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Id, Ego and Superego

The rd operates according to the pleasu'e principle, seeking immediate

discharge of instinctual tension. The ego, govemed by tbe reali6, principle,

mediates between the demands ofthe id, the prohibitions ofthe superego, and the

constraints ofexternal reality. The supet'ego, intemalised from parental and cultural

authority, represents moral ideals and self-critical functions. Psychopathology

arises, in this modei, from the ego's inability to manage these competing demands

effectively, leading to anxiety and the deployment ofdefence nrechanisms (Freud,

193611966).The notioa of defence-later systematised by Anna Freud (1936/1966)

and expanded by Vaillant (1992, 2021)-remains a cornerstone of psychodynamic

thought and continues to inform contelnporary integrative models of emotion

regulation and adaptation.

Freud's model was not static but evolved as a "work in progress," integrating

new discoveries from clinical observation, neurophysiology, and culture. In his

Project for a Scientftc Psychology (1895/1966), Freud sought to anchor the

workings ofthe mind in neurobiological processes, anticipating later developments

in afective neuroscience and neuropsychoanalysis (Soims, 2020; Fotopoulou &
Solms, 2023). Although he later abandoned this project due to the scientific

limitations of his time, Freud's enduring aspiration to ground psychological

phenomenainthebiologyofthebrainpavedtheway formodemneuropsychodynamic

and integrative paradigms (Schore, 201 9; Cozolino, 2021).

Instinctual drives

The central dynamic of Freudian psychoanalysis is the conflict between

instinctual &ives (Triebe) and the prohibitions imposed by intemalised moral

structures. These drives, primarily sexual (Eros) and aggressive (Thanatos), are

not mere biological urges but psychical forces that seek expression through

symbolic formations-dreams, symptoms, slips of the tongue, and creative acts.

The analytic process, therefore, functions as a symbolic space where these forces

can be recognised, interpreted, and transformed. The therapeutic relationship,

particularly transference and counterkansference, is the arena in which unconscious

material is re-enacted and potentially integrated into awareness (Freud, 1912/1 958;

Etchegoyen, 2020).

In the analytic setting, the patient's fr"ee associations and the analyst's

interpretdtions fonn a dialectical process. The analyst's task is not merely to reveal

8 Oana Ma a Popescu
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divergences and scientific challenges, the Freudian method continues to serye as a

reference point for understanding the deeper structures of human subjectivity and

the dynamic interplay between mind, brain, and relationship. In this sense, Freudian
psychoanalysis represenas not merely a historical school of thought, but a living
epistemological foundation upon which integrative models like ISP continue to
build.

l0 ] Oaoa Maria Popescu

1.2. The Self and the Ego in Freudian Psychoanalysis

The Freudian conception of the ego represents one of the most influential and

debated constructs in the history ofpsychological thought. Although Freud never

explicitly used the term self in a systematic way, his elaboration of the ego as the

mediator between instinct, reality, and morality laid the groundwork for later
theories ofselfhood and personality integration. The Freudian ego, far from being
a simple rational agency, was conceived as a dynamic and adaptive structure
emerging from the interaction between the drives ofthe rd, the prohibitions ofthe
superego, and the external world. Through this complex mediation, the ego

maintains psychic coherence and continuity - the early psychoanalytic

approximation of what later psychologr and integrative theories would call self-
organisation (Freud,, 192317961 ; Lapianche & Pontalis, 1973).

InFreud's early writings, especially inThe Interpretation o-fDreanxs (1900/1953)

and The Psychopathologt of Everydalt Life (190111960), the ego was conceived
primarily as a surface system ofperception and consciousness. It was an organ of
reality testing and self-presewation, designed to defend against the overwhelming
impulses ofthe unconscious. However, as Freud's clinical observations deepened,

particularly in his work with neuotic and borderline patietts, the ego acquired a

more complex, structural role. By the time of The Ego and the Id (1923/1961),

Freud had elaboraledthe structural model ofthe psy ch e, replacingthe topographical

distinction (conscious-preconscious unconscious) with a dynamic tripartite

strucfure: id, ego, and superego.

In this later model, the ego was no longer confined to consciousness; it extended

into the unconscious as well. Much of the ego's activity - especially defence,

repression, and distortion - was understood to occur automatically and outside

awareness. The ego became the psychic rranager of anxiety, employing both
primary and secondary processes to mediate between instinctual demand and

..---.
: : ,..: ::.
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Contemporary research continues to validate aspects of this view.

