
CHAPTER 5

THEORETICAL PROBLEMS

The theoretical problems regarding personality development and its
dependence on a continuous relationship with a nurturant figure during
the critical period of ego and super-ego development in the early years are
of the greatest interest. It would not be appropriate in this report to do
more than touch on them, however, since they are very complex and by
no means clearly understood. On the other hand, progress in understanding
the practical issues involved is to a high degree dependent on progress
in theoretical insight.

The development of the personality is a process whereby we become
less and less at the mercy of our immediate environment and of its impact
upon us, and more and more able to pursue our own goals, often over
long periods of time, and to select and create our own environment. Such
a process implies, among other things, a capacity to abstract common
properties, to think in symbolic terms, and to plan ahead-all attributes of
what Goldstein & Scheerer69 have termed the abstract attitude. Only
when this abstract attitude is developed has the individual the capacity
to control his wish of the moment in the interests of his own more funda-
mental long-term needs. One expects the child of three, or even five, to
run into the road to seek his ball-at those ages he is still largely at the
mercy of the immediate situation. As he grows older, however, he is expected
to take more things into account and to think ahead. By 10 or 11 he is
capable of pursuing goals some months distant in time. At 16 or 18 the more
developed boy or girl is able to perform prodigious feats of abstraction in
time and space. Using psycho-analytic terms, this is the process whereby
the individual frees himself from slavery to his instincts and the reign of the
pleasure principle, and develops mental processes more adapted to the
demands of reality.

The psychic machinery which we develop within ourselves to harmonize
our different and often confficting needs and to seek their satisfaction in a
world realistically apprehended is our ego. Its functions are many and
include appraisal of our long- and short-term needs, their arrangement in
an order of priority, the inhibition of some and the acceptance of others, so
that action may be purposeful and integrated instead of haphazard and
self-frustrating. Because one of our foremost long-term needs is to remain
on friendly and co-operative terms with others, we must keep their require-
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ments firmly in the front of our minds; and so important is this for us
that we differentiate, within our ego, machinery specially designed for the
purpose-our conscience or super-ego. It is evident that both ego and
super-ego are absolutely dependent for their functioning on our ability to
maintain the abstract attitude and it is not surprising that during infancy
and early childhood these functions are either not operating at all or are
doing so most imperfectly. During this phase of life, the child is therefore
dependent on his mother performing them for him. She orients him in
space and time, provides his environment, permits the satisfaction of some
impulses, restricts others. She is his ego and his super-ego. Gradually he
learns these arts himself and, as he does so, the skilled parent transfers
the roles to him. This is a slow, subtle, and continuous process, beginning
when he first learns to walk and feed himself and not ending completely
until maturity is reached.

Ego and super-ego development are thus inextricably bound up with
the child's primary human relationships ; only when these are continuous
and satisfactory can his ego and super-ego develop. In dealing here with
the embryology of the human mind one is struck by a similarity with the
embryological development of the human body, during the course of which
undifferentiated tissues respond to the influence of chemical organizers.
If growth is to proceed smoothly, the tissues must be exposed to the
influence of the appropriate organizer at certain critical periods. In the
same way, if mental development is to proceed smoothly, it would appear
to be necessary for the undifferentiated psyche to be exposed during certain
critical periods to the influence of the psychic organizer-the mother.
For this reason, in considering the disorders to which ego and super-ego
are liable, it is imperative to have regard to the phases of development of
the child's capacity for human relationships. These are many and, naturally,
merge into one another. In broad outline the following are the most
important:

(a) the phase during which the infant is in course of establishing a
relation with a clearly identified person-his mother ; this is normally
achieved by five or six months of age.

(b) The phase during which he needs her as an ever-present companion;
this usually continues until about his third birthday.

(c) The phase during which he is becoming able to maintain a relation-
ship with her in absentia. During the fourth and fifth years such a relation-
ship can only be maintained in favourable circumstances and for a few
days or weeks at a time ; after seven or eight the relationship can be main-
tained, though not without strain, for periods of a year or more.

