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Freud Believed That The Attachment Relationship Between Parent And Child
Occurs As A Result Of complex psychosexual development processes rooted in
early childhood experiences, unconscious drives, and instinctual behaviors.
His psychoanalytic theory emphasizes that the bonds formed between parents
and children are deeply influenced by innate drives, early gratification, and
the child's evolving psychosexual stages. This article explores Freud’s
perspectives on the formation of attachment, the underlying psychological
mechanisms, and the implications of his theories for understanding parent-
child relationships.

Freud’s Psychoanalytic Perspective on
Attachment

Freud’'s theory of attachment is embedded within his broader psychoanalytic
framework, which posits that human development is driven by internal
instincts and unconscious motivations. Unlike modern attachment theories that
focus on emotional bonds and social interactions, Freud'’s approach centers on
psychosexual stages and how early experiences shape personality and
relational patterns.

The Role of Oral and Anal Stages in Attachment
Formation

Freud identified key stages in early childhood development, during which
specific erogenous zones are prominent:

e Oral Stage (0-1 year): During this period, the infant derives pleasure
primarily through the mouth — breastfeeding, sucking, and oral
stimulation. Freud believed that the quality of experiences during this
stage influences future trust and dependency, laying the groundwork for
attachment relationships.

e Anal Stage (1-3 years): Focused on bowel control, this stage involves
developing a sense of autonomy and control. Successful navigation of
this phase fosters feelings of competence and can influence the child’s
capacity for independence and authority in relationships.



Freud argued that fixation or conflicts during these stages could lead to
specific personality traits and attachment patterns later in life.

Unconscious Drives and Their Influence on
Attachment

Freud emphasized that unconscious drives, especially those related to libido
(psychic energy associated with sexual instincts), significantly impact how

children form attachments. He believed that children are motivated by innate
sexual and aggressive impulses that seek satisfaction through relationships

with caregivers.

The Concept of Object Choice and Attachment

In Freud’'s view, the attachment to a parent or caregiver originates from the
child's early experiences of gratification and the resolution of psychosexual
conflicts. The "object" of these drives—typically the mother or primary
caregiver—is chosen based on early pleasurable experiences, which become
internalized as a mental image or “internal object.” This internal object
influences future relationships, shaping the child's capacity for trust,
intimacy, and dependency.

Defense Mechanisms and Their Role in Parent-
Child Bonding

Freud believed that defense mechanisms—such as projection, identification,
and repression—are strategies employed to manage internal conflicts stemming
from early psychosexual stages. These mechanisms can influence the strength
and nature of attachment relationships.

Identification and Internalization

A key process in attachment formation is identification, where the child
unconsciously adopts characteristics of the parent or caregiver. This process
helps the child internalize parental values and behaviors, which become part
of their personality and influence future attachment patterns.

Repression and Unconscious Influences

Repression can lead to the suppression of uncomfortable feelings or conflicts



related to early attachment experiences. These unconscious elements may
manifest later in life through relationship difficulties or attachment
insecurities.

Freud’'s Views on the Development of Attachment
and Its Disruptions

Freud acknowledged that early relationships are critical for healthy
psychological development. Disruptions or conflicts during key psychosexual
stages can result in insecure attachments and personality issues.

Impact of Maternal Care and Early Experiences

He emphasized that the quality of maternal care, especially during the oral
stage, profoundly influences attachment formation. Consistent, nurturing care
fosters trust and security, while neglect or inconsistent caregiving can lead
to anxieties and attachment insecurities.

Psychopathology and Maladaptive Attachments

Freud proposed that unresolved conflicts or fixation at certain stages could
predispose individuals to neuroses, anxiety, or other psychological issues,
affecting their ability to form healthy attachments in adulthood.

Modern Interpretations and Criticisms of
Freud’s Theory on Attachment

While Freud’s ideas laid foundational concepts for understanding early
development, contemporary attachment theory, developed by Bowlby and
Ainsworth, offers a more relational and emotional perspective. Critics argue
that Freud’s emphasis on instinctual drives and unconscious processes
underestimates the importance of social interaction and emotional bonding.

Comparison with Modern Attachment Theories

Unlike Freud’s focus on psychosexual stages, modern theories highlight:

e The importance of sensitive and responsive caregiving



e The role of emotional security in attachment

e The influence of environmental and social factors

However, Freud’s insights into the unconscious and early conflicts remain
influential in psychoanalytic approaches to attachment and personality
development.

Implications for Parenting and Child
Development

Understanding Freud’s perspective on attachment underscores the importance of
early childhood experiences and the need for consistent, nurturing care.

Practical Recommendations

Based on Freud’s theory, parents and caregivers should:

Provide responsive and comforting care during the oral and anal stages

Address conflicts and developmental challenges promptly

Recognize the potential unconscious influences on a child's behavior and
emotional responses

Create a secure environment that fosters trust and autonomy

Therapeutic Applications

Freud’s theories continue to inform psychoanalytic therapy, where exploring
early attachment conflicts and unconscious drives can help resolve relational
difficulties and promote healthier attachments in adulthood.

