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Preface

IN 1956 WHEN this work was begun I had no conception of what I was undertaking. At that time my object appeared a limited one, namely, to discuss the theoretical implications of some observations of how young children respond to temporary loss of mother. These observations had been made by my colleague, James Robertson, and together he and I were preparing them for publication. A discussion of their theoretical significance seemed desirable and was destined to form the second part of our book.

Events were to prove otherwise. As my study of theory progressed it was gradually borne in upon me that the field I had set out to plough so lightheartedly was no less than the one that Freud had started tilling sixty years earlier, and that it contained all those same rocky excrescences and thorny entanglements that he had encountered and grappled with—love and hate, anxiety and defence, attachment and loss. What had deceived me was that my furrows had been started from a corner diametrically opposite to the one at which Freud had entered and through which analysts have always followed. From a new viewpoint a familiar landscape can sometimes look very different. Not only had I been deceived in the first place, but subsequently progress has been slow. It has also, I believe, often been difficult for colleagues to understand what I am attempting. It may be of help, therefore, if I put my thinking in a historical perspective.

In 1950 I was asked by the World Health Organisation to advise on the mental health of homeless children. This assignment provided a valuable opportunity to meet with many of the leading workers in the field of child care and child psychiatry and to read the literature. As I wrote in the preface to the resulting report (1951), what struck me amongst those I met was the ‘very high degree of agreement existing in regard to both the principles underlying the mental health of children and the practices by which it may be safeguarded’. In the first part of the report I presented evidence and formulated a principle: ‘What is believed to be essential for mental health is that the infant and young child should experience a warm, intimate and continuous relationship with his mother (or permanent mother-substitute) in which both find satisfaction and enjoyment.’ In the second part I outlined the measures that, in the light of these principles, are necessary if the mental health of children separated from their families is to be safeguarded.

The report proved timely. It helped to focus attention on the problem, contributed to improved methods of care, and stimulated both controversy and research. Yet, as more than one reviewer pointed out, the report had at least one grave limitation. Whereas it had much to say about the many kinds of ill effect that evidence shows can be attributed to maternal deprivation and also about practical measures that may prevent or mitigate these ill effects, it said very little indeed about the processes whereby these ill effects are brought into being. How does it come about that one or another of the events included under the general heading of maternal deprivation produces this or that form of psychiatric disturbance? What are the processes at work? Why should things happen this way? What are the other variables that affect outcome, and how do they affect it? On all these issues the monograph is silent, or nearly so.

The reason for this silence was ignorance—my own and others’—which could not possibly have been made good in the few months in which the report had to be written. Sooner or later, I hoped, the gap would be filled, though it was unclear when or how.

It was in this frame of mind that I began to give serious attention to observations my colleague James Robertson had been making. With the help of a small grant from the Sir Halley Stewart Trust he had joined me in 1948 to take part in what was intended to be a systematic inquiry into the whole problem of the effects on personality development of separation from mother in early childhood. During an extended reconnaissance of what was at that time largely virgin ground he had observed a number of young children before, during, and after a stay away from home; most of these children were in their second and third years of life and not only were separated from their mothers but for periods of weeks or months were cared for in settings, such as hospital or residential nursery, in which they had no stable mother-substitute. During this work he had been deeply impressed by the intensity of the distress and misery he was witness to whilst the children were away from home and by the extent and duration of the disturbance that was present after they had returned there. No one reading his written reports or viewing the film record he made of one little girl could be left unmoved. Nevertheless, at that time there was no agreement about the significance or relevance of these observations. Some challenged their validity; others recognised that the responses occurred but attributed them to almost anything but loss of mother-figure; yet others conceded that loss was a relevant variable but held that to mitigate its effects was not too difficult and that loss was therefore of less consequence for pathology than we supposed.

My colleagues and I took a different view. We were confident that the observations were valid; all the evidence pointed to loss of mother-figure as a dominant variable, though not the only one; and our experience suggested that, even when other circumstances were favourable, there was more distress and disturbance than was usually recognised. Indeed, we held the view that the responses of protest, despair, and detachment that typically occur when a young child aged over six months is separated from his mother and in the care of strangers are due mainly to ‘loss of maternal care at this highly dependent, highly vulnerable stage of development’. From empirical observation we suggested that ‘the young child’s hunger for his mother’s love and presence is as great as his hunger for food’, and that in consequence her absence inevitably generates ‘a powerful sense of loss and anger’. We were concerned particularly with the great changes in a child’s relation to his mother that are often to be seen when he returns home after a period away; on the one hand, ‘an intense clinging to the mother which can continue for weeks, months or years’; on the other, ‘a rejection of the mother as a love object, which may be temporary or permanent’. The latter state, to which we later came to refer as detachment, we held to be a result of the child’s feelings for his mother having undergone repression.

Thus we reached the conclusion that loss of mother-figure, either by itself or in combination with other variables yet to be clearly identified, is capable of generating responses and processes that are of the greatest interest to psychopathology. Not only so, but these responses and processes, we concluded, are the very same as are known to be active in older individuals who are still disturbed by separations that they suffered in early life. Amongst these responses and processes and amongst forms of disturbance are, on the one hand, a tendency to make excessive demands on others and to be anxious and angry when they are not met, such as is present in dependent and hysterical personalities; and, on the other, a blockage in the capacity to make deep relationships, such as is present in affectionless and psychopathic personalities. In other words, it seemed to us that when we observe children during and after periods away from mother and in a strange setting we are witnessing responses, and also effects of defensive processes, that are just those that enable us to bridge the gap between an experience of this sort and one or another of the disturbances in personality functioning that may follow.

