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Conceptions of the superego in sociological and
socio-psychological analyses
Vera Kinga,b and Gunzelin Schmid Noerrc

aFb Gesellschaftswissenschaften, Institut für Soziologie, Goethe-Universität Frankfurt/M., Frankfurt/M.,
Germany; bSigmund-Freud-Institut Frankfurt/M., Forschungsinstitut für Psychoanalyse und ihre
Anwendungen, Frankfurt/M., Germany; cFachbereich Sozialwesen, Hochschule Niederrhein,
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ABSTRACT
This paper provides a historical overview of the reception of the
superego concept in sociology and psychoanalytic social
psychology. Central to the discussion are the ways in which
classical and contemporary approaches (e.g. Parsons, Elias,
Bourdieu) have responded to Freud’s theories concerning the
genesis of the superego and its changes in the course of psychic
development, to his suppositions concerning anthropology and
psychopathology, and to later psychoanalytic extensions of the
concept (e.g. Klein, Erikson and Loewald). With reference to
Freud’s works of cultural critique, special emphasis is given to
conceptions of the superego in studies on authoritarianism,
adaptation and morality, notably by the Frankfurt School (Fromm,
Horkheimer, Adorno). The authors also discuss the historical
changes undergone by the superego concept and examine by
way of examples the benefits of concept for achieving a clearer
understanding of recent societal trends associated with
contemporary phenomena such as digitization and optimization.
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Introduction: the relation between sociology and psychoanalysis

The reception and further development of the psychoanalytic conception of the superego
play an important role in both classical and contemporary socio-psychological and socio-
logical approaches. Yet one of the key challenges of social science and social psychology is
to understand in a theoretically and empirically complex way how society as it were “gets
into” the psyche and how reciprocal effects occur between cultural and individual
developments.

It should be emphasized that such perspectives are distinct from everyday conscious-
ness, in which the relationship between individual and society corresponds more to a
spatial image of “inner” and “outer”, according to which the subject with his sense of
self, his experience and his actions is confronted with an external social environment.
Partner and family appear close to the “inner”, whereas school, workplace, institutions,
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state and society are more in the “outer”, subjectively further away. Such ideas, in which
seemingly an “I” is confronted with an external world perceived in concentric circles, prove
inadequate either for understanding the psyche or for explaining social phenomena. What
therefore replaces subject-centredness and oversimplified dualisms between inner and
outer world both in the social sciences and – with different starting points and emphases
– in the psychoanalytic-socio-psychological perspective is a thinking in terms of reciprocal
effects, interdependency networks and dynamic processes.

Decisive for subjects’ development and actions are not only existing structures or external
situational influencesbut,aboveall,howwhat isexperiencedisprocessed.Experientialcontents
are differently represented or symbolized; they are also to some extent involuntarily habitua-
lized or remain excluded from conscious accessibility. These different ways of processing gen-
erate in turn specific forms and dynamics of psychic experience that operate across different
situations and determine corresponding interpretative patterns and projects for action.

Especially interesting here is the question of how individuals develop and adapt social
norms and moral orientations, and internalize and transform them, as well as the con-
ditions that are conducive to moral regressions and their underlying dynamics. What reci-
procal effects occur between social and individual norms? Under what preconditions do
more constructive or more destructive dispositions develop in relation to others and to
oneself? What is the motivation for forms of adaptation, or alternatively resistance poten-
tials to social demands? In the brief context of this paper, only selected viewpoints and
some lines of development concerning the importance of the superego in socio-psycho-
logical approaches are outlined.

Internalization of norms as a fundamental question of sociology

As emphasized by Talcott Parsons, a modern classicist of sociology, social theory requires an
advancedpsychologythatcanunderstandpsychicdevelopmentinacomplexway.Accordingly,
inworkingouthis structural-functional theoryof societyhe referredprimarily topsychoanalysis:

Psychoanalysis is in my opinion the first and so far the only theoretical analysis of the human
personality that as a system of comparable standard can be connected directly with the socio-
logical theory… of the mode of functioning of organised models inside the system of human
social relationships. (1972, 96)

To Parsons it was a matter of being able to make recourse to a sufficiently complex theory
of psychic development that, unlike utilitarian sociological theories, for example, does not
overestimate the rationality of behaviour (Schülein 2016). He was especially interested in
the question of motivation: why and how individuals “cathect” social participation.

For this he took up Freud’s formulation of the object cathexis, as later did the French
social scientist Pierre Bourdieu in another important sociological approach that has had
a wide international reception, especially since the last quarter of the twentieth century.
Bourdieu (2000) referred to the habitualization of motives and theorized the biographical
dimension and the genesis of the cathexis of a domain, as well as the social interplay in
which specific patterns determine behaviour in a dual social and psychic dynamic,
arguing that sociological and psychoanalytic analyses should be connected.