The process whereby he simultaneously develops his own ego and super-
ego and the capacity to maintain relationships in absentia is variously
described as a process of identification, internalization, or introjection,
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since the functions of ego and super-ego are incorporated within the self
in the pattern set by the parents.

The ages by which these phases are completed no doubt vary greatly
from child to child in the same way that physical maturation varies. For
instance, the capacity to walk matures at any time between 9 and 24 months,
and it may well be that psychic maturation is equally variable. If this is
so, it will be wise to be concerned in research with developmental rather than
chronological age, since it seems fairly certain that the kind and degree
of psychological disorder following deprivation is dependent on the phase
of development the child is in at the time. In postulating this, well-estab-
lished embryological principles are again followed. As Corner 45 states:
" abnormalities are produced by attacking, at just the right time, a region in which
profound growth activity is under way. . . Possible abnormalities will tend to fall
into classes and types corresponding to the most critical stages and regions in develop-
ment. Injuries inflicted early will in general produce widespread disturbance ofgrowth ...
late injuries will tend on the other hand to produce local defects".

Furthermore, he notes that
"a given undifferentiated tissue can respond to an organizer only during a limited
period. It must have reached a certain stage of differentiation before it can respond;
and later its character becomes fixed, so that it can yield only a more limited type of
response ".

The period during which the child's undifferentiated psyche can respond
to the influence of the maternal ' organizer ' is similarly limited. Thus the
evidence is fairly clear that if the first phase of development-that of
establishing a relation with a clearly differentiated person-is not satis-
factorily completed during the first 12 months or so, there is the greatest
difficulty in making it good: the character of the psychic tissues has become
fixed. (The limit for many children may well be a good deal earlier).
Similarly, there appears to be a limit by which the second and third phases
must be completed if further development is to proceed.

Now it is these vital growth processes which are impaired by the
experience of deprivation. Clinically, it is observed that the egos and
super-egos of severely deprived children are not developed-their behaviour
is impulsive and uncontrolled, and they are unable to pursue long-term goals
because they are the victims of the momentary whim. For them, all wishes
are born equal and equally to be acted upon. Their capacity for inhibition
is absent or impaired, and without this a limited, precise, and consequently
efficient mode of response cannot develop. They are ineffective personalities,
unable to learn from experience and consequently their own worst enemies.

The theoretical problem is to understand how deprivation produces
this result. The two main approaches to its solution are Goldfarb's disco-
veries 62 regarding the impairment of abstract thinking in these patients,
and the clinical findings regarding their inability to identify or introject.
Each approach carries us some distance, but the day has yet to come when
they lead to a unified body of theory.
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Goldfarb's findings in regard to the serious and specific impairment
of the capacity for abstract thinking, which was present in every one of
his cases, might be held to explain the failure of ego and super-ego develop,
ment, since, as already remarked, this capacity is of the essence of their
functioning. But even if this is so there remains the puzzle as to why de-
privation should impair the capacity for abstract thinking. One possibility
is that this capacity not only underlies ego functioning, but can develop only
if ego functioning itself develops favourably. This will need investigation.

The failure of ego development in deprived children is perhaps more
easily understood when it is considered that it is the mother who in the
child's earliest years fulfils the function of his ego and super-ego. The
institution children studied by Goldfarb and by Bender had never had this
experience, and so had never had the opportunity of completing the first
phase of development-that of establishing a relationship with a clearly
identified mother-figure. All they had had was a succession of ad hoc agents
each helping them in some limited way, but none providing continuity
in time, which is of the essence of ego functioning. It may well be that
these grossly deprived infants, never having been the continuous objects
of care of a single human being, had never had the opportunity to learn
the processes of abstraction and of the organization of behaviour in time
and space. Certainly their grave psychical deformities are clear examples
of the principle that injuries infficted early produce widespread disturbance
of growth.

