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Defense Mechanisms
     I think that many of the defense mechanisms identified and defined by Freud are observable in our own lives as well as in people we know. Examples I will be using will come from my experience with a close friend, as I have watched her demonstrate the operation of many of the mechanisms defined by Freud. For the sake of anonymity, I will refer to my friend as Jane. 

     Jane is a 20 year old student who has been the victim of abuse several times throughout her life. One such occurrence happened when she was quite young (she believes she was in daycare), while another began while she was 14 and endured for several years. The trauma she experienced has affected her greatly, both during the abuse and now, several years later. Both conscious and unconscious efforts elicited behaviours defined as defense mechanisms.

     Repression is an unconscious defense mechanism in which painful memories are transferred into the unconscious, unable to be retrieved consciously. Jane has repressed many memories, as evidenced by the retrieval of several throughout her counseling. Events and behaviour demonstrated by her adolescent abuser have recently come back to her, and she now reflects on them in her endeavor to get mentally healthy. She remembers how he would do specific things to control her, as well as silence her. Perhaps a more chilling example of a sort of repression comes from her childhood trauma. All she currently remembers is a shadowed figure moving over top of her—the man’s face simply a grey void. She understands that the identity of the man could likely be uncovered throughout more therapy, but is not yet ready to confront the memory.
     Suppression is a defense mechanism which deals with the conscious attempt to bury painful and difficult memories. Jane has demonstrated this behaviour many times throughout therapy, when elicited memories become too difficult for her to deal with. She works to distract herself and then suppress such memories. 

     Jane has also been in denial, a defense mechanism in which the person refuses to accept the reality of a situation. An example would be the very first time she told anyone about her adolescent abuse. This is difficult to understand, but when the person reacted with compassion and caring, Jane was not soothed. As far as she was concerned, the abuse had been her own fault, and she felt that she had learned to live with the guilt of her actions. When the notion was presented that she had been the victim of abuse, she denied it and all of its implications. Her denial of the abuse drove her deeper into her own guilt and led her to lash out in many ways.
     Some of Jane’s lashing out could be described as displacement, a defense mechanism in which feelings towards one object are transferred to another. In her case, her anger towards her abuser was often transferred to the people that were trying to help her. It was easier for her to find an outlet in these people than it ever could have been to confront the man. This most certainly was a defense mechanism, as expressing anger and hatred towards these good people was definitely safer than had she done so with her abuser.

     These are just a few examples of how Jane protected herself from her own thoughts and feelings. Sometimes behaviour was a conscious effort, while others a completely unconscious endeavor of the mind, she demonstrated very clearly many of Freud’s defense mechanisms.

     Jane is currently on the road to recovery. She is now fully aware that she has been a victim of abuse and she understands how this can influence her behaviour. She is stronger now than she’s ever been—which means she is in a place where she can begin to safely confront her past and one day become a healthy individual.