These conclusions, which sprang naturally from the empirical data, led to a crucial decision of research strategy. Since our aim was to understand how these pathological processes originate and develop, we decided that henceforward we would take as our principal data detailed records of how young children respond to the experiences of being separated from and later of being reunited with mother. Such data, we had come to believe, are of great intrinsic interest and an essential complement to data of a traditional kind derived from the treatment of older subjects. The thinking underlying this decision and some of the original data are reported in papers published between 1952 and 1954; and a film was published during the same period.1

During the years that have elapsed since this decision was taken my colleagues and I have given much time to the scrutiny of data already collected, the collection and analysis of further data, the comparison of these data with data from other sources, and an examination of their theoretical implications. Amongst the fruits of this work already published is a volume, Brief Separations (1966), in which Christoph Heinicke and Ilse Westheimer study responses to be seen during and after a brief separation experienced in a defined setting. In that study not only were the responses observed and recorded in a more systematic way than had been possible in earlier studies but the behaviour of the separated children was compared statistically with the behaviour shown by a matched sample of children living in their own homes and not separated. Within its limits the findings of this later study confirm the less systematic but more extensive findings of James Robertson and amplify them at a number of points.

In a series of papers published between 1958 and 1963 I have myself discussed some of the theoretical problems raised by these observations. The present three volumes cover the same ground, but do so in a more rigorous way. There is also much additional material.

Volume I is devoted to problems originally tackled in the first paper of the series, ‘The nature of the child’s tie to his mother’ (1958). In order effectively to present the theory to be advanced, which is attempted in Parts III and IV, it has been necessary to discuss first the whole problem of instinctive behaviour and how best to conceptualise it. The rather long discussion entailed constitutes Part II of the volume. It is preceded by two chapters forming Part I: the first sets out systematically some of the assumptions from which I start and compares them with Freud’s; the second reviews the empirical observations on which I am drawing and gives a précis of them. The aim of all the chapters of Parts I and II is to clarify and make more explicit the concepts with which I am working, since these, because they are unfamiliar, have proved puzzling to many clinicians otherwise sympathetic to the work.

Volume II, Separation, deals with problems originally tackled in the second and third papers of the series: ‘Separation anxiety’ (1960a) and ‘Separation anxiety: a critical review of the literature’ (1961a).

The third volume, Loss, deals with problems originally tackled in the subsequent papers: ‘Grief and mourning in infancy and early childhood’ (1960b); ‘Processes of mourning’ (1961b); and ‘Pathological mourning and childhood mourning’ (1963).

Throughout this inquiry my frame of reference has been that of psychoanalysis. There are several reasons for this. The first is that my early thinking on the subject was inspired by psychoanalytic work—my own and others’. A second is that, despite limitations, psychoanalysis remains the most serviceable and the most used of any present-day theory of psychopathology. A third and most important is that, whereas all the central concepts of my schema—object relations, separation anxiety, mourning, defence, trauma, sensitive periods in early life—are the stock-in-trade of psychoanalytic thinking, until recently they have been given but scant attention by other behavioural disciplines.

In the course of his explorations Freud followed many different lines of thought and tried many possible theoretical constructions. Since his death the contradictions and ambiguities he left behind have caused unease and there have been attempts to tidy up: certain of his theories have been selected and elaborated, others laid aside and neglected. Because some of my ideas are alien to the theoretical traditions that have become established, and so have met with strong criticism, I have been at some pains to show that most of them are by no means alien to what Freud himself thought and wrote. On the contrary, as I hope to show, a great number of the central concepts of my schema are to be found plainly stated by Freud.

Preface to the Second Edition

The principal reason for preparing a revised edition of this work is that during the past fifteen years there have been major developments in the thinking of biologists studying the social behaviour of species other than man. These developments have necessitated significant changes in a few places in Part II, namely the last two sections of Chapter 3 (especially pp. 53–7), in the sub-section of Chapter 8 on altruistic behaviour (pp. 131–2), and in the opening paragraph of Chapter 9 (p. 141).

Another reason is that, since the publication of the first edition, ideas about attachment have been at the centre of much theoretical discussion and have also provided guidelines for empirical research of the greatest interest. It seemed timely, therefore, to add two new chapters in which certain of the theoretical problems could be clarified and some of the more important research findings described. To provide space, the Appendix reviewing the earlier literature on the nature of the child’s tie to his mother has been omitted.

In Part III few changes have been required, though opportunity has been taken to revise the section of Chapter 11 on non-human primates to take account of the most recent findings.

In Part IV a large number of incidental revisions have been called for as a result of the intensive research on the early years of human life undertaken during recent years; and attention is drawn to new findings described in more detail in Chapter 18.

The many new publications referred to in the text are incorporated in the revised References. Indexes also have been revised.

1 These papers, from which the passages quoted are taken, are as follows: Robertson and Bowlby (1952); Bowlby, Robertson, and Rosenbluth (1952); Bowlby (1953); Robertson (1953); and Ainsworth and Bowlby (1954). The film is Robertson (1952).


Part I

THE TASK


Chapter 1

Point of View

The extraordinary intricacy of all the factors to be taken into consideration leaves only one way of presenting them open to us. We must select first one and then another point of view, and follow it up through the material as long as the application of it seems to yield results.

SIGMUND FREUD (1915b)1

DURING NEARLY FIFTY years of psychoanalytic investigation Freud tried first one and then another point of view from which to start his inquiries. Dreams, the symptoms of neurotic patients, the behaviour of primitive peoples were amongst the varied data he studied. But, although in his search for explanation he was in each case led to events of early childhood, he himself only rarely drew for his basic data on direct observation of children. The result is that most of the concepts that psychoanalysts have about early childhood have been arrived at by a process of historical reconstruction based on data derived from older subjects. This remains true even of ideas that stem from child analysis: the events and processes inferred belong to a phase of life that is already passed.

The point of view from which this work starts is different. For reasons that are described in the preface it is believed that observation of how a very young child behaves towards his mother, both in her presence and especially in her absence, can contribute greatly to our understanding of personality development. When removed from mother by strangers young children respond usually with great intensity; and after reunion with her they show commonly either a heightened degree of separation anxiety or else an unusual detachment. Since a change in relations of one or other of these kinds, or even of both compounded, is frequent in subjects suffering from psychoneurosis and other forms of emotional disturbance, it seemed promising to select these observations as a starting-point; and having adopted this point of view to ‘follow it up through the material as long as the application of it seems to yield results’.

Because this starting-point differs so much from the one to which psychoanalysts are accustomed, it may be useful to specify it more precisely and to elaborate the reasons for adopting it.

