
H
ave you seen The Simpsons episode 
in which Homer has an angel on 
one shoulder and a devil on the 
other: should he stop in at Mo’s for 

a drink or go straight home after work?
Dressed in white angels’ robes, with a 

slightly affected lisp and hoity voice, the 
“good” voice advises him on the best course 
of action is, reminding him of the goodness 
of his long-suffering wife and the needs of 
his children. The devil, bright red and replete 
with horns, sits on the opposite shoulder, and 
in a voice stained by cigarettes, tells him to 
fill up on Duff and donuts, using justifying 
comments such as “you only live once” and 
“who’ll know?”

It’s certainly not a new gag but 
psychologically the idea of a good and bad 
voice has been around for even longer. A 
century ago Freud described his version of 
why we are like this via his concepts of the id, 
the ego and the super ego, three aspects of the 
mind that work together.

The id is that part of us that wants to 
give in to spontaneity, impulsively acting in 
ways that instantly gratify our desires and 
impulses. And desires here doesn’t necessarily 
mean happiness, they include anger and rage. 
This can appear as impulse buying, avoiding 
things we need to do, flirting with someone 
we shouldn’t, even letting rip at someone in 
traffic as if we were God … well, that’s the 
point actually. The id is that part of us who 
thinks they know best, that theirs is the only 
way, gets into a rage, is very critical of others 
and knows no limits. Imagine a three-year-old 
toddler throwing a tantrum and you’ve got 
the idea.

In the legal context, you might relate to it 
by some of the clients you’ve had to represent 
in court. On a grander scale, think politicians 
or business people who rort or manipulate for 
their own benefit irrespective of the cost.

Of course, the impulses of the id need 
controlling. It is this mechanism that makes 
society civilised. The superego is that part of 
us that moralises and reminds us of virtue 

and other lofty ideals, that voice that can 
fill us full of angst and makes us agonise 
over all outcomes: how many calories does 
it have, who might get hurt, is it “right”, are 
our decisions morally correct? Unlike the 
id which seeks pleasure, this aspect of us 
seeks perfection, often focusing on the ideal 
rather than the attainable. This is the one 
some religious groups play on and in excess is 
experienced as excessive guilt. Familiar with it? 

With too much superego, the id part of 
us gets so repressed that we are filled with 
an unreasonable level of distress and anxiety 
about doing the right thing; so much so that 
it can cripple us from doing anything at all. 
Primarily though, the signal that it’s too active 
is when we stop having fun. There’s no joy at 
all and we turn into robots, narrowly driven 
to get everything just so for some imagined 
higher approval, often becoming dead inside. 

People often experience this as, what has 
been termed, the “harsh inner critic”. It’s 
that voice that is pompous, justified, self-
righteous and often punitive. It’s that voice 
that undercuts our self-confidence and leaves 
us feeling powerless and hopeless. Needless 
to say, at this end of the continuum, it’s not a 
helpful voice.

Usually it is loudest when we are at our most 
vulnerable. Being tired, hungry, over-worked 
and stressed will tend to mean the volume is 
up on this voice. We have a tendency to be 
not only critical but harshly so. In making 
an error, people will often say internally, “I’m 
such an idiot”, “What’s wrong with me?”, “I’m 
a failure” etc. 

It’s important to note that most of us have 
this going on to some degree at some times. 
When it arises, use it as a signal that you may 
be feeling overwhelmed and to reach out for 
assistance with tasks. Attend to the simple 
things such as taking a break to change your 
thinking. Drink water. Walk around the 
block. But whatever you do, don’t take that 
voice seriously. There’s a world of difference 
between critiquing yourself and just being 
plain old critical. 
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