The superego already plays a key role in Parsons’ (1953) reflections on the relation
between society and psyche. In his view, personality development and the formation of
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psychic agencies are embedded in social experience from the outset, and neither objects
themselves nor their emotional significance can be understood independently of the
social process. He thereby emphasizes the aspect of social maturation: with Oedipal devel-
opment the child achieves – in the event of successful psychosocial integration – a new
capacity for differentiation not only in his relationship to the parents but, as a further
important step, also to the entire family, as well as to the extra-familial environment.
Parsons understands the superego as a “normative pattern”, related not only to “the
behavior of the different members in their different roles in the family as a system”
(1964, 96), but to extrafamilial roles.

Beyond these functionalistic concepts, however, the question of the appropriacy, propor-
tionality and flexibility of the superego’s demands has also been thematized (Brede 1996). It
isworthclarifyingsocio-psychologicallynotonlyhowfar thesuperegostabilizestheacceptance
of pre-existing social roles, but also what the conditions are for role-distance and which vari-
ationsofpsychicautonomyareculturally fostered:what furthersor inhibits inner independence
and critical capacities, with reference tomorally questionable or destructive social conditions?
Moreover, thepsychoanalyticunderstandingofthesuperegoconcernsnotonlythecapacityfor
moral judgement (in Kohlberg’s sense) or normative orientation, but also the importance,
quality and effects of the superego in the psyche’s unconscious dynamics.

The psychoanalytic conception of the superego as a part of the “internal
foreign territory”

The function of the superego in mental life is often described as that of a judge or censor
with not only punitive and oppressive components, but also caring and regulating com-
ponents. Furthermore, Freud emphasized that the superego is the “advocate of a striving
towards perfection – it is, in short, as much as we have been able to grasp psychologically
of what is described as the higher side of human life” (1933, 66). To that extent, these ideas
correspond in several respects to the common concept ofmorality that contains norms and
values, on the one hand restricting (to exclude what is damaging) and on the other hand
accentuating what is worth striving for. Yet at the same time a specific difference in the psy-
choanalytic concept of the superego is that it is considered as largely unconscious, as
“internal foreign territory” (Freud 1933, 57), and is scarcely accessible to conscious
decision-making. This also changes the perspective on inner freedoms or determinations
and therefore the understanding of ethical responsibility for thoughts and actions.

With regard to itsgenesis, Freud locates the superego’sprehistory in the lovingdependence
ontheparentsandthereal fearoftheirpunishments.Thesuperegooriginates fromthe identifi-
cationwiththeprototypes,beingthe “heirof theOedipuscomplex” (cf. Freud1925,59)andthe
renounced object of desire. It is shaped less by the parents’ conscious demands than by their
unconscious superegos. In the child’s psychic economy this, in accordancewith its origin as an
introject of the first object cathexes, is “as much a representative of the id as of the external
world” (Freud 1924, 167). Also connectedwith the desexualizationof the parental relationship
is adrivedefusionanda corresponding releaseof (self-)destructivecomponents,which canbe
a source of severity and also sometimes inexorability in the superego.

In terms of psychoanalytic anthropology and with reference to various schools, theories
of superego development also depend on the understanding (of the specific dynamics) of
internal object relationships, as well as on the intensity of the aggressive or death drive (cf.
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Hinshelwood 1991). Melanie Klein clearly located the origins of the superego in terms of
developmental theory in an earlier stage than Freud1 and emphasized aggressive exci-
tations towards the loved object that result from the young child’s fundamental depen-
dency (Klein and Riviere 1937).

Klein (1933) therefore understood the sadistic superego more as the expression of unin-
tegrated early or primitive aggressive impulses that are linked with the paranoid-schizoid
position. An especially cruel superego with primitive fears of persecution can in Klein’s
view result from its associated dynamics of guilt and persecutory fear, which are also
not necessarily or only partly congruent with external experiences. Feelings of worthless-
ness, tormenting shame or self-reproaches can be understood from this perspective more
as the reverse side of unconscious omnipotence fictions.2 These may in turn be externally
projected and colour the experience of external reality. Money-Kyrle (1965) refers to a con-
stellation that is of special interest in socio-psychological terms, insofar as the individual
projects his unconscious omnipotence phantasies on to the group or the institution to
which he belongs, so that the ego as it were usurps the superego as a megalomaniac
“Super-Ego”, as Weiß (2011) has explained.

In relation to developmental theory, moreover, the superego is described not only as the
result of the human child’s long period of helplessness and dependence, along with the
Oedipus complex as the structuring principle of male and female psychic development
(Trimborn 2001). It can also be understood – with a view to the potential for moral and
psychic autonomy that becomes differentiated in the life history – as the result of the
diphasic nature of psychosexual development (Freud 1905; Blos 1990). Against this back-
ground, the reworking of the Oedipus conflict in adolescence, the “emancipatory murder
of the parents” (Loewald 1979, 758) and their associated potentials for psychic decoupling
from parental norms and superego aspects are accorded a special role. In this view, indi-
viduation – based on a (possible) extension of autonomy in the sense (potentially) of
greater inner independence, especially in modern societies with prolonged adolescence
– is therefore also the result of extended adolescent arenas for psychic integration pro-
cesses in which, in the favourable case or in the context of therapeutic treatment, rigid
superego identifications can also be transformed (Erdheim 1982; King 1996). From
another perspective, Butler (1997) proceeds from the constitutive importance of con-
science for becoming a subject.