Psychoanalytic theory is an attempt to explain the functioning of personality, in both its healthy and its pathological aspects, in terms of ontogenesis. In creating this body of theory not only Freud but virtually all subsequent analysts have worked from an end-product backwards. Primary data are derived from studying, in the analytic setting, a personality more or less developed and already functioning more or less well; from those data the attempt is made to reconstruct the phases of personality that have preceded what is now seen.

In many respects what is attempted here is the opposite. Using as primary data observations of how very young children behave in defined situations, an attempt is made to describe certain early phases of personality functioning and, from them, to extrapolate forwards. In particular, the aim is to describe certain patterns of response that occur regularly in early childhood and, thence, to trace out how similar patterns of response are to be discerned in the functioning of later personality. The change in perspective is radical. It entails taking as our starting-point, not this or that symptom or syndrome that is giving trouble, but an event or experience deemed to be potentially pathogenic to the developing personality.

Thus, whereas almost all present-day psychoanalytical theory starts with a clinical syndrome or symptom—for example, stealing, or depression, or schizophrenia—and makes hypotheses about events and processes which are thought to have contributed to its development, the perspective adopted here starts with a class of event—loss of mother-figure in infancy or early childhood—and attempts thence to trace the psychological and psychopathological processes that commonly result. It starts in fact with the traumatic experience and works prospectively.

A shift of this kind in research orientation is still unusual in psychiatry. In physiological medicine, on the other hand, it occurred long ago and an illustration drawn from that field may help to illustrate the point. When a study of the pathology of chronic infection of the lungs is undertaken today, an investigator is no longer likely to start with a group of cases all showing chronic infection and attempt to discover the infective agent or agents that are at work. It is more likely that he will start with a specified agent, perhaps tubercle or actino-mycosis or some newly identified virus, in order to study the physiological and physiopathological processes to which it gives rise. In so doing he may discover many things which are not immediately relevant to chronic infective pulmonary conditions. Not only may he throw light on certain acute infectious and sub-clinical conditions, but he is almost sure to discover that infections of other organs besides lungs are the work of the pathogenic organism he has selected for study. No longer is his centre of interest a particular clinical syndrome; it has become instead the manifold sequelae of a particular pathogenic agent.

The pathogenic agent the effects of which are to be discussed is loss of mother-figure during the period between about six months and six years of age. Before considering the basic observations that are used, however, it is well to complete the description of the ways in which the approach adopted differs from the traditional one and to discuss a few of the criticisms that it has met with.

Some characteristics of the present approach

One of the differences has already been alluded to. Instead of data obtained in the treatment of patients, the data drawn on are observations of the behaviour of young children in real-life situations. Now such data are sometimes regarded as of only peripheral concern to our science. Occasionally comment implies that, by its very nature, the direct observation of behaviour can provide information of only a superficial kind and that it contrasts sharply with what, it is held, is the almost direct access to psychical functioning that obtains during psychoanalytic treatment. As a result, whenever direct observation of behaviour confirms conclusions reached in the treatment of patients it is regarded as of interest, whereas when it points in some other direction it is apt to be laid aside as of little import.

Now I believe an attitude of this sort to be based on fallacious premises. In the first place we must not overrate the data we obtain in analytic sessions. So far from our having direct access to psychical processes, what confronts us is a complex web of free associations, reports of past events, comments about the current situation, and the patient’s behaviour. In trying to understand these diverse manifestations we inevitably select and arrange them according to our preferred schema; and in trying to infer what psychical processes may lie behind them we inevitably leave the world of observation and enter the world of theory. Whilst the manifestations of psychical processes met with in the consulting room are often unusually rich and varied, we are nonetheless still far from having opportunity for direct observation of psychical process.

Indeed, the opposite is probably nearer the truth. Philosophers of mind hold that, in the life of an individual, it is the ‘patterns of behaviour’ perceptible in infancy that ‘must be the original endowment from which the purely mental states develop’; and that what is later regarded as ‘inner’, be it an emotion, an affect, or a fantasy, is ‘a residue’ that remains when all forms of associated behaviour are reduced to vanishing point (Hampshire, 1962). Since the capacity to restrict associated behaviour increases with age, it is evident that the younger the subject the more likely are his behaviour and his mental state to be the two sides of a single coin. Provided observations are skilled and detailed, therefore, a record of the behaviour of very young children can be regarded as a useful index of their concurrent mental state.

In the second place, those who are sceptical of the value of direct observation of behaviour habitually underrate the diversity and richness of the data that can be obtained. When young children are observed in situations that lead to anxiety and distress it is possible to obtain data that are plainly relevant to many concepts central to our discipline—love, hate, and ambivalence; security, anxiety, and mourning; displacement, splitting, and repression. It will, indeed, be argued that observation of the onset of detached behaviour in a child who is spending a few weeks in strange surroundings away from his mother is as close as we can get to observing repression actually occurring.

The truth is that neither class of data is intrinsically better than the other. Each is relevant to the problems with which psychoanalysis grapples and the contribution made by each is likely to be enhanced when seen in conjunction with the contribution made by the other. Binocular vision is better than the vision of either eye used separately.

Another way in which the approach adopted differs from the traditional psychoanalytic one is that it draws heavily on observations of how members of other species respond to similar situations of presence or absence of mother; and that it makes use of the wide range of new concepts that ethologists have developed to explain them.

A main reason for valuing ethology is that it provides a wide range of new concepts to try out in our theorising. Many of them are concerned with the formation of intimate social bonds—such as those tying offspring to parents, parents to offspring, and members of the two sexes (and sometimes of the same sex) to each other. Others are concerned with conflict behaviour and ‘displacement activity’; others again with the development of pathological fixations, in the form either of maladaptive behaviour patterns or of unsuitable objects to which behaviour is directed. We know now that man has no monopoly either of conflict or of behaviour pathology. A canary that first starts building its nest when insufficient building material is available not only will develop pathological nest-building behaviour but will persist in such behaviour even when, later, suitable material can be had. A goose can court a dog-kennel and mourn when it is overturned. Ethological data and concepts are therefore concerned with phenomena at least comparable to those we as analysts try to understand in man.

