of a conflict and efficient rapport with external and internal reality. 

In psychotic defenses external reality is denied and refused or distorted grossly.
Immature defenses does not lead to denial of external reality, but it is transformed and disowned. It is perceived differently to suit one’s ego needs. Eg. feeling omnipotent instead of feeling weak  They lead to social mal-adaptation and undermine personal responsibility. Eg. acting out avoids control, projection prevents self criticism, regression evades reality. One is capable of working , but not loving. He can be successful, but not able to form mature relationships.

. In the case of neurotic defenses reality is accepted with some modification. It is reinterpreted in such a way as to assure major social adaptation. I move well in the world, but there is in me a disturbing feeling which I suffocate (repression), neutralize it (isolation), justify it (rationalization), cover it with the opposite (reaction formation), change it over to another object (displacement). Contact with reality of\s not compromised but subordinated and molded by bad management of one’s own feelings. One works, has relationships, but is incapable of enjoying life. This  person is not at home in his own skin.  

Table of the defenses 

	Psychotic
	immature
	neurotic
	Mature: coping mechanisms

	Deny reality

Create one’s own world     

_________   

Ability to relate with reality is affected
	Transformed reality

Behavioural problems

Problems of image of self and others

Ability to manage feelings and enter into meaningful social relationships is affected
	Reinterpret reality

Problems of self-esteem

Ability to enjoy oneself and life is affected
	Accept reality

Creative response to the reality of internal and external world.

	Massive denial

Splitting

Distortions

Delusional projection


	Omnipotence

Idealization and devaluation

Identification

avoidance

Social withdrawal

Acting out

Projection

Denial

Regression

Fantasy

Magical thinking

Passive aggression, conversion, somatization, 

Hypochondriasis

Introjection

Dissociation


	controlling

Repression

Reaction formation

inhibition

Compensation

Rationalization

Intellectualization

Isolation

Displacement

undoing


	Affiliation

Altruism

Anticipation

Self-assertion

Self-observation

Suppression

Humor

asceticism

sublimation