Freud’s premise of a weaker female superego and a lesser capacity for sublimation was
criticized at an early stage. Corresponding psychoanalytic revisions and new conceptions
incorporated multiple socio-psychological and sociological perspectives, partly in order to
shed light on historical conditions and changes in gender relations in regard both to
Freud’s theory formation and to the development of the sexes. To cite some examples:
Jacobson’s discussion of the formation of the female superego in an essay in 1976 empha-
sized that a “new form of feminine nature” was emerging, with sublimations that were
“truly feminine”. Langer ([1953] 1988) indicated that women’s professional activity had
become something more self-evident and that therefore female development and

1The existence of pre-Oedipal preliminary stages of moral behaviour was excluded from developmental psychology studies
based on observations of young children. Contemporary ethology also attributes to anthropoid apes some rudimentary
traits of feelings of sympathy and justice.

2Whereas more mature forms and the integration of guilt are based on the psychic capacity for reparation, connected with
mourning and the recognition of finitude (Weiß 2019).

INT J PSYCHOANAL 743



sublimation capacities would also be differently perceived; in 1976 Ritvo discussed the
development of a reality-appropriate ego ideal with a view to the changed social con-
ditions in which girls were growing up. Moreover, in relation to the development of the
superego and autonomy, the consequences of homosexuality in the mother–daughter
relationship have been discussed (cf. Benjamin 1988; Bernstein 1996), for instance with
a view to dynamics of demarcation and sublimation (King 1996).3

However, from the perspective of psychopathology Freud (1924) connects the superego
with an original masochism in which the destructive drive turns inwards against the sub-
ject’s own self, which entails a residue of pleasure in pain. If moral feeling is normally
desexualized by the demise of the Oedipus complex, accordingly the neurotic’s moral
feeling, if he suffers from a rigid superego, is re-sexualized. His masochistic ego is perse-
cuted by his sadistic superego. So in Freud the superego often functions less as a devel-
opmental psychology concept (despite the corresponding echoes) than as a
psychopathological concept. The “internal judge” characterized here is therefore not
just but mercilessly accusatory and shaming. So also the “normality” concept of the super-
ego contains the connection with potentially neurotic and pathological or narcissistic per-
sonality traits (Kernberg 1985) that is especially important for socio-psychological analyses.
Accordingly, superego pathologies and regressions can also be part of what is considered
as normal social functioning, as will be further discussed, or be at work for instance in the
“megalomaniac” dynamics mentioned (as described in Money-Kyrle 1965).

The mutability and historicity of the superego

Incorporated in the child and adolescent superego are not only the ways in which object
relationships and familial experiences are processed but also to some extent overarching
patterns of the respective culture, tradition or specific social milieu. Transformations in the
social practices of discipline and control have an effect on how psychic agencies operate,
as Marcus, with reference to Kardiner (1939), emphasizes: “the distribution of forces in the
superego in an individual culture can change over the course of history” (1996, 244). Freud
had already thematized its historical mutability in The Future of an Illusion:

It is not true that the humanmind has undergone no development since the earliest times and
that, in contrast to the advances of science and technology, it is the same today as it was at the
beginning of history. We can point out one of these mental advances at once. It is in keeping
with the course of human development that external coercion gradually becomes interna-
lized; for a special mental agency, man’s super-ego, takes it over and includes it among its
commandments. Every child presents this process of transformation to us; only by that
means does it become a moral and social being… [This process is] a most precious cultural
asset in the psychological field. (1927, 11)

From this perspective, ontogenesis and phylogenesis correspond in relation to the devel-
opmental direction. The internalization of behavioural expectations and the formation of
conscience occur in several developmental stages: these extend from personal depen-
dence on the first caregivers through further models (such as teachers, heroes or idols)

3From a developmental psychology perspective, Gilligan (1982) conceived of a “female morality” as the expression of rela-
tional orientations; different conditions of socialization according to Gilligan give rise to different moral emphases in men
and women: men are more strongly orientated by abstract rules, women more by attachment and care. In distinction to
this, reference was made to the importance of a universalistic morality for both sexes (Nunner-Winkler 1991).
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to an only partly attainable impersonal (no longer connected with actual people) and more
autonomous conscience-based morality.4 The sociologist Norbert Elias (1994) made The
Civilising Process an object of detailed psycho-historical investigation: “the superego
changes, in relation to overall social conditions… The superego of a young girl in 1980
is different from the superego of her grandmother, because social conditions have
changed… it is necessary to link the structure of the personality as something changing
to social conditions and their changing” (Elias 1981, 199). Elias (1994) works from the
anthropological premise that the formation of the ego and superego agencies is only poss-
ible because the tendency to control the drives is present in human nature to a degree
that does not exist in any other species. He emphasizes that this does not only, or not pri-
marily, concern an opposition between the individual and culture, but also civilization-
related self-monitoring between “subject” and “object” and between the subject’s own
self and other people.