Neuropsychological studies demonstrate that self-regulation, attentional control,

and emotional modulation - all classically ego functions - correspond to

complex neural networks integrating the prefrontal cortex, limbic system, and

right hemisphere (Schore, 2021; Cozolitlo, 2021). The ego's synthetic and

defensive activities, long seen as metaphorical, are now understood as emergent

properties ofbrain systems maintaining homeostasis, seif-continuity, and relational

athmement (Porges, 202 1 ; Messina el a1., 2023).

Freud's concept ofnarcissism (1914/1957) further illuminates the ego's relation

to the self. Primary narcissism represents the original libidinal investment in the

self, while secondary narcissism emerges when libido withdrawn from extemal

objects is reinvested into the ego. The ego ideal and superego, which form later,

regulate this narcissistic organisation through self-observation and moral

evaluation. This tripartite structure of self-love, idealisation, and self-criticism

foreshadows later integrative notions of self-esteem regtlation Nrd internal

""*orking 
models (Waliin, 2010; Fonagy et a1..,2023). When this balance is disrupted

- as in pathological narcissism - the ego osciilates between grandiosity and

fragmentation, mirroring the instability of early attachment pattems (Kemberg,

2022).

From an integmtive strategic perspective, Freud's notion ofthe ego's narcissistic

investments parallels the ISP model's understandin g of the core selfas a dynamic

equilibrium between afective, cognitive, and relational levels. Both frameworks

recognise the centrality ofself-cohesion and the capacity to integmte contradictory

self-states within a coherent whole.

Although Freud's metapsycholory focused on the ego as a functional agency,

later psychoanalysts began to articulate more explicit theories of the sefas the

organising centre ofexperience. Heinz Hartmann (1958) and Erik Erikson (1963)

expanded the ego into a developmental system, while Kohut ( 197 1) reformulated

it into the concept of self-structure, emphasising errrpathy, trirroring, and cohesion.

These developments did not contradict Freud's model but extended it beyond

intrapsychic conflict to include intersubjective and relational dynamics. Kohut's

idea that the self requires empathic atonement for its development allticipates

modem attachment theory and the interpersonal neurobiology of self-organisation

(Siegel, 2020; Schore, 2021).
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neurobiological, and relational paradigms. While Freud's model provided the

initial scaflolding lor understanding the human mind as a dynamic, conflictual,

and layered system, ISP reconfigures this structure through the lenses of systems

theory attachment science, and afective neuroscience. The divergences between

Freudian psychoanalysis and the ISP model, therefore, are not merely theoretical

disagreements but represent a shift in epistemologt - from the exploration of
intrapsychic conflict to the mapping ofintegrative regulation across multiple levels

of selfhood.

At the heart of the divergence lies Freud's drive theory, which conceptualised

human motivation as governed by instinctual forces - primarily sexual (Eros)

and destructive (Thanatos) - seeking discharge and homeostasis. In contrast, ISP

replaces the idea of instinctual drives with a model of sysle mic regulation. Httmarl

behaviour and affect are understood as emergent from complex interactions among

biological, emotional, cognitive, and relational systems (Schore,2019; Siegel,

2020). Rather than seeking discharge, these systems seek integration - the

maintenance offlexible coherence between internal and external realities.

Freud's metapsychology posited an economy of psychic energy, while ISP

operates within a framework of self-organisation and neurobiological coherence.

The shift is from a hydraulic model (drirtes and repression) to a cybernetic model

(feedback, regulation, and adaptation). The Freudian ego's task was to balance

instinct and morality; in ISR the self's task is to coordinate multiple regulatory

domains across time and context. In this sense, ISP represents a postdynamic

synthesis: conflict remains, but it is reframed as an imbalance between levels of
the selfrather than between psychic agencies.

Freud's concept ofthe unconscious centred on repression - a defensive process

that excluded unacceptable wishes or memories from awareness. ISP rraintains

the idea ofan unconscious but redefires it as implicit relational knowirzg (Lyons-

Ruth,2015; Fotopoulou & Solms, 2023). Instead of being a hidden repository of
forbidden desires, the unconscious is a dynamic field of non-verbal, procedural,

and embodied klowledge - encoded through early experiences and interpersonal

synchrony.

This re-conceptualisation carries major clinical implications. In psychoanalysis,

therapeutic work involves interpretation and insight, making the repressed

conscious through verbal symbolisation. In ISP, by contast, therapeutic change

often occurs through alfective atonement and experiential integration. lmplicit
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