Nevertheless, until the concepts of ethology have been tried out in the field of human behaviour we shall be in no position to determine how useful they are. Every ethologist knows that, however valuable a knowledge of related species may be in suggesting what to look for in a new species under investigation, it is never permissible to extrapolate from one species to another. Man is neither a monkey nor a white rat, let alone a canary or a cichlid fish. Man is a species in his own right with certain unusual characteristics. It may be therefore that none of the ideas stemming from studies of lower species is relevant. Yet this seems improbable. In the fields of infant-feeding, of reproduction, and of excretion we share anatomical and physiological features with lower species, and it would be odd were we to share none of the behavioural features that go with them. Furthermore, it is in early childhood, especially the preverbal period, that we might expect to find these features in least-modified form. May it not be that some at least of the neurotic tendencies and personality deviations that stem from the early years are to be understood as due to disturbance in the development of these bio-psychological processes? Whether the answer proves to be ‘yes’ or ‘no’ it is only common sense to explore the possibility.

Where Freud Stands

So far four characteristics of the point of view adopted have been described—a prospective approach, a focus on a pathogen and its sequelae, direct observation of young children, and a use of animal data—and reasons have been given for favouring each of them. Because few psychoanalysts adopt this standpoint, however, and because fear is sometimes expressed that to work from it represents a break with tradition that may be dangerous, it is of interest to see where Freud stands. In respect of each of the four characteristics in turn, first Freud’s views are described and then the position adopted in this book is elaborated.

In a paper of 1920 Freud discusses the serious limitations of the retrospective method. He notes:

So long as we trace the development from its final outcome backwards, the chain of events appears continuous, and we feel we have gained an insight which is completely satisfactory or even exhaustive. But if we proceed the reverse way, if we start from the premises inferred from the analysis and try to follow these up to the final result, then we no longer get the impression of an inevitable sequence of events which could not have been otherwise determined. We notice at once that there might have been another result, and that we might have been just as well able to understand and explain the latter. The synthesis is thus not so satisfactory as the analysis; in other words, from a knowledge of the premises we could not have foretold the nature of the result.

A main reason for this limitation, Freud points out, is our ignorance of the relative strengths of different aetiological factors. He cautions:

Even supposing that we have a complete knowledge of the aetiological factors that decide a given result … we never know beforehand which of the determining factors will prove the weaker or the stronger. We only say at the end that those which succeeded must have been the stronger. Hence the chain of causation can always be recognized with certainty if we follow the line of analysis, whereas to predict it along the line of synthesis is impossible (Freud, 1920b, S.E., 18, pp. 167–8).

This passage shows plainly that Freud was in no doubt what the limitations of the traditional method of inquiry are. Though a retrospective method provides much evidence regarding the kinds of factor that are likely to be aetiological, not only may it fail to identify all of them but it is in no position to evaluate the relative strengths of those it does identify. The complementary roles in psychoanalysis of retrospective and prospective studies are indeed only a special instance of the complementary roles in other spheres of knowledge of the historical method and the method of the natural sciences.

Although in every kind of historical study the retrospective method has an established place and many and great contributions to its credit, the method’s inability to determine the relative parts that different factors play in causation is an acknowledged weakness. Where the historical method is weak, however, that of the natural sciences is strong. As is well known, scientific method requires that, having examined our problem, we frame one or more hypotheses regarding the causes of the events in which we are interested, and do so in such a way that from them testable predictions can be deduced. On the accuracy of such predictions hypotheses stand or fall.

There can be no doubt that if psychoanalysis is to attain full status as one of the behavioural sciences, it must add to its traditional method the tried methods of the natural sciences. Whilst the historical method will always be a principal method of the consulting room (as it continues to be in all branches of medicine), for research purposes it can and should be augmented by the method of hypothesis, deductive prediction, and test. The material of this book is presented as a preliminary step in the application of this method. Throughout, the aim has been to concentrate on events and their effects on children, and to cast theory in a form which lends itself to predictions that are testable. To frame such predictions in detail and to test even a few of them are tasks for the future.

As both Rickman (1951) and Ezriel (1951) have argued, prediction and test can, if we wish, be employed during the treatment of patients; but such procedures can never test hypotheses about earlier development. For testing the developmental theory of psychoanalysis, therefore, predictions made on the basis of direct observation of infants and young children, and often tested by the same method, are indispensable.

In employing this method it is necessary to begin by selecting a proposed aetiological factor to see whether it indeed has all or any of the effects attributed to it. This brings us to the second feature of the approach—the study of a particular pathogenic agent and its sequelae.

In considering Freud’s views on this matter it is necessary to distinguish between his views on aetiological factors in general and his views on the role of the particular factor that has been selected for study here. We start with his general position.

When we examine Freud’s views on factors that are causative of neuroses and allied disturbances we find that they centre always on the concept of trauma. This is as much so in his final formulations as in his earliest ones—a fact that has tended to be forgotten. Thus, in each of his very late works, Moses and Monotheism (1939) and the Outline (1940), he gives a number of pages to a discussion of the nature of trauma, the age-range during which the individual appears to be specially vulnerable, the kinds of event that may be traumatic, and the effects that they seem to have on the developing psyche.

Of these, it is the nature of trauma that is central to Freud’s thesis. He concludes, as others have done, that there are two sorts of factor engaged—the event itself and the constitution of the individual experiencing it; in other words, that trauma is a function of interaction. When an experience evokes unusual pathological reaction, Freud argues, the reason is that it makes excessive demands on the personality; it does so, he postulates, by exposing the personality to quantities of excitation greater than it can deal with.

As regards constitutional factors, Freud supposes that individuals must vary in the extent to which they can meet such demands, so that ‘something acts as a trauma in the case of one constitution but in the case of another would have no such effect’ (S.E., 23, p. 73). At the same time, he holds, there is a particular phase of life, the first five or six years, during which every human being tends to be vulnerable. The reason for this, he believes, is that at that age ‘the ego … is feeble, immature and incapable of resistance’. In consequence, the ego ‘fails to deal with tasks which it could cope with later on with utmost ease’, and instead resorts to repression or splitting. This, Freud believes, is the reason that ‘neuroses are acquired only in early childhood’ (S.E., 23, pp. 184–5).