These agencies of psychic control are, according to Elias, the result of an internalization
process established in the European early modern era that preceded what was later under-
stood by rational thought and moral conscience. As the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (2000)
in turn explained it, the efficacy of external constraints is generally underpinned by the
efficacy of an internal constraint, and he primarily examines how in relation to socialization
the incorporation of relations of dominance occurs when subjects act against their own
reason-based interests. This is a question that constituted a recurrent theme in the socio-
logical reception of psychoanalysis and its preoccupation with the concept of the
superego.

Freud’s cultural analyses and societal formations of the superego

Much reference was made there to Freud’s reflections on Group Psychology and the Analy-
sis of the Ego (1921) (e.g. Adorno 1970), which described the individual’s attachments (both
to and) in the “primary group”, a group with a personal leader on the model of the primal
father, and the regression of the superego (still called “ego ideal” here) in the group: the
group members replace their superego with the loved and feared object (the leader) and
identify with each other through this similar relationship to the object. Only towards the
end of his essay does Freud briefly touch on other group formations that could therefore
be called “secondary” – he mentions, for example, race, status, religious community, state
– which also partly dispense with personal authority, without discussing the relationship
between the psychic agencies in these cases.

In Civilization and its Discontents (1930), Freud derives from another perspective
the inevitability of guilt feelings and restriction of possibilities for happiness from the
culturally indispensable requirement for drive suppression: aggressive drive com-
ponents are impeded from being realized and externally directed by cultural norms

4Freud partly anticipates here some later presuppositions of developmental psychology concerning the emergence of
moral conscience from pre-conventional morality (following reward and punishment) through conventional (orientated
by social relations and institutions) to post-conventional (principle-based) morality (cf. Kohlberg 1996; Piaget 2015). He
would, however, have contradicted the consciousness-centredness of this approach and adhered to the rootedness of the
superego in the ego and the unconscious. The distinction between two main developmental stages or types of morality is
current in various psychological theories. Thus, for example, Erich Fromm (2003) distinguishes between “authoritarian”
and “humanistic” morality, and Stanley Milgram (1974) distinguishes “obedience morality” from the “autonomous
conscience”.

INT J PSYCHOANAL 745



and are then directed all the more strongly against the subject’s own ego. The redirected
aggression is:

taken over by a portion of the ego, which sets itself over against the rest of the ego as super-
ego, and which now, in the form of “conscience”, is ready to put into action against the ego the
same harsh aggressiveness that the ego would have liked to satisfy upon other, extraneous
individuals. The tension between the harsh superego and the ego that is subjected to it is
called by us the sense of guilt; it expresses itself as a need for punishment. (123)

Through the internalization of authority, conscience phenomena would “reach a higher
stage” (Freud 1930, 125). This means nothing can be hidden from the superego and it
assumes an autonomous existence in certain respects. From a psychoanalytic perspective
it therefore becomes more comprehensible how traditions, ideas or political notions and
movements that appear obsolete when measured by the state of socially productive
forces as it were decouple from them and may develop a life of their own. Freud asserted
the viewpoint of long-established traditions and their anchoring in psychic needs in con-
trast, for instance, to the historical materialistic view in which morality belongs to the realm
of “ideologies”. Freud expressly agrees with this, only adding that: The past, the tradition of
the race and of the people, lives on in the ideologies of the super-ego, and yields only
slowly to the influences of the present and to new changes; and so long as it operates
through the super-ego it plays a powerful part in human life, independently of economic
conditions. (1933, 67) The “ideologies of the superego” contain all of a society’s “time-
resisting judgements of value” (67). They concern not only what is to be considered as
good or evil, but also what is beautiful or ugly, normal or aberrant, generous or mean,
modest or arrogant and so on, and are therefore the quintessence of “culture” in the
widest sense.

In his cultural analytic writings Freud occasionally oversimplified the connections
between the individual and society, comprehensively reducing social structures to the
subjective and understanding sociology exclusively as “applied psychology” (1933, 179).
He also gave many indications though that generally neither the intensity nor the contents
of the superego’s demands were congruent with the demands of the external world.
Simple functionalistic conceptions of the relationship between culture and psyche have
also overlooked this complexity, as in some approaches that have sought to link social-
theoretical and individual-theoretical approaches directly to “major theories” – including
in relation to questions of morality, the dynamics of conscience or normative orientations.

For on the one hand, arenas of freedom, even in a power constellation, are firmly linked
with individual psychic structural levels and capacities: for instance, the capacity for moral
evaluation, but also for self-care, can be the expression of a process of individuation and
maturation in which rigid superego dynamics have been modulated and (partly) over-
come. On the other hand, culturally rooted values and moral norms do not merge into
functions of individual self-valuation and self-monitoring but arise and change on the
basis of social structures, as for example Erikson (1950, 1958) sought to elaborate in ana-
lysing the historically changing preconditions for psychic development.