In the institutional setting, moreover, there is less opportunity for the
child who has learnt the processes of abstraction and mental organization
to exercise them. In the family, the young child is, within limits, encouraged
to express himself both socially and in play. A child of 18 months or
2 years has already become a character in the family. It is known that he
enjoys certain things and dislikes others, and the family has learnt to
respect his wishes. Furthermore, he is getting to know how to get his
parents or his brothers and sisters to do what he wants. In this way he is
learning to change his social environment to a shape more congenial to
him. The same occurs in his play, where in a symbolic way he is creating
and recreating new worlds for himself. Here are the exercise grounds for
ego and super-ego. In any institutional setting much of this is lost ; in the
less good it may all be lost. The child is not encouraged to individual
activity because it is a nuisance ; it is easier if he stays put and does what
he is told. Even if he strives to change his environment he fails. Toys are
lacking: often the children sit inert or rock themselves for hours together.
Above all, the brief intimate games whicb mother and baby invent to amuse
themselves as an accompaniment to getting up and washing, dressing,
feeding, bathing, and returning to sleep-they are all missing. In these
conditions, the child has no opportunity of learning and practising functions
which are as basic to living as walking and talking.
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The case of the child who has a good relation with his mother for a
year or two and then suffers deprivation may be rather different. He has
passed through the first phase of social development, that of establishing
a relationship, and the trauma affects the second phase in which, though
ego and super-ego development is proceeding apace, the child's awareness
of his relative lack of skill in these matters is reflected in his limpet-like
attachment to his mother, to whom he constantly looks for help. Only if
she is with him or near at hand can he manage his environment and manage
himself. If he is suddenly removed from her, to hospital or institution,
he is faced with tasks which he feels to be impossible. In a traumatic situa-
tion of this kind it is usual for such skill as has already been learnt to be
lost. There is usually a regression to primitive functioning and increased
difficulty in learning afresh. This well-known principle of the theory of
learning may account for the regression to and fixation of those children
at primitive modes of thinking and behaviour, and their seeming inability
to progress to more mature methods.
A further principle of the theory of learning is that an individual cannot

learn a skill unless he has a friendly feeling towards his teacher, and is
ready to identify himself with her and to incorporate her (or some part
of her) into himself. Now this positive attitude towards his mother is
either lacking in the deprived child or, if present, is mixed with keen resent-
ment. How early in a child's life deprivation causes a specifically hostile
attitude is debatable, but it is certainly evident for all to see in the second
year. No observation is more common than that of the child separated
for a few weeks or months during the second, third, and fourth years
failing to recognize his mother on reunion. It seems probable that this
is sometimes a true failure to recognize, based on a regression in the capa-
city to abstract and identify. At others, it is certain that it is a refusal
to recognize, since the children, instead of treating their parents as though
they were strangers, are deliberate in their avoidance of them. The parents
have become hated people. This hostility is variously expressed. It may
take the form of tempers and violence ; in older children it may be expressed
verbally. All who have treated such children are familiar with the violence
of their fantasies against the parents whom they feel have deserted them.
Such an attitude is not only incompatible with their desire for love and
security, and results in acute conflict, anxiety, and depression, but is clearly
inimical to their future social learning. So far from idolizing their parents
and wishing to become like them, one side of them hates them and wishes to
avoid having anything to do with them. This is the dynamic of aggressively
delinquent behaviour and may also be the dynamic of suicide, which is
the result of the same conflict fought out between different systems within
the self.