When Freud speaks of ‘early childhood’, it is important to remember he has in mind a period of several years; in Moses he refers to the first five years and in the Outline to the first six. Within this span, he thinks, ‘the periods between the ages of two and four seem to be the most important’ (S.E., 23, p. 74). The early months are not especially in his mind, and he expresses himself uncertain of their significance: ‘How long after birth this period of receptivity begins’, he writes, ‘cannot be determined with certainty’ (S.E., 23, p. 74).

This, then, is Freud’s general theory of aetiology. The particular theory advanced here conforms closely to it. Separation from mother, it is argued, can be traumatic within the definition proposed by Freud, especially when a child is removed to a strange place with strange people; furthermore, the period of life during which evidence shows it to be traumatic coincides closely with the period of childhood that Freud postulates is specially vulnerable. The following brief sketch of how the views advanced about separation from mother fit Freud’s concept of trauma affords an opportunity to outline the central thesis of this book.

Freud defines his concept of trauma in terms of causal conditions and of psychological consequences. In both respects separation from mother in the early years fits. As regards the causal conditions, separation in a strange setting is known to induce intense distress over a long period; this is in keeping with Freud’s hypothesis that trauma results when the mental apparatus is subjected to excessive quantities of excitation. As regards consequences, it can be demonstrated that the psychological changes that regularly succeed the prolonged distress of separation are none other than repression, splitting, and denial; and these, of course, are precisely the defensive processes that Freud postulates are the result of trauma—are, indeed, the processes to account for which Freud advanced his theory of trauma. Thus, it can be shown that the aetiological agent selected for study is simply a particular example of the kind of event that Freud conceived as traumatic. As a result the theory of neurosis elaborated here is in many respects a variant only of the traumatic theory advanced by Freud.

Nevertheless it must be noted that, although separation from mother fits well with Freud’s general theory of neurosis and, moreover, that separation anxiety, loss, and mourning are given an increasingly important place in his theorising, only on rare occasions does he single out an event of separation or loss in the early years as a source of trauma. When he refers to the sorts of event that can be traumatic Freud, in his later writings, is rather guarded; indeed, the terms he uses to describe them are so general and abstract that it is by no means always clear what he has in mind. For example, in Moses and Monotheism he states only that ‘They relate to impressions of a sexual and aggressive nature, and no doubt also to early injuries to the ego (narcissistic mortifications)’ (S.E., 23, p. 74). Admittedly, a commonly held view is that early separation is to be understood as an early injury to the ego; but, although there is no doubt that early separation can injure the ego, whether this was Freud’s view is uncertain. Whilst, therefore, separation from mother in the early years fits perfectly Freud’s definition of traumatic event, it cannot be said that he ever gave serious attention to it as a particular class of traumatic event.

The third feature of the approach adopted here is the use made of data derived from direct observation of behaviour; and, as with the first two features, this one also is found to be closely in accord with Freud’s views.

First, it should be noted that, although Freud only rarely draws on the data of direct observation, one or two of the occasions when he does so are key ones. Instances are the cotton-reel incident on which he bases much of his argument in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (S.E., 18, pp. 14–16), and the agonising reappraisal of the theory of anxiety that he undertakes in Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety (1926). There, when faced with complex and contradictory conclusions about anxiety, Freud seeks and finds terra firma in observations of how young children behave when alone, or in the dark, or with strangers (S.E., 20, p. 136). It is on that foundation that the whole of his new formulation rests.

Secondly, it is interesting to find that twenty years before this, in his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), Freud had explicitly commended direct observation of children as complementary to investigation by means of psychoanalysis:

Psycho-analytic investigation, reaching back into childhood from a later time, and contemporary observation of children combine … The direct observation of children has the disadvantage of working upon data which are easily misunderstood; psycho-analysis is made difficult by the fact that it can only reach its data, as well as its conclusions, after long détours. But by co-operation the two methods can attain a satisfactory degree of certainty in their findings (S.E., 7, p. 201).

The fourth feature of the approach adopted here is the use made of animal studies. Whoever may still be sceptical whether knowledge of animal behaviour can help our understanding of man can find no support from Freud. Not only is it known that he made a close study of Romanes’s Mental Evolution in Man (1888),2 much of which is devoted to reviewing the significance of animal data, but in his final work, the Outline, Freud expresses the opinion that the ‘general schematic picture of a psychical apparatus may be supposed to apply as well to the higher animals which resemble man mentally’. And it is possible to detect a note of regret as he concludes, ‘Animal psychology has not yet taken in hand the interesting problem which is here presented’ (S.E., 23, p. 147).

Admittedly studies of animal behaviour still have far to go before they can cast light on the kinds of process and structure Freud had in mind. Yet, during the years since Freud wrote the Outline, the brilliant studies of animal behaviour that have been made and the new concepts advanced could hardly have failed to attract his attention and arouse his interest.

Theories of motivation

In regard to the four features so far discussed, therefore, the approach adopted in this book, though unfamiliar to many psychoanalysts and as yet unexploited, is one with which Freud plainly would have found no difficulty. Nevertheless, there are certain other features of the approach that do differ from Freud’s. Of these by far the main one concerns the theory of motivation. Since the theories that Freud advanced regarding drive and instinct are at the heart of psychoanalytic metapsychology, whenever an analyst departs from them it is apt to cause bewilderment or even consternation. Before going further, therefore, let me orient the reader as to the position taken. The work of Rapaport and Gill (1959) provides a useful point of reference.

In their ‘attempt to state explicitly and systematically that body of assumptions which constitutes psychoanalytic metapsychology’, Rapaport and Gill classify assumptions according to certain points of view. They identify five such viewpoints, each of which requires that whatever psychoanalytic explanation of a psychological phenomenon is offered must include propositions of a certain sort. The five viewpoints and the sort of proposition each demands are held to be the following:

The Dynamic: This point of view demands propositions concerning the psychological forces involved in a phenomenon.

The Economic: This demands propositions concerning the psychological energy involved in a phenomenon.

The Structural: This demands propositions concerning the abiding psychological configurations (structures) involved in a phenomenon.

The Genetic: This demands propositions concerning the psychological origin and development of a phenomenon.

The Adaptive: This demands propositions concerning the relationship of a phenomenon to the environment.

