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1 THE THEORY OF THE PARENT-INFANT
RELATIONSHIP!
(1960)

The main point of this paper can perhaps best be-brought out

through a comparison of the study of infancy with the study of

the psycho-analytic transference.® Tt cannot be too strongly

emphasized that my statement is about infancy, and not primarily
’ about psycho-analysis. The reason why this must be understood
. reaches to the root of the matter: If this paper does not contribute
constructively, then it can only add to the existing confusion
about the rclative importance of personal and environmental
influences in the development of the individual.

In psycho-analysis as we know it there is no trauma that is
outside the individual’s omnipotence, Everything eventually
comes under ego-control, and thus becomes related to secondary
processes. The patient is not helped if the analyst says: “Your
mother was not good enough’. . . ‘your father really seduced you’
. « « *your aunt dropped you.” Changes come in an analysis when
the traumatic factors enter the psycho-analytic material in the
patient’s own way, and within the patient’s omnipotence. The
interpretations that are alterative are those that can be made in
terms of projection. The same applies to the benign factors,
factors thatled to satisfaction, Everything isinterpreted intermsof
the individual’s love and ambivalence, The analyst is prepared to
wait a long time to be in a position to do exactly this kind of work.

In infancy, however, good and bad things happen to the infant
that are quite outside the infant’s range. In fact infancy is the
period in which the capacity for gathering external factors into
the area of the infant’s omnipotence is in process of formation,
The ego-support of the maternal care enables the infant to live
and develop in spite of his being not yet able to control, or to feel
responsible for, what is good and bad in the environment.

LThis paper, together with one by Dr Phyllis Greenacre on the same
theme, was the subject of 2 discussion at the gand International Psycho-
Analytical Congress at Edinburgh, 1961, Tt was first published in the Int. A
Psycho-dnal., 4%, pp. 585-05.

37 have discussed this from a more detailed clinical angle in Primitive
Emotional Development {1945)
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The events of these earliest stages cannot be thought of as lost
through what we know as the mechanisms of repression, and
therefore analysts cannot expect to find them appearing as 2
result of work which lessens the forces of repression. Itis possible
that Freud was trying to allow for these phenomena when he
used the term. primary repression, but this is open to argument.
What is fairly certain is that the matters under discussion here
have had to be taken for granted in much of the psycho-analytic
Literature.t . ,

Returning to psycho-analysis, I have said that the analyst is
prepared to wait till the patient becomes able to present the
environmental factors in terms that allow of their interpretation
as projections. In the well-chosen case this result comes from the
patient’s capacity for confidénce, which is rediscovered in the
reliability of the analyst and the professional setting. Sometimes
the analyst needs to wait a very long time; and in the case that is
badly chosen for classical psycho-analysis it is likely that the
reliability of the analyst is the most important factor {or more
important than the interpretations) because the patient did not
experience such reliability in the maternal care of infancy, and if
the patient is to make use of such reliability he will need to find it
for the first time in the analyst’s behaviour. This would seem to be
the basis for research into the problem of what a psycho-analyst
can do in the treatment of schizophrenia and other psychoses.

In borderline cases the analyst does not always wait in vain; in
the course of time the patient becomes able to make use of the
psycho-analytic interpretations of the original traumata as pro-
jections. It may even happen that he is able to accept what is
‘good in the environment as a projection of the simple and stable
_going-on-being elements that derive from his own inberited
potential.

The paradox is that what is good and bad in the infant’s en-
vironment is not in fact a projection, but in spite of this it is
necessary, if~the individual infant is to develop healthily, that
everything shall seem to him to be a projection. Here we find
omnipotence and the pleasure principle in operation, as they
certainly are in earliest infancy; and to this observation we can.
add that the recognition of a true ‘not-me’ is a matter of the
intellect; it belongs to extreme sophistication and to the maturity
of the individral.

In the writings of Freud most of the formulations concerning

11 have reporied (1954) some aspects of this problem, as met with in the
case of a female prtent while she was in deep regression.
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infancy derive from a study of adults in analysis. There are some
childhood observations (‘Cotton reel’ material (1920)), and there
is the analysis of Little Hans (190g). At first sight it would seem
that a great deal of psycho-analytic theory is about early child~
hood and infancy, but in one sense Freud can be said to have
neglected infancy as a state. This is brought out by 2 footnote in
Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning (1911, P-
220) in which he shows that he knows he is taking for granted the
very things that are under discussion in this paper. In the text he
traces the development from the pleasure-principle to the reality-
principle, following his usual course of reconstructing the infancy
of his adult patients. The note runs as follows:

It will rightly be objected that an organization which was a slave
o the pleasure-principle and neglected the reality of the external
world could not maintain itself alive for the shortest time, so that it
could not have come into existence at all. The employment of a fiction
like this is, however, justified when one considers that the infant—
provided one includes with it ther care it receives from its mother—
does almost realize a psychical system of this kind.

Here Freud paid full tribute to the function of maternal care,
and it must be assumed that he left this subject alone only because
he was not ready to discuss its implications. The note continues:

It probably hallucinates the fulfilment of its internal needs; it be-
trays its unpleasure, when there is an increase of stimulus and an
absence of satisfaction, by the motor discharge of screaming and beat-
ing about with its arms and legs, and it then experiences the satis-
faction it has hallucinated. Later, as an older child, it learns to employ-
these manifestations of discharge intentionally as methods of express-
ing its feelings. Since the later care of children is modelled on the care
of infants, the dominance of the pleasure-principle can really come
10 an end ounly when a child has achieved complete psychical detach-
ment from its parents.

The words: ‘provided one includes with it the care it receives
from. its mother’ have great importance in the context of this
study. The infant and the maternal care together form a unit.*
Certaindy if one is to study the theory of the parent-infant rela-
tionship one must come to a decision about these matters,
which concern the real meaning of the word dependence. It is
not enough that it is acknowledged that the environment is

11 once said: “There is no such thing 2s an infant’, meaning, of course,
that whenever one finds an infant one finds maternal care, and without
maternal care there would be no infant. (Discussion at a Scientific Meeting
of the British Psycho-Analytical Society, czrea 1940.) Was I influenced, with-
out knowing it, by this footnote of Freud’s? -
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