Erik Erikson (1902-1994)

Erikson, a Freudian ego psychologist, accepts Freud’s ideas as basically correct (including the more debatable ideas such as Oedipus complex) but when it comes to ego, he holds a view that the ego performs many constructive functions apart from its role as a mediator. He sees the ego as a relatively independent and powerful part of personality that works towards such goals as establishing one’s identity and satisfying a need for mastery over the environment. Erikson is much more culture and society oriented than most Freudians are. His approach to personality is called ego-Psychology. 

The Epigenetic Principle:

Erikson is most famous for his work in refining and expanding Freud’s theory of stages. To him, personality development functions by the epigenetic principle, i.e. we develop through a predetermined unfolding of our personality in eight stages.  Each stage occurs at a certain time, in a certain order which nature has already determined through genetics. Each stage involves certain developmental tasks that are psychosocial in nature called crises. The various tasks are referred to by two terms. (The infant's task, for example, is called "trust-mistrust.") The resolution of crises for normal personality development requires a balance that we must learn. If a stage is managed well, we carry away a certain virtue or psychosocial strength which will help us through the rest of the stages. If a stage is not managed well, we may develop maladaptations (too much of positive, too little of the negative) or malignancies (too little of the positive, too much of the negative) that will endanger all our future development. 

Stages of Development:

Erikson gave eight psychosocial stages of personality that are as follows:

1. Trust Vs. Mistrust: 

The first stage, infancy, is approximately the first year or year and a half of life. The task is to develop trust without completely eliminating the capacity for mistrust. If the child is given a degree of familiarity, consistency, love, care and warmth and his basic needs are met adequately, then the child develops a sense of basic trust-a feeling that the world is a good and safe place and people are generally reliable and approachable. A child whose cries go unnoticed and he never receives the love and care that he needs, will develop a basic mistrust.  The parents who are overly protective lead the child to develop the maladaptive tendency Erikson calls sensory maladjustment: he becomes overly trusting or a gullible fool, believing no one can harm him. Worse occurs when the child develops the malignant tendency of Withdrawal characterized by depression and paranoia. If the proper balance is achieved, the child will develop the virtue hope, the strong belief that, even when things are not going well, they will work out well in the end.

2. Autonomy Vs Shame and doubt:

(18 months to 3 years) The task is to achieve a degree of autonomy while minimizing shame and doubt. If a child, now a toddler, is given the freedom to explore and manipulate his or her environment with proper check and balance, the child will develop a sense of independence and personal mastery. If the parents discourage any attempt to explore and be independent, the child will soon give up with the assumption that they cannot and should not act on their own. Nevertheless, a little "shame and doubt" is beneficial. Without it, you will develop the maladaptive tendency Erikson calls impulsiveness, a sort of shameless willfulness that leads you to jump into things without proper consideration of your abilities. Too much shame and doubt causes compulsiveness-perfectionistic attitude, following rules precisely and avoiding mistakes at all costs. Balance leads to the virtue called will power or determination. 

3. Initiative Vs. Guilt: 

From three or four to five or six, the task confronting every child is to learn initiative without too much guilt. 
Initiative means a positive response to the world's challenges. Parents can encourage initiative by encouraging children to try out their ideas. As the child starts interacting with other children, he faces the challenges of living in a social environment. He must learn how to play and work with others. The child is now capable, as never before, of imagining a future situation, one that isn't a reality right now. Initiative is the attempt to make that non-reality a reality. But if children can imagine the future, if they can plan, then they can be responsible as well, and guilty for the consequences of bad or wrong actions. Too much initiative and too little guilt develops the maladaptive tendency called ruthlessness-getting what you want by hook or by crook, while completely disregarding others’ rights. Too much guilt results in Inhibition, they never try anything so they wont ever feel guilty. A good balance leads to Purpose-setting goals and tackling challenges with conviction. 