Now there is no difficulty with the structural, the genetic, and the adaptive. Propositions of a genetic and adaptive sort are found throughout this book; and, in any theory of defence, there must be many of a structural kind. The points of view not adopted are the dynamic and the economic. There are therefore no propositions concerning psychological energy or psychological forces; concepts such as conservation of energy, entropy, direction and magnitude of force are all missing. In later chapters an attempt is made to fill the resulting gap. Meanwhile let us consider briefly the origins and status of the points of view abandoned.

A model of the psychical apparatus that pictures behaviour as a resultant of a hypothetical psychical energy that is seeking discharge was adopted by Freud almost at the beginning of his psychoanalytical work. ‘We assume,’ he wrote many years later in the Outline, ‘as other natural sciences have led us to expect, that in mental life some kind of energy is at work …’ But the energy conceived is of a sort different from the energy of physics and consequently is termed by Freud ‘nervous or psychical energy’ (S.E., 23, pp. 163–4). Because it is necessary clearly to distinguish this kind of model from those models that, whilst presupposing physical energy, exclude any other sort of energy, the model conceived by Freud is referred to henceforward as a ‘psychical energy model’.

Although from time to time details of the psychical energy model underwent change, Freud never considered abandoning it for any other kind of model. Nor have more than a handful of other analysts. What, then, are the reasons that have led me to do so?

First, it is important to remember that the origin of Freud’s model lay, not in his clinical work with patients, but in ideas he had learned previously from his teachers—the physiologist Brücke, the psychiatrist Meynert, and the physician Breuer. These ideas stemmed from Fechner (1801–1887) and Helmholtz (1821–1894), and before them from Herbart (1776–1841); and, as Jones remarks, by the time Freud became interested in them, they were already ‘both familiar and widely accepted throughout the educated, and particularly the scientific world’ (Jones, 1953, p. 414). The psychical energy model is, therefore, a theoretical model brought by Freud to psychoanalysis: it is in no way a model derived by him from the practice of psychoanalysis.3

Secondly, the model represents an attempt to conceptualise the data of psychology in terms analogous to those of the physics and chemistry current in the second half of the nineteenth century. Impressed especially by the use physicists were making of the concept of energy, and by the principle of its conservation, Helmholtz held that, throughout science, real causes must be thought of as being some kind of ‘force’; and he was busy applying such ideas to his work in physiology. Accordingly Freud, eager to frame his concepts in terms of a proper science, borrowed and elaborated a model that had been built with these concepts by Fechner. The principal features of Freud’s model are: (a) that ‘in mental functions something is to be distinguished—a quota of affect or sum of excitation—which possesses all the characteristics of a quantity …. which is capable of increase, diminution, displacement and discharge’ and which is pictured as analogous to an electric charge (Freud, 1894, S.E., 3, p. 60); and (b) that the mental apparatus is governed by two closely related principles, the principle of inertia and the principle of constancy, the former stating that the mental apparatus endeavours to keep the quantity of excitation present in it as low as possible, and the latter that it tends to keep it constant.4

Thirdly and most important, the psychical energy model is logically unrelated to the concepts that Freud, and everyone since, regards as truly central to psychoanalysis—the role of unconscious mental processes, repression as a process actively keeping them unconscious, transference as a main determinant of behaviour, the origin of neurosis in childhood trauma. Not one of these concepts bears any intrinsic relation to a psychical energy model; and when this model is discarded all four remain intact and unchanged. The psychical energy model is a possible model for explaining the data to which Freud drew attention: it is certainly not a necessary one.

The points to be emphasised are, first, that Freud’s psychical energy model originated outside psychoanalysis, and, secondly, that a main motive for his introducing it was in order to ensure that his psychology conformed to what he believed to be the best scientific ideas of the day. Nothing in his clinical observations required or even suggested such a model—as a reading of his early case studies shows. No doubt partly because Freud adhered to the model throughout his lifetime and partly because nothing compellingly better has been available most analysts have continued to employ it.

Now there is nothing unscientific in utilising, for the interpretation of data, any model that seems promising; and there is therefore nothing unscientific either in Freud’s introduction of his model or in his own or others’ employment of it. Nevertheless, the question arises whether there may by now be an alternative better suited for the purpose in hand.

Within the psychoanalytic movement itself there have, of course, been several attempts either to augment or to replace Freud’s model. Amongst these attempts are a number that concentrate on the individual’s strong tendency to seek relationships with other persons, or parts of other persons, and that regard this tendency as representing a primary principle and therefore either of equal importance in psychical life to the discharge (Nirvana) principle and the pleasure principle, or as an alternative to them. Unlike the psychical energy model, it should be noted, object-relational models are derived from clinical experience and from the data obtained during analysis of patients. Once the importance of transference material is recognised, indeed, some model of this kind is forced upon us; and from Freud onwards some such model is present in the thinking of all practising analysts. The issue, therefore, is not whether this type of model is useful but whether it is used as a supplement to a psychical energy model or as a replacement of it.

Of the many analysts since Freud who have contributed to object-relations theory probably the four most influential have been Melanie Klein, Balint, Winnicott, and Fairbairn. Though the versions of theory each advances have much in common, they also differ in a number of ways. For present purposes the most important difference between them is the extent to which a theory is a pure object-relational theory or a composite theory in which object-relational concepts are combined with concepts of psychical energy. Of the four theories, Melanie Klein’s is the most complex because of the emphasis she places on the role of a death instinct; and Fairbairn’s is the most pure because of his explicit rejection of all non-object-relational concepts.5

Because the theory advanced here derives from object-relations theory, it owes much to the work of these four British analysts. Nevertheless, it adopts the position of none of them closely and at some points differs greatly from each. It differs from all four, moreover, in one principal way: it draws on a new type of instinct theory.6 An absence of any alternative theory of instinct to Freud’s constitutes, I believe, the biggest single shortcoming of each of the current object-relations theories.