“Ideologies of the superego” can certainly be explained in a social-theory perspective to
some degree as consequences of specific modes of production, cultures or group-specific
ways of living. But they can decouple from these external conditions and take on new
social functions in other contexts. Individuals are characterized by external conditions,
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but not determined by them once and for all. What social morality enforces, fosters or rec-
ommends can also be rejected, formally observed or internalized by individuals. And social
morality can itself be conflictual or, depending on social and historical context, perceived
in completely different ways.

A key topic in social psychology: the genesis and dynamics of
authoritarianism

The connections between cultural norms and individual morality were a key subject for the
Frankfurt School of critical theory, which since the 1920s had been systematically integrat-
ing psychoanalysis into its socio-psychological research praxis and its social theory in order
to formulate psychologically complex perspectives on social conditions as well as both
measures and causes of individual suffering and therefore of critique (cf. Schmid Noerr
2017, 2018). They discussed – for example in the figure of the early Erich Fromm –
open or controversial questions of the psychoanalytic understanding of morality.
Fromm ([1935] 1989) emphasized that Freud derived morality genetically from the neuro-
tic guilt complex and also undoubtedly assumed a conventionally middle-class morality.

Empirical research projects undertaken in the 1930s and 1940s by staff of the Institute
for Social Research – from the investigation begun in 1929 concerning workers and
employees just before the Third Reich to the studies on authority and the family published
in 1936, to the unpublished research on antisemitism in the American workforce (1944/
1945) up to the five volumes of the Studies in Prejudice published in 1949/1950 – were con-
sistently dedicated to one core theme, namely authoritarianism, discussed in its various
facets (on the presentation of the projects, see Wiggershaus 1986). The political back-
ground to these research studies was the rise of National Socialism and related trends
in Europe, as well as the mass compliance towards them. They sought to explain why
the economic, political and cultural tensions did not lead to protests from those who
had most to lose from it, but instead to enthusiasm for global warfare and National Social-
ism. Cultural and psychic forces – according to a central premise – seemed to operate as a
form of social cement that held together a deeply split society despite diverging interests.

The concept of “authority” was conceived from the outset by Fromm, Horkheimer,
Marcuse and other staff of the Institute for Social Research with a double meaning: as
external authority, which appears in the form of bureaucratically or charismatically legiti-
mized decision-makers and leaders, and as internal authority, which was equated with
the superego. What is highly relevant to social existence now is how the two operate
together:

The superego is repeatedly being newly projected on to the prevailing agencies of authority in
society; in other words, the individual invests actual authorities with the characteristics of his
own superego. This act of projecting the superego on to authorities largely extracts them from
rational critique. Their morality, wisdom and strength are believed in to a high degree that is
independent of their actual manifestation. But these authorities are thereby re-appropriated in
turn, always newly internalised, and they become agencies of the superego. (Fromm [1936]
1989, 147 f.)

Whereas Freud regarded the libidinal acceptance of social authorities and institutions as a
transference of the father relationship, Fromm mainly emphasized the social imprint of
paternal authority: in relation to social authority the father is “not its model, but its
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reflection” ([1936] 1989, 149). From this perspective, the content and form of the authority
relationship vary according to each historical era and the family’s affiliation to a class,
stratum or milieu, and the formations of each socially functional superego also emerge
as correspondingly multivariant. Like the entire libidinal structure, they are to some
extent critically determined by economic living conditions.

It was assumed that the degree of drive repression carried out by internal and ulti-
mately external authority depended on what and how much of it is socially necessary
and achievable by the ego as frustration (without an effort of repression): the less
needs can be satisfied, the more necessary is their repression and a corresponding super-
ego. This is associated with a weakening of the ego, whose function is to transmit and
manage the different demands of the drive needs, social expectations and reality require-
ments. Accordingly, Freud (1921, 114, 124 ff.) had analysed the weakening of the ego in
the context of mass education, and Fromm applied this to the theory of authoritarianism:

Superior power and its dual dangerous and benevolent aspect are therefore characteristics
that every authority must have insofar as they make the ego superfluous and are to replace
it. It is obvious that the less the authority’s power in this sense is necessarily rooted in its
actual social role, the more it will try all kinds of techniques to generate the idea of its
power in its subordinates… The very absurdity and irrationality of what is suggested only
demonstrates all the more these authorities’ special power and capacity: after all, a simple
man can do what is reasonable himself; promising what is unreasonable and marvellous is
the prerogative of the powerful and the superior man and merely signifies an enhancement
of his prestige. (Fromm [1936] 1989, 165 f.)

Fromm understood the prevailing authoritarian character structure as a sadomasochistic
adaptive achievement by individuals that keeps them dependent and powerless. Accord-
ing to Fromm’s premise, it is the result of an excessively restrictive upbringing. In this
context Fromm outlined a phenomenology of the authoritarian character, whose promi-
nent traits include the enjoyment of obeying, contempt for the weak, belief in the inexor-
ability of fate, heroism in enduring suffering, elemental satisfaction from participation in
power and safeguarding against fear. Without undertaking specific social or political ana-
lyses, he nevertheless claimed to be bringing “the extreme authority-structure, as it had
developed in the most recent times in Europe” ([1936] 1989, p. 185) into socio-psychologi-
cal theory.

