APPLYING FREUD’S STRUCTURAL MODEL OF
THE PSYCHE TO ANALYZE CHARACTER
BEHAVIOR IN BLACK SWAN

1. Assignment Context

This case study provides a structured essay-style analysis that helps psychology students
understand how to apply psychoanalytic theory—specifically Freud's Id, Ego, and Superego
model—to analyze complex character behavior in visual media. The goal is to model how to
structure such an assignment for maximum clarity and academic scoring.

2. Introduction

Sigmund Freud’s structural model of the psyche divides the mind into three components:
o Id — the instinctual, pleasure-seeking part
o Ego — the rational mediator
e Superego — the moral and societal constraints

This case study analyzes the psychological breakdown of Nina Sayers, the protagonist in the film
Black Swan (2010), to illustrate how conflicting demands from the Id, Ego, and Superego
manifest in behavior and mental disintegration.

3. Character Summary: Nina Sayers

e Role: Professional ballet dancer cast in the lead dual role of White Swan (innocent) and
Black Swan (seductive)

o Psychological State: Highly perfectionist, socially withdrawn, sexually repressed
e Family Context: Dominating mother; infantilization of Nina

e Plot Arc: Transition from rigid control to psychotic breakdown
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4. Theoretical Mapping: Freud’s Structure Applied

Psyche
Y Behavior & Film Evidence
Component
Nina's repressed sexual desires and violent impulses begin to emerge (e.g.,
Id hallucinations of self-harm and sexual aggression). The Id is personified
through her alter ego—"“Black Swan” Nina.
Struggles to maintain control—Nina’s attempts to rehearse, meet expectations,
Ego and manage social norms. The Ego is overwhelmed by increasing hallucinations
and stress.
Internalized voice of her mother, societal perfectionism, and ballet norms. Nina
Superego

feels guilt and shame after acts of autonomy or rebellion.

5. Diagram: Freud’s Model in Context of Nina’s Mind
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6. Psychoanalytic Themes

Theme Manifestation in the Film

Repression Nina’s denial of sexual desire and independence

Projection Imagines rival Lily as threat—projecting her own suppressed aggression
Ego Dissolution Sees herself transforming physically into the Black Swan
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Theme Manifestation in the Film

Death Drive Final act on stage interpreted as fulfillment of artistic perfection through
(Thanatos) self-destruction

7. Excerpt Analysis

Scene: Nina is dancing as the Black Swan, her eyes red, movements aggressive.
Interpretation: The Id takes full control here, overpowering both Ego and Superego. Nina
symbolically kills the White Swan—representing a total psychic breakdown.

8. Assignment Learning Objectives

Skill Assessed Description

Theory Application Uses Freud’s framework clearly and consistently
Critical Film Analysis Interprets scenes beyond surface meaning
Academic Writing Coherent structure with evidence-led paragraphs

Interdisciplinary Thinking Bridges psychology with media studies

9. Sample Essay Conclusion

Nina’s descent into madness in Black Swan represents more than personal struggle; it visualizes
the conflict between the Id’s primal desires, the Superego’s oppressive demands, and the Ego’s
collapsing negotiation. Freud’s model provides a compelling structure to interpret this internal
warfare, with the final act embodying the Ego’s failure and the Id’s fatal triumph.

10. Extension for Students

e Apply the same model to a different film character (e.g., Joker, Don Draper, or Norman
Bates)

o Write a short paper comparing Freud’s model with Jung’s archetypes for Nina’s behavior

o Create a presentation with scene breakdowns and associated psyche components
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