In other cases the child has suffered so much pain through making
relationships and having them interrupted that he is reluctant ever again
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to give his heart to anyone for fear of its being broken. And not only his
own heart: he is afraid too, to break the heart of new persons whom he
might love because he might also vent his anger on them. Older children
are sometimes aware of this and will remark to a therapist : " We had
better not become too familiar, for I am afraid I shall get hostile with you
then " (quoted by Tibout 141). It is feelings such as these which underlie
the withdrawal response. To withdraw from human contact is to avoid
further frustration and to avoid the intense depression which human beings
experience as a result of hating the person whom they most dearly love and
need. Withdrawal is thus felt to be the better of two bad alternatives.
Unfortunately, it proves to be a blind alley for no further development is
then possible ; progress in human relations necessitates the individual
taking the other road, in which he learns to tolerate his ambivalent feelings
and to bear the anxiety and depression which go with them. But experience
shows that once a person has taken refuge in the relative painlessness of
withdrawal he is reluctant to change course and to risk the turmoil of
feeling and misery which attempting relationships brings with it. As a
result his capacity to make affectionate relationships and to identify with
loved people becomes inhibited and any treatment offered is resisted.
Thenceforward he becomes a lone wolf, pursuing his ends irrespective of
others. But his desire for love, repressed though it is, persists, resulting
in behaviour such as promiscuity and the stealing of other people's posses-
sions. Feelings of revenge also smoulder on, leading to other antisocial
acts, sometimes of a very violent character.

Deprivation after the age of three or four, namely in the third phase,
does not have the same destructive effect on ego and super-ego development
and on the ability for abstract thinking. It still results, however, in excessive
desires for affection and excessive impulses for revenge, which cause acute
internal conflict and unhappiness and very unfavourable social attitudes.

In both the second and third phases the child's restricted sense of time
and his tendency to misapprehend a situation add greatly to his difficulties.
It is exceedingly difficult for grown-ups to remember that the young child's
grasp of time is meagre. The child of three can recall the events of a few
days ago and anticipate those of a day or two hence. Notions such as last
week or last month, next week or next month are incomprehensible. Even
for a child of five or six, weeks are immensely long and months almost
timeless. This very restricted time-span has to be understood if the despair
which the young child feels at being left alone in a strange place is to be
fully realized. Though to his mother it may seem not only a finite but
relatively brief time, to him it is eternity. It is this inability to imagine a
time of deliverance which, together with the sense of his helplessness,
accounts for the overwhelming nature of his anxiety and despair. Perhaps
the nearest to it the grown-up can conceive is to imagine being committed
to prison on an indeterminate sentence.

407



J. BOWLBY

This analogy is apt, since the notion of punishment is itself not far
from many a child's mind as the explanation of events. All clinicians have
come across children who have seriously believed that their being sent away
from home was to punish them for being naughty, a misconstruction which
is often unexpressed which makes it even more terrifying and distressing.
At other times children imagine that it has been their fault that the home
has been broken up. Commonly there is bewilderment and perplexity
regarding the course of events, which leads the child to be unable to accept
and respond to his new environment and the new people caring for him.
Naturally a child who has suffered gross privation in early infancy, or who
for other reasons cannot make relationships, will not be affected in these
ways, but will greet each change with the genial indifference apparent in
Levy's case already quoted. But for the child who has had the opportunity
to make relationships it is not so easy to change loyalties. Indeed, very
many of the problems which arise as a result of moving an older child
to a foster-home are caused by the failure to recognize the deep attachment
which a child has for his parents, even if they are exceedingly bad and have
given him little affection. Unless these perplexities are cleared up and these
loyalties respected, the child will remain anchored in an unsatisfactory
past, endlessly trying to find his mother and refusing to adapt to the new
situation and make the best of it. This results in a dissatisfied restless charac-
ter unable to make either himself or anyone else happy.

By and large, then, the theoretical framework of developmental phases
of ego functioning and of capacity to make object relationships, and of
the periods within the life cycle by which they must be completed, seems
to fit the clinical evidence. No doubt as understanding increases the three
main phases described here will be subdivided into many subphases, and
one will learn to discern the particular psychic forces which are brought
into play by deprivation in each of them.

In this brief sketch no attempt has been made to go into detail nor to
compare and discuss the views of the many psycho-analysts and psycholo-
gists who have contributed to our understanding. Those familiar with the
literature will know where the writer's debts lie.

408