The empirical socio-psychological research of critical theory culminated in the extensive
theoretical and empirical studies of The Authoritarian Personality (1950) undertaken in the
late 1940s by Theodor W. Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel J. Levinson and R. Nevitt
Sanford. These researchers set out to delineate a psychoanalytically orientated concept of
personality using evaluative methods from scientific observation. They examined subjects
mainly from the middle classes of the American west coast. First, they separated subjects’
manifest statements from their partly divergent actual opinions. Then at a deeper level
they localized proscribed thoughts that did not appear to be allowed into communication.
Finally they found, beyond these partly manifest, partly latent views, a level of unordered
emotions that were the source of the actual character structure.

The authoritarian personality primarily showed the characteristics of conventionalism,
subordination and aggression towards outsiders. As a corresponding superego formation,
both the active and the passive affirmation of dependence (dominance towards those
below and compliance towards those above) were diagnosed. This binary authority
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relationship is amplified and supported by a third pillar, namely the construction of images
of enemies, and contempt and hatred towards weaker people. The authoritarian person-
ality is therefore primarily characterized by a projective mingling of its own and foreign
components that have almost entirely ceased to be accessible through self-reflection.
To ascertain the underlying personality structure, investigative procedures had to be
developed that allowed indirect measurements of authoritarian potentials independently
of explicit political standpoints. The investigative apparatus of The Authoritarian Personality
resulted in the so-called F-scale (F for fascism), which also served to elicit the degree of
latent readiness for political authoritarianism in a democratic society. To this day, these
studies are considered as classics of research into authoritarianism, to which thousands
of follow-up studies but also challenges and alternative approaches have referred. A con-
troversy turned around the relationship between “personism” (which derives moral orien-
tation and behaviour from the psychic structure) and “situationism” (which considers only
external conditions as decisive).

Personism or situationism?

A psychoanalytically orientated concept of personality is aimed at understanding uncon-
scious character structures. These give rise to attitudes and actions – although not by strict
necessity, since latent structures can also be overlaid by social conformism. The corre-
sponding prognostic haziness of the approach taken in The Authoritarian Personality
was one of the fundamental objections raised by social psychologists using a situationist
argument that assumed that authoritarian-submissive behaviour was primarily to be
explained by external conditions.

Against this background, approximately two decades after the studies on the authori-
tarian character, the learning-theory orientated psychologist Stanley Milgram undertook
his famous experiments that were concerned with the question of how far subjects
were willing in a situation configured in an authoritarian way to give other participants
(fictional) electric shocks up to a life-endangering strength (cf. Milgram 1974). Milgram’s
finding was that approximately two-thirds of the subjects were willing to take cruel
actions towards others.

What was especially interesting though was the behaviour of the non-obedient sub-
jects. Numerous follow-up studies demonstrated that characteristics such as sex, age, edu-
cational level, developmental stage of the moral conscience and religious or party-political
affiliation had no significant influence on obedience or disobedience. Even the application
of well-established psychological personality tests primarily used to assess mental dis-
orders yielded no explanation. In the follow-up studies, the F-scale developed in The
Authoritarian Personality was also deployed. According to Lüttke (2003), this was the
only procedure by which the differences between the two groups of subjects became
recognizable: the obedient subjects in Milgram’s experiments showed consistently high
values on Adorno’s F-scale.

In terms of content, this finding meant above all that the world-view of the obedient in
Milgram, corresponding to the F-values, was dichotomously structured, with people gen-
erally rated as high or low in status. The victims of the electric shock were retrospectively
denigrated and the authoritarian agency was uprated. In accordance with this, the obedi-
ent ceded responsibility to the authority. Milgram’s findings thereby illustrated the
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extensively normal attitude in average circles of the population, whereas the F-scale ident-
ified the subgroup of those prone to fascism. In this context though it is personality factors,
and indeed – in the psychoanalytic sense – a mature superego, that determined more
whether under identical situational conditions some adjusted whereas others put up
resistance.

While Milgram’s learning-theory explanation for the obedient behaviour only led to the
premise of a special “obedience morality”, the psychoanalytically based theory of the
authoritarian character contained a complex picture of the entire personality. This
makes it clear that below the level of manifest attitudes that apparently no longer have
anything to do with the relationship to authorities, latent but behaviour-determining
authoritarian structures are present. Altogether, a complementary relationship between
personal and situationist explanations (Schmid Noerr 2011) can be assumed, insofar as
certain adaptations to power relations become more or less probable with corresponding
psychic dispositions.

Changes in authoritarianism since the 1960s

Turning to some literary descriptions from the first half of the twentieth century of “author-
itarian-masochistic” personalities, their feelings, ways of behaving and world-views, as
contained, for example, in Franz Kafka’s novels or Heinrich Mann’s Der Untertan, the ques-
tion arises of how far authoritarian character formation has been superseded by other
types or whether authoritarianism is actually returning in another form.

With regard to cultural changes in social integration, Herbert Marcuse in 1963 raised the
question of whether Freud’s mass psychology, beyond its classical fields of application to
the church, the army and political movements, is also suitable for the analysis of subject
structures in advanced industrial society. For, unlike those institutions, modern capitalistic
society does not necessarily need a leader with whom individuals libidinally identify. Allud-
ing to Alexander Mitscherlich’s writing published in the same year, Marcuse instead diag-
noses a development towards a “fatherless society” that promotes the identification with a
“higher authority that is no longer embodied in a person: the authority of the prevailing
productive apparatus” (Marcuse 1970, 54). However, as this is weaker than that which is
transmitted through father imagoes, destructive energies that can no longer be libidinally
bound are also systematically and repeatedly released.

The externalized ego ideal guides the spending of this energy: it does not drive the con-
science as the moral judge of the ego, but rather directs aggression toward the external
enemies of the ego ideal. The individuals are thus mentally and instinctually predisposed
to accept and to make their own the political and social necessities that demand the per-
manent mobilization with and against atomic destruction, the organized familiarity with
man-made death and disfiguration (Marcuse 1970).

Under such preconditions, moral agencies forfeit their value in society and the psyche.
Similar arguments are pursued with David Riesman’s “other-directed character” (1950),
Christopher Lasch’s (1977) analysis of narcissism or Fromm’s “marketing character”
(1976, 375), whose ego ideal is characterized by every passing fashion and indicates a
commodity structure in which the value of the offered self is measured by the demand.

From different perspectives, these authors reach the conclusion that the disciplinary
power of capitalist society is also specifically rooted in the fact that ever new psychic
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needs and libidinal energies are being stimulated or intensified that converge with the
requirements of capitalist production (Straub 2019). These tend to make the superego
weaker or in a subjectively imperceptible way, as Foucault (1991) also emphasized,
“more outer-directed” (imperceptibly insofar as the compliance with the external press-
ures then seemingly corresponds to the satisfaction of the subject’s own desire).5

If we follow contemporary studies and diagnoses of the era often termed late modern
or postmodern, there are indications that more narcissistically based superego constella-
tions also remain significant and are promoted by cultural patterns: apparently self-deter-
mined, the postmodern human being actively generates his changing realities (Ehrenberg
2004) or wants to participate passively in the rich offering of consumable living environ-
ments. Breaking away from supportive value orientations also requires a self that is con-
stantly “reinventing” itself, according for instance to Reckwitz’s argument (2017), which
is also connected in the broader sense with earlier sociological analyses that conceive
the loss of forces of social attachment as the consequence of socioeconomic develop-
ments (Bauman 2003; Sennett 2006) or accentuate the adaptation to ideologemes of com-
prehensive self-direction and the “entrepreneurial self” (Bröckling 2019). The subjects are
then under constant pressure for success and “return” (Chiapello 2019), which can be
accompanied by narcissistic gratifications with elements of subjugation that can be dis-
guised by fictions of specialness. They can become apparent as compulsive behaviour
but also as addictions with a pathology that is intermittently concealed by the widespread
normal social praxis. The pressure for adaptation and narcissistic motives are often hard to
differentiate subjectively (King, Gerisch, and Rosa 2019), and can entail a specific mixture
of authoritarian orientation and narcissistic self-aggrandisement in relation to the
superego.

Contemporary changes: norms in optimization and progression

Today’s competition-based societies, according to a consensus of contemporary sociologi-
cal analyses, are replicated essentially by economic growth, continuous progression and
transgression. Dynamic growth involves an acceleration of social processes and requires
a constant optimization of societal praxis in different social fields and domains of life.
This increases the requirements for individuals’ capacities for integration and adaptation
in their daily lives because the – partly structurally opposed – optimization logics in
various subdomains must be brought into balance on the level of the individual’s
conduct of life. Social participation becomes increasingly dependent on autonomous, suc-
cessful positioning in various markets. The continuous endeavour to become ever better,
faster, more creative and more effective is then represented both in individual forms of
competitive positioning and in overcoming anxieties about relegation and exclusion.

In connection with cultural perfectionistic norms, optimization endeavours become
principles of a way of life that demands more and more from individuals on various
levels. This especially applies when at the same time stabilizing resources are diminishing,
for instance when institutional protection in employment and family biographies are
becoming more fragile or friendship networks are breaking up. As empirical studies
show (Gerisch 2019; King et al. 2019), individuals themselves do not necessarily conceive

5Cf. also van van Krieken’s (1990) contrasting of Elias and Foucault.
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these optimization practices as an adaptation to external requirements but as a possibility
of self-realization. At the same time, however, these can also provide a framework for nar-
cissistic constellations and corresponding pathological “organizations” (Weiß and Merkt
2019).

On this view, the superego’s adaptation does not result only from socioeconomic con-
ditions that enforce specific ways of living or make them appear functional. Rather, the
acceptance of requirements for optimization, in order to become subjectively significant
and effective, must also be appropriate to specific individual motives and psychic needs
(King et al. 2019). Such “interferences” between social coercion and psychic disposition
are especially significant when, in the course of the optimization logic, self-presentation
and public visibility also gain importance in ever new variations, so that the psychic
traps of “seeing and being seen” (Steiner 2011) move to the foreground of societal
praxis and conversely shame becomes more important both culturally and psychically.

Present-day variations of superego externalization and shame in digital
worlds

(Media) self-representation and continuous comparison with others on digital media have
become a matter of course and to some extent indispensable to many people. Anyone
who wants to assert himself must receive attention. Anyone who wants to improve his
status and position or even just maintain them has to give himself a social media
profile, to measure himself against others and to be rated by them – and indeed also
entirely practically in the digitized and increasingly digitally quantified world of the
social (Mau 2017).

In the course of this many actors become specialists in self-showing, comparing and
evaluating (Mau 2017). Not only as concerns services and consumption, but also in the pro-
fessional representation of self and achievements, if salary, promotional chances and rec-
ognition or contracts are orientated by sales figures, quotas, rankings and much else. The
omnipresence and individual addressability of digital self-representations and measuring
procedures therefore constitute essential changes. Empirical studies show that, in a para-
doxical way, while this can be subjectively connected with a promise of all-encompassing
self-control, it is also based in key respects on externalization – such as of aspects of the
superego or ego ideal (King 2020).

For example, the more or less intense subservience to logics of measurement (Krüger
2019) also promotes (albeit individually and culturally variedly distinct) forms of exter-
nalization to an unprecedented degree. The “gaze of the other” and the associated
shame thereby assume a new quality and significance. Not only do physical and com-
municative presence drift further apart through digital forms of communication; at the
same time the “gaze of the other” on the media-generated self-image has increased
significance.

So in digital worlds adolescents and adults have to deal with partly familiar, partly new
characteristic challenges, in particular with the tension of too much or too little, including
in relation to self-representation (with a willingness to relegate others who have shown
themselves too much). The digitally publicly visible status levels and comparisons with
others are experienced partly as enjoyable rivalry, as sporting competition, but partly
also as painfully oppressive and they are accompanied by the fear of a shaming loss of
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status. In many ways it is also about the tension between conformity and being different –
in which the gaze of the digital other and the associated pressure to conform instead
promote other-directed orientations (in the sense of doing something only in order to
please others, to gain high ratings) of which the actors are nevertheless ashamed.

Shame conflicts gain many meanings against this background; they are connected
with the dynamics of self-showing and comparing (King 2016). Instead of getting
stronger, the fear of shame by social exclusion (in the sense of loss of status or
shame at being ostracized) seems to be averted in communication in the actual
physical presence of others, just as the shame itself appears to diminish. New
forms of shame arise because of the dependency on digital practices and the refer-
entiality to the internet echo that is occasionally felt as addictive. This kind of depen-
dency can feel particularly oppressive if the digital gaze of the other is to fulfil
longings (such as for recognition, affection, connection) that cannot be adequately
fulfilled with the physically present others. So shame can be intensified by the dissa-
tisfaction of the digital self. The feeling that the digitally presented self has not with-
stood a direct performance test is simultaneously felt as unavoidable; it must be
done, so it appears to many, as otherwise success will not come. Therefore this
shame, culturally triggered in a new way, also emerges as a consequence of the
vastly expanded horizon of the comparison with the many, digitally significant
others. For if digital self-presentations are continually evaluated, measured, stored
and calibrated “with everyone”, a new cultural matrix of the relationship of self
and other arises – with all the mentioned ambiguities and contradictions. Digital
modernity therefore generates new forms of externalization of the superego but
also new shame conflicts (King 2020).

Conclusion

The reception of the superego in sociological and socio-psychological approaches out-
lined in the examples considered here demonstrates that the evaluation of social
changes and the analyses of morality, authoritarianism and adaptation through the psy-
choanalytic understanding of the dynamics of the psyche and the superego are signifi-
cantly gaining in substance, complexity and depth. Moreover, as Loewald indicated, it
seems that the psychoanalytic reflection on the psychic “does not only change our
knowledge of the human mind, it changes the human mind by that new knowledge”
(1979, 771). So this knowledge, as Steven Marcus (1996) emphasizes, has had an impact
on psychoanalytic conceptions of the superego itself, on its reception in social scientific
analyses, but also on cultural patterns of interpretation and educational practices in
societal praxis.

As regards the relation between cultural and psychic change, it becomes clear looking
back on socio-psychological and sociological discourses and themes of the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries that modern societies have generated a new level of requirements
for individuation andmoral maturity, as well as new potentials for autonomization through
larger developmental arenas and new conditions and potentials for overcoming develop-
mental crises and intersubjective and intrasubjective conflicts. At the same time, however,
new variations of regressive solutions, forms of control and defence, are emerging, as
expressed, for example, in the described externalizations of the superego connected
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with new and old meanings of shame as well as in corresponding – culturally suggested –
narcissistic self-deceptions.
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