4. Industry Vs. Inferiority: 

The task is to develop a capacity for industry while avoiding an excessive sense of inferiority. The child must dedicate himself to education and learning the social skills the society requires of him. There is a much broader social sphere at work now: The parents and other family members are joined by teachers and peers and other members of the community at large. They all contribute: Parents must encourage, teachers must care, peers must accept. Children must learn the feeling of success, whether is in school or on the playground, academic or social. The child who is allowed too little success because of harsh teachers or rejecting peers develops a sense of inferiority or incompetence. Too much industry leads to Narrow Virtuosity.  We see this in children who aren't allowed to "be children," the ones that parents or teachers push into one area of competence, without allowing the development of broader interests. Examples are child stars and prodigies. The malignancy developed because of too much inferiority feelings is Inertia: these people are suffering from an inferiority complex. They avoid people and become inert. A fair degree of industry with a tinge of inferiority to keep us humble leads to the virtue called competency. 

5. Ego Identity Vs. Role Confusion: 

This stage includes the teenage years, beginning with the growth spurt and ends around the age of 18to 20. The task is to achieve ego identity. The person is now confronted with the most crucial question of his life-who am I? If the question is answered successfully, they develop a sense of identity. They make decisions about themselves, personal values and religious matters. But if they fail to develop a stable sense of identity, they develop role confusion instead and suffer from identity crisis. 

Too much ego identity leaves no room for tolerance and creates the maladaptive tendency called fanaticism. A fanatic believes that his way is the only way. The malignant tendency here is repudiation. They repudiate their membership in the world of adults and may fuse with a group, particularly religious cults or groups founded on hatred. They may also detach themselves from mainstream society becoming involved in drugs or alcohol. Successful management of this stage gives us the virtue fidelity- the ability to live a meaningful life by finding one’s place in the society. 

6. Intimacy Vs. Isolation:

(18 to 30 years) As the teen years dissolve swiftly into young adulthood, the development of intimate relationships attains primary importance. It includes the need for friendships and romantic encounters that lead to marriage or an emotional commitment. Maladaptations promiscuity occurs when one becomes too intimate, too freely, too frequently and without depth. Malignancy called exclusion occurs when someone isolate himself from love, friendship and community. The virtue is love. It means the ability to put aside differences through mutuality of respect and devotion. 

7. Generativity Vs. Stagnation: 

The seventh stage is that of middle adulthood somewhere between the middle twenties and the late fifties, the period during which we are actively involved in raising children. The task here is to cultivate the proper balance of generativity and stagnation. Generativity is a concern for guiding the next generation. Parents find their lives enriched by the influence they have on their children. Erikson considers teaching, writing, invention, the arts and sciences, social activism, and generally contributing to the welfare of future generations to be generativity as well. Stagnation is a sense of boredom and the feeling that one is no longer a productive member of the society. To be over-generative leads to overextension. This means to involve yourself in so many activities that you have no time for yourself and you are no longer contributing well. This is the stage of the "midlife crisis." Sometimes men and women take a look at their lives and ask that big, bad question, "What am I doing all this for?" Too much stagnation causes rejectivity-not participating in the society. The psychosocial strength is care, the capacity of personal growth through positive contributions to future generations. 

8. Ego Integrity Vs. Despair: 

This is in its own way a very difficult stage. It is marked by failing health, retirement, the looming prospect of death and the feeling that your input is no longer required. You look back upon the life that is behind you and reflect on your experiences and the decisions that you made with the awareness that you wont get an opportunity to relive your life. The task is to develop ego integrity with a minimal amount of despair. Ego integrity means coming to terms with your life, and thereby coming to terms with the end of life. If you are able to look back and accept the course of events, the choices made, your life as you lived it, as being necessary, then you needn't fear death. You mentally accept it and are ready for it. The maladaptive tendency in stage eight is called presumption. This is what happens when a person "presumes" ego integrity without actually facing the difficulties of old age. The malignant tendency is called disdain, by which Erikson means contempt of life, one's own or anyone's. This happens when there are regrets, too many missed chances, too many bad decisions and the feeling of having done it all wrong. Someone who approaches death without fear has the strength Erikson calls wisdom.

Remarks:

His views about positive function of ego are remarkable. He described the ways in which the human personality develops beyond the first few years of life. In this sense he has given us a comprehensive theory. However the stage approach is not very popular among personality theorists who seem to prefer a gradual approach to development rather that clear cut stages. 

