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Introduction

Diana Diamond 
and Sidney J. Blatt

The papers in this monograph create a dense tapestry, with each 
paper forming a separate narrative strand that elucidates different 
configurations of the relationship between attachment and sexual-
ity. Building on Bowlby’s (1969/1982, 1973, 1980) original idea that 
attachment and sexuality are separate but overlapping behavioral 
systems, the papers explore the areas of convergence and divergence, 
opposