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SECONDARY PROCESS

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychoanalysis; Theoretical Psychology; Cognitive Theory

1. Core Definition

The Secondary Process is a pivotal concept within psychoanalytic theory, primarily articulated by

Sigmund Freud, referring to the organized, rational, and logical thinking that governs the
operations of the ego. Unlike the primitive mental activity associated with the primary process, the
secondary process is fundamentally characterized by its orientation toward external reality and its
ability to engage in directed, reality-testing thought. This process is essentially the mode of
functioning that enables the individual to navigate the external world effectively, reconcile internal
instinctual demands with external constraints, and achieve goals through planning, foresight, and
systematic evaluation. Within psychoanalytic terminology, the secondary process is often
considered synonymous with conventional, rational "thinking."

Functionally, the secondary process operates predominantly within the systems of the conscious
and preconscious mind, facilitating the sophisticated cognitive activities necessary for adult life.
These activities include the registration and retention of complex information, the application of
learned knowledge and skills, and the manipulation of symbols and language to solve problems. Its
defining mechanism is the tendency to delay gratification by regulating the discharge of
instinctual demands, thereby ensuring that actions are strategically executed at appropriate times
and places, rather than impulsively upon the immediate arousal of a drive state.

The emergence of the secondary process is crucial for psychological maturation and adaptation. It
represents the essential shift from the infantile, immediate pursuit of pleasure toward mature
responsibility and social integration. It signifies the successful development of the ego as an
independent psychic structure capable of mediating between the powerful, demanding pressures
of the id and the structured, often restrictive demands imposed by the external environment and
the moral framework of the superego.

2. Origin and Historical Context

Freud initially described the distinction between the primary and secondary processes in his early
foundational work, particularly in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), where he sought to
differentiate the mechanisms governing conscious thought from those operating in the dream-work.
This differentiation was central to his initial topographical model of the mind, which mapped the
psychic apparatus into systems--Unconscious, Preconscious, and Conscious--and later became
integrated into the structural model (Id, Ego, Superego).

The concept arose directly from observations regarding how the developing psyche handles
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inevitable frustration. Freud hypothesized that the initial state of the mental apparatus operates
purely under the Pleasure Principle, seeking immediate discharge (primary process). However,
since the external world rarely offers instant satisfaction, this failure to achieve immediate
gratification forces a modification of the mental apparatus. Psychic energy must be temporarily
constrained or redirected, facilitating the development of structures (the ego) that can tolerate
frustration, differentiate subjective fantasy from objective reality, and engage in a sustained search
for realistic objects to satisfy needs.

Historically, therefore, the secondary process is situated as an adaptive mechanism, a necessary
evolutionary response to the persistent conflict between internal biological drives and the
limitations imposed by reality. Its development moves the individual from a state of psychological
autonomy (where internal demands dictate action) to a state of psychological interdependence
(where reality dictates the timing and method of action).

3. Relationship to the Ego and Reality Principle

The secondary process is intrinsically and inseparably linked to the function of the ego. The ego,
often conceptualized as the executive agency of the personality, utilizes the secondary process as
its primary functional tool to carry out its main objective: mediating between conflicting internal and
external demands. This crucial regulatory function ensures the individual's safety and long-term
survival.

Crucially, the secondary process functions under the governance of the Reality Principle. While
the id is governed solely by the immediate reduction of tension (the Pleasure Principle), the ego
operates under the Reality Principle, which dictates that the discharge of energy, and thus
instinctual gratification, must be postponed until an appropriate, realistic, and safe object or
situation can be found in the external environment. This principle is executed exclusively through
the logical and reality-testing mechanisms inherent in the secondary process.

This reliance on reality testing distinguishes secondary process thinking from all other mental
activity. It involves the careful, systematic evaluation of external stimuli, the assessment of
potential consequences (both positive and negative), and the coherent formulation of long-term
strategies and plans. By employing the secondary process, the ego effectively interrupts the
impulsive demands arising from the id, substituting the mere hallucinatory wish-fulfillment (a
primary process activity) with realistic, goal-directed action aimed at achieving genuine, rather than
imagined, satisfaction.

4. Key Characteristics and Functions

The effectiveness of the secondary process in navigating the complex world stems from a suite of
highly organized, rational characteristics that develop in parallel with the ego's maturation.
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Logical and Sequential Thinking: The secondary process adheres strictly to the fundamental
laws of classical logic, conventional grammar, and verifiable reality. Thought sequences are linear,
organized sequentially, respect temporal relationships, and strictly follow cause-and-effect
relationships. This mode of thought is essential for abstract reasoning, mathematical problem-
solving, and verbal communication.

Reality Testing: A core defining feature is the constant effort to distinguish between subjective
internal experiences (fantasies, desires, dreams) and objective external reality. This capacity
allows the individual to adapt behavior based on empirical feedback, preventing actions that would
result in environmental repercussions or failure.

Tolerance for Frustration and Delay of Discharge: The secondary process grants the ego the
ability to inhibit the immediate motor discharge of psychic energy. It allows the individual to tolerate
temporary increases in tension or discomfort while actively searching or waiting for a legitimate,
realistic means of satisfaction, thereby subordinating immediate, short-term pleasure to strategic,
long-term gain.

Binding of Psychic Energy: Freud theorized that the development of the secondary process
involves the conversion of "free-flowing" psychic energy (characteristic of the id) into "bound"
energy. This bound energy is utilized for sustained mental effort, focused attention, and complex
cognitive maintenance, providing the stability required for organized thought rather than immediate,
diffuse motor action.

Use of Verbal Symbols: The secondary process relies heavily on language and verbal
representation. Thoughts are attached to words and concepts, making them communicable, stable,
and easily manipulated for the purposes of logical analysis and memory retrieval. This contrasts
sharply with the visual, pre-verbal imagery characteristic of the primary process.

5. Contrast with Primary Process

The Secondary Process is most fundamentally understood through its direct opposition to the
Primary Process. The primary process is the primitive, unorganized mode of mental operation
characteristic of the id and is the sole regulator of psychic life in early infancy. It dominates
unconscious mental activity, manifesting notably in dream states, hallucinations, and psychotic
episodes.

The two processes differ fundamentally across all major dimensions:

Governing Principle: Primary Process adheres to the Pleasure Principle; Secondary Process
adheres to the Reality Principle.

Logic and Time: Primary Process ignores logic, contradiction, and the passage of time
(timelessness); Secondary Process is bound by logic, linear time, and causality.

Energy Use: Primary Process uses free-flowing, mobile energy aimed at immediate discharge;
Secondary Process uses bound, stable energy aimed at controlled discharge.
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Mechanism of Operation: Primary Process utilizes condensation (fusing several ideas) and
displacement (shifting affect or focus); Secondary Process utilizes rational analysis, sequential
reasoning, and verbal categorization.

Pathologically, the failure of the secondary process to exert control allows primary process thinking
to invade conscious reality, leading to phenomena such as delusions, incoherent speech, and
inappropriate emotional responses, often observed in schizophrenia and other psychotic disorders.
Conversely, healthy psychological maturity depends on the secondary process effectively
regulating and containing the raw, demanding energy of the primary process, allowing it managed
expression only in socially acceptable or creative forms, such as humor, art, or controlled fantasy
life.

6. Developmental and Clinical Significance

The development of secondary process thinking is a critical developmental milestone, arising from
the infant's repeated encounters with environmental constraints. When the internal demand for
gratification is met with delay or absence of the desired object, the infant's nascent ego is forced to
redirect its energy from mere hallucination (primary process) to active, realistic searching and
waiting. This transition is mediated by the increasing sophistication of the nervous system and the
acquisition of social skills.

The capacity for secondary process thinking is essential for adult social and professional
functioning. It allows for the internalization of moral standards, the delay of sexual and aggressive
impulses, and the sustained effort required for educational and vocational achievement. Individuals
who exhibit a pervasive weakness in secondary process functions may struggle with chronic
impulsivity, poor financial management, difficulty maintaining long-term relationships, and an
inability to tolerate the normal frustrations of daily existence.

In the clinical setting, the secondary process provides the very foundation for psychoanalytic
therapy. The patient's ability to recall events sequentially, verbalize emotional states logically, and
analyze causal relationships in their history relies entirely on secondary process functioning. The
therapeutic process often involves the analyst helping the patient translate the disorganized,
illogical output of the primary process (seen in dreams, transference reactions, or parapraxes) into
the coherent, rational language of the secondary process, thereby facilitating the integration of
previously unconscious content into the reality-oriented ego structure.

7. Further Reading

Secondary process (psychology) - Wikipedia
Freud, S. (1900). The Interpretation of Dreams.
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