Conclusion

Freud believed that the attachment relationship between parent and child
occurs as a result of early psychosexual experiences, unconscious drives, and
internalized representations of caregivers. While his emphasis on instinctual



drives and psychosexual stages has been complemented by modern attachment
research, his insights into the unconscious origins of relational patterns
remain influential. Recognizing the importance of early experiences and
internal conflicts can help parents, educators, and mental health
professionals foster healthier attachments and support overall psychological
well-being.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What did Freud believe was the primary factor behind
the attachment relationship between parent and
child?

Freud believed that the attachment relationship between parent and child
occurs primarily as a result of the child's early psychosexual development
and the satisfaction of basic needs during the oral and anal stages.

How does Freud's theory explain the formation of
emotional bonds between parents and children?

Freud's theory suggests that emotional bonds form through the child's
gratification of libidinal energy and the resolution of psychosexual
conflicts, which reinforce the attachment to the primary caregiver.

According to Freud, what role does the child's
libido play in developing the attachment to a
parent?

Freud believed that the child's libido, or sexual energy, is invested in the
parent during early stages, and this investment fosters the attachment
relationship as part of the child's psychosexual development.

In Freud's view, how does the resolution of the
Oedipus complex influence the parent-child



attachment?

Freud posited that resolving the Oedipus complex leads to the child's
identification with the parent and the internalization of parental authority,
strengthening the attachment relationship.

What is the significance of early needs fulfillment
in Freud's explanation of parent-child attachment?

Freud emphasized that the early fulfillment of the child's basic needs—such
as feeding and comfort—during the oral and anal stages, is fundamental in
establishing a strong attachment to the parent.

Additional Resources
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Sigmund Freud, the pioneering figure in psychoanalysis, fundamentally
reshaped our understanding of human development, especially concerning the
emotional bonds between parents and children. His theories emphasize the
significance of early childhood experiences in shaping personality,
behaviors, and relational patterns later in life. Among these foundational
ideas is the notion that the attachment relationship between a parent and a
child arises from intrinsic psychosexual drives, unconscious processes, and
developmental stages. This perspective has influenced countless subsequent
theories in developmental psychology and attachment research, though it has
also faced criticism and evolution over time.

Freud’s Theoretical Perspective on Parent-Child
Attachment

Freud's understanding of the attachment relationship is rooted in his broader
psychoanalytic framework, which posits that early life experiences,
especially during the psychosexual stages, are crucial in forming enduring
emotional bonds. He believed that the attachment between parent and child is
not merely a social contract but an outcome of innate drives, unconscious
wishes, and the child's developmental needs.

The Role of Psychosexual Development

Freud proposed that human development proceeds through a series of



psychosexual stages: oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital. During each
stage, the child's libidinal energy is focused on specific erogenous zones,
and successful navigation of these stages influences future relational
patterns.

- Oral Stage (0-1 year): The infant derives pleasure from oral activities
like sucking and biting. Freud believed that the satisfaction obtained during
this stage is linked to the development of trust and attachment to the mother
figure.

- Anal Stage (1-3 years): Focused on toilet training, this stage influences
self-control and autonomy. Freud thought that the child's experiences during
this phase can impact their later capacity for intimacy and control in
relationships.

- Phallic Stage (3-6 years): Characterized by the child's awareness of their
genital organs. Freud emphasized the importance of resolving the Oedipus
complex, which influences the child's internalization of parental figures and
the development of the superego.

- Latency and Genital Stages: These stages involve the sublimation of earlier
drives and the maturation of sexual and social relationships, culminating in
mature adult attachments.

Implication for Attachment: Freud believed that successful resolution of
these stages, particularly the Oedipus complex during the phallic stage,
results in a healthy attachment to the parent and the development of
internalized moral standards.

Unconscious Drives and Internalization

Freud argued that attachment forms as a result of unconscious
drives—primarily the libido—that seek gratification through the parent. The
child's desire for closeness, comfort, and security is driven by internal
psychic forces rather than conscious choice.

- Pros:

- Emphasizes the deep-rooted, unconscious nature of attachment.

- Explains how early experiences shape personality and relational patterns.
- Highlights the importance of parental figures in satisfying innate drives.

- Cons:

- Understates the role of social, cultural, and environmental factors.

- Largely focuses on internal drives, neglecting observable behaviors and
attachment behaviors.

Freud believed that the internalization of parental figures—particularly the
mother—serves as a foundation for future relationships. The child's
attachment to the caregiver is thus an expression of these unconscious drives



seeking satisfaction.

Key Features of Freud’'s View on Parent-Child
Attachment

Freud’s theory encompasses several distinctive features that differentiate it
from other attachment theories, such as Bowlby's or Ainsworth's models.