The model of instinctive behaviour employed is, like Freud’s, imported from neighbouring disciplines and, also like his, is a reflection of the scientific climate of the times. It derives partly from ethology and partly from such models as those suggested by Miller, Galanter, and Pribram in Plans and the Structure of Behavior (1960) and by Young in A Model of the Brain (1964). In the place of psychical energy and its discharge, the central concepts are those of behavioural systems and their control, of information, negative feedback, and a behavioural form of homeostasis. The more complex forms of instinctive behaviour are regarded as resulting from the execution of plans that, depending on the species, are more or less flexible. Execution of a plan, it is supposed, is initiated on the receipt of certain information (derived by the sense organs either from external sources or from internal sources, or from a combination of the two) and guided, and ultimately terminated, by the continuous reception of further sets of information that have their origin in the results of the action taken (and are derived, in the same way, by the sense organs from external, internal, or combined sources). In the determination of the plans themselves and of the signals that control their execution, both learned and unlearned components are assumed to enter. As regards the energy necessary to make the whole work, none is postulated, except, of course, the energy of physics: that is what differentiates the model from the traditional theory.7

These, in short, are a few of the essential features of the model employed. In Part II of this volume (after some empirical data have been considered in the next chapter) the model is amplified. Meanwhile, a brief indication is given of three shortcomings that are present, it is thought, in a psychical energy model and are avoided, or at least reduced, in the new model. They concern the way in which the theory deals with termination of action, the theory’s testability, and the relation of the concepts used to those of current biological science.

Comparison of Old and New Models

Action not only starts but stops. In a model that employs psychical energy the start is thought of as resulting from an accumulation of psychical energy and its ending is thought of as due to an exhaustion of that energy. Before a performance can be repeated, therefore, a fresh supply of psychical energy must be accumulated. A great deal of behaviour, however, is not easily explained in this way. For example, a baby may cease to cry when he sees his mother and resume soon afterwards when she disappears from sight; and the process may be repeated several times. In such a case, it is difficult to suppose that cessation of crying and its resumption are caused by first a drop and then a rise in the amount of psychical energy available. There is a similar problem about the nest-building of birds. When the nest is complete the bird stops building; but if the nest is then removed it soon repeats its performance. Again, it is not easy to suppose that the repetition is due to a sudden access of a special energy—and one that would not have occurred had the nest been left in situ. In each case, on the other hand, the change of behaviour is readily understood as due to signals arising from a change in the environment. The matter is discussed further in Chapter 6.

The second shortcoming of the psychical energy model of psychoanalysis, as of other similar models, lies in its limited degree of testability. As Popper (1934) has argued, what distinguishes a scientific theory from other sorts of theory is not how it originates but the fact that it can be and is tested, not only once but over and over again. The more frequently and rigorously a theory has been tested and has stood up, the higher its scientific status; from which it follows that, other things being equal, the better testable a theory the better is it for purposes of science. In physics, energy is defined in terms of an ability to do work, and work can be measured in foot-pounds or their equivalents. The theory of physical energy, therefore, can be, and frequently has been, subjected to test by determining whether predictions about work deduced from it prove valid or false. So far, of course, the many predictions tested have proved valid. For Freud’s theory of psychical energy, on the other hand, as for all similar theories, no tests of an analogous kind have yet been proposed. Thus the theory of psychical energy remains untested; and until it is defined in terms of something that can be observed, and preferably measured, it must be regarded as still untestable. For a scientific theory this is a serious shortcoming.

The third shortcoming of the model stems, ironically, from what must have seemed to Freud its main strength. For Freud the psychical energy model was an attempt to conceptualise the data of psychology in terms analogous to those of the physics and chemistry current at the time he began his work, and thus was thought to have the great virtue of linking psychology to science proper. Nowadays it has precisely the opposite effect. Models of motivation that assume the existence of a special form of energy distinct from physical energy do not commend themselves to biologists (Hinde, 1966); nor is it supposed that the principle of entropy applies to living as it does to non-living systems. Instead, in biological theory today, the operation of physical energy is taken for granted, and the main emphases are on concepts of organisation and information, which are concepts independent of matter and energy, and on the living organism as an open not a closed system. As a result the psychical energy model, so far from integrating psychoanalysis with present-day science, has the opposite effect: it is a barrier.

The model employed in this book does not, it is claimed, suffer from these shortcomings. By utilising the concept of feedback, it gives as much attention to the conditions that terminate an act as to those that initiate one. Through being closely related to observable data it is testable. By being cast in terms of control theory and evolution theory, the model links psychoanalysis to the main corpus of present-day biology. Finally, it is claimed, it can give a simpler and more consistent explanation of the data with which psychoanalysis is concerned than does the psychical energy model.

These, it is realised, are large claims and may not be readily acceptable. The purpose in stating them is to explain why this new model is employed and why, therefore, certain of the main metapsychological concepts of psychoanalysis are not utilised. Thus Freud’s instinct theory, the pleasure principle, and the traditional theory of defence are three examples out of many that could be cited of formulations which, because they are cast in terms of a psychical energy model, are regarded as unsatisfactory as they stand. At the same time, it is clear, no analyst will discard such theories unless at least two conditions are fulfilled: first, that the data the theories are intended to explain are respected, and, secondly, that new theories at least as good as the old ones are available as alternatives. These are stringent conditions.

It is evident that the difficulties confronting anyone who attempts a reformulation of this kind are numerous and big. One difficulty especially should be called to the reader’s attention. During the seventy years since psychoanalysis was born the traditional model has come to be applied to almost all aspects of mental life; and as a result it now provides an explanation, more or less satisfactory, for most of the problems met with. In this regard, obviously, no new theory can compete. To start with, inevitably, each new theory can show its paces only in selected areas—much as a new political party can compete in only a few constituencies. Not until it has proved itself in a limited area can a theory’s application be extended and its more general usefulness be tested. How widely applicable and useful the theory advanced here will prove to be is therefore a matter for investigation. Meanwhile, the reader is asked to judge the theory, not on what it has yet to tackle, but on the measure of success it achieves within the limited field to which it is so far applied. ‘The extraordinary intricacy of all the factors to be taken into consideration leaves only one way of presenting them open to us.…’

To conclude this orienting chapter it may be of interest to consider how Freud might have been expected to greet these innovations. Would he have found them alien to his conception of psychoanalysis or would he, perhaps, have found them strange but legitimate as alternative ways of ordering the data? A reading of his work leaves little doubt what the answer would be. Time and again he emphasises the very tentative status of his theories and recognises that scientific theories, like other living things, are born, live, and die. He writes:

a science erected on empirical interpretation … will gladly content itself with nebulous, scarcely imaginable basic concepts which it hopes [either] to apprehend more clearly in the course of its development or … to replace by others. For these ideas are not the foundation of science, [which] is observation alone …, but the top of the whole structure and they can be replaced and discarded without damaging it (S.E., 14, p. 77).