1. The Primacy of Early Childhood Experiences

Freud emphasized that the earliest years are critical in forming attachment
bonds, as they are the period when psychosexual stages unfold and unconscious
drives are most active.

2. The Importance of Internal Conflicts

According to Freud, attachment is influenced by internal conflicts—such as
guilt, desire, and repression—that develop during the psychosexual stages,
affecting how the child relates to the parent.

3. The Role of the Parent as Both Object and Source
of Drive Satisfaction

The parent, especially the mother, is viewed as both a nurturing figure and
an object of instinctual drives. The child's attachment is thus intertwined
with their innate needs and the parental response.

4. The Influence of the Oedipus Complex and
Internalized Superego

Freud believed that resolving the Oedipus complex leads to internalized moral
standards and affects future attachment styles, shaping the child's internal
world.

Features Summary:

- Focus on unconscious drives and internal conflicts
- Emphasis on psychosexual stages as determinants of attachment



- Parental figures serve as objects of instinctual satisfaction
- Early childhood experiences are pivotal for lifelong relational patterns

Critical Analysis of Freud’s View on Attachment

While Freud’s theories provided groundbreaking insights into human
development, they have also faced significant criticism and have been
supplemented or challenged by subsequent research.

Strengths of Freud’s Perspective

- Depth of Insight into Unconscious Processes: Freud's acknowledgment of
unconscious drives laid the groundwork for understanding the complexity of
human attachment beyond surface behaviors.

- Emphasis on Early Experiences: His focus on early childhood as formative
aligns with later empirical findings emphasizing the importance of early
relationships.

- Integration of Internal Dynamics: The concept that internal conflicts
influence attachment has influenced psychodynamic approaches to therapy and
development.

Limitations and Criticisms

- Lack of Empirical Evidence: Many of Freud's ideas, such as the Oedipus
complex, lack rigorous scientific validation and are considered speculative.

- Overemphasis on Sexual Drives: Critics argue that Freud’s focus on
sexuality as the primary driver oversimplifies the multifaceted nature of
attachment, which also involves social, emotional, and cognitive factors.

- Neglect of External Factors: Social, cultural, and environmental influences
are underrepresented in Freud's model, whereas attachment research
underscores their importance.

- Limited Consideration of Caregiver Behavior: Unlike later attachment
theories that emphasize caregiver responsiveness, Freud’s model centers on
internal drives and conflicts.



Comparison with Other Theories of Attachment

Freud’s perspective differs markedly from later theories, particularly
Bowlby’s attachment theory, which emphasizes caregiver responsiveness and
emotional availability.

Freud's View vs. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

| Aspect | Freud’s Perspective | Bowlby’s Perspective |

|- o oo |

| Basis of Attachment | Internal drives, unconscious processes | Sensitive
caregiving and responsiveness |

| Role of Parent | Object of instinctual drives | Emotional security provider
|

| Development Focus | Psychosexual stages, internal conflicts | Evolutionary
need for proximity and safety |

| Empirical Support | Limited | Extensive research and observations |

While Freud’s focus on internal psychic structures provided foundational
ideas, contemporary attachment theory emphasizes observable behaviors,
responsiveness, and the environment’s role.

Implications for Modern Parenting and Therapy

Understanding Freud’s beliefs about attachment can inform both parenting
practices and psychotherapeutic approaches.

For Parents

- Recognize the importance of early emotional bonds and consistent
caregiving.

- Be aware that early interactions influence internal drives and future
relationships.

- Foster secure attachments by providing comfort and understanding during
critical stages.

For Therapists

- Consider clients’ early childhood experiences and unconscious conflicts
when addressing relational issues.



- Use psychodynamic techniques to explore internal conflicts rooted in early
development.

- Acknowledge the role of internal drives and repressed memories in current
attachment patterns.

Conclusion

Freud believed that the attachment relationship between parent and child
occurs as a result of innate psychosexual drives, unconscious processes, and
developmental stages that shape personality and relational patterns. His
theories highlight the profound influence of early childhood experiences and
internal conflicts, offering a deep, albeit complex, understanding of human
attachment. While some aspects of Freud’s perspective have been challenged or
expanded upon by later research—-particularly the emphasis on responsiveness
and external factors—his contributions remain foundational in psychoanalytic
and developmental psychology. Appreciating the strengths and limitations of
Freud’s view allows for a more nuanced understanding of the multifaceted
nature of parent-child attachment, bridging internal psychic dynamics with
observable behaviors and environmental influences.

In summary: Freud’s belief that the attachment relationship between parent
and child occurs as a result of internal drives, unconscious conflicts, and
psychosexual development provides a rich, if somewhat controversial,
framework for understanding early emotional bonds. His emphasis on internal
psychic structures set the stage for numerous subsequent theories, and while
modern research integrates these ideas with behavioral and environmental
factors, Freud’'s insights continue to influence our comprehension of early
human relationships.
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