In his Autobiographical Study (1925) he speaks in the same vein, referring blithely to the ‘speculative superstructure of psycho-analysis, any portion of which can be abandoned or changed without loss or regret the moment its inadequacy has been proved’ (S.E., 20, p. 32).

The two questions to which we must constantly address ourselves are, therefore, how adequate to the data is this or that theory and how can we submit it most effectively to test? It is hoped that the theories advanced here will be scrutinised and criticised with these questions in mind.

Note on the concept of feedback in Freud’s theorising

As remarked in the footnote to page 18 it is possible that in some respects the theory of motivation advanced in this book is not quite as different from some of Freud’s ideas as I, and others, might suppose.

In recent years there has been renewed interest in the neurological model presented by Freud in his Project for a Scientific Psychology, written in 1895 but unpublished in his lifetime. A neurophysiologist, Pribram (1962), calls attention to many features of the model, including negative feedback, that, even by today’s standards, are sophisticated. Strachey (1966), in his Introduction to the new translation, also draws attention to resemblances between Freud’s early ideas and modern concepts: for example, ‘there is, in Freud’s account of the mechanism of perception, the introduction of the fundamental notion of feedback as a means of correcting errors in the machine’s own dealings with the environment’ (S.E., 1, pp. 292–3).

The presence of these ideas in the Project leads Strachey to believe that the model of instinctive behaviour advanced here, especially the concept of action being terminated by the perception of environmental change, is less different from Freud’s than I had supposed:

In the Project at all events Freud would say that the ‘action’ was started as a result of a perception from outside and was stopped because of a fresh perception from outside and was started again because of yet another perception from outside (Strachey, personal communication).

The idea of feedback may also be discerned in Freud’s concepts of the aim and the object of an instinct. In his paper on ‘Instincts and their vicissitudes’ (1915a), he describes these concepts as follows:

The aim of an instinct is in every instance satisfaction, which can only be obtained by removing the state of stimulation at the source of the instinct … The object of an instinct is the thing in regard to which or through which the instinct is able to achieve its aim (S.E., 14, p. 122).

The removal of a state of stimulation at source by means of a relationship with an object is readily understood in terms of feedback; to the concept of discharge it is alien.

It is of much interest to find the concept of feedback at these points in Freud’s theorising, yet the concept is always shadowed and often excluded by concepts of a quite different kind. As a result the concept of feedback has never been exploited in psychoanalytic theorising; usually indeed, for example in the account of metapsychology presented by Rapaport and Gill (1959), it is conspicuous by its absence.

In searching for current ideas in the thinking of a previous generation there is always a danger of reading in more than is there. For example, it is doubtful whether it is legitimate to regard Freud’s principle of inertia as a special case of the principle of homeostasis, as Pribram suggests: ‘Inertia is homeostasis in its baldest form.’ There appears to be a vital difference between the two principles. Whereas Freud’s principle of inertia is conceived as a tendency for the level of excitation to be reduced to zero, the principle of homeostasis is conceived not only as a tendency for levels to be maintained between certain positive limits but as working to limits set mainly by genetic factors and at points that maximise the likelihood of survival. The one is conceived in terms of physics and entropy, the other in terms of biology and survival. As a concept resembling homeostasis the principle of constancy seems more promising than the principle of inertia.

1 From the final paragraph of ‘Repression’.

2 A copy marked by Freud is in the Freud Library housed at the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Columbia University. In a personal communication Miss Anna Freud has given it as her opinion that her father’s marginal markings were probably made during 1895 when he wrote his Project for a Scientific Psychology (S.E., 1).

3 Apart from Freud’s own writings, the best guides to the origins of Freud’s model are Bernfeld’s papers (1944, 1949); the first volume of Jones’s biography (1953), especially Chapter 17; the Introduction, by Kris, to the volume of Freud’s letters to Fliess (Kris, 1954); and a commentary by Strachey (1962), ‘The emergence of Freud’s fundamental hypotheses’ (S.E., 3, pp. 62–8). A longer historical perspective is given by Whyte (1960) who, amongst other things, emphasises the high prestige enjoyed by the quantitative form in which Herbart expressed his ideas.

4 In those early days the principle of inertia was held by Freud to be primary and to govern the system when stimulation of external origin is received: ‘This process of discharge represents the primary function of the nervous system.’ The principle of constancy was regarded as secondary and as an elaboration required to enable the system to deal with stimulation of internal (somatic) origin (Freud, Project for a Scientific Psychology, S.E., 1, p. 297).

Subsequently, Freud’s thinking about these two principles underwent revision though no essential change. In his final formulation the principle of inertia remains primary; it is attributed to the death instinct and renamed the Nirvana principle. The principle of constancy is to some extent replaced by the pleasure principle which, like its forerunner, is regarded as secondary; the pleasure principle is held to represent a modification of the Nirvana principle by action of the life instinct (see editor’s footnote, S.E., 14, p. 121).

5 A second way in which the theories differ is in regard to the period of life during which a child is held to be at his most vulnerable. In this respect there is a gradation from Melanie Klein’s view to Balint’s. In Melanie Klein’s theory almost all the crucial steps in development are assigned to the first six months of life; in Fairbairn’s theory they are assigned to the first twelve months, and in Winnicott’s to the first eighteen months; in Balint’s theory all of the first few years of life are considered to be of about equal importance.

6 The term ‘instinct theory’ is used here in preference to such terms as ‘drive theory’ or ‘motivation theory’. Reasons are to be found in Chapter 3 and following chapters.

7 Mr James Strachey has called my attention to the possibility that the theory advanced in this book is not quite as different from Freud’s as I, and others, might suppose (see the final section of this chapter, p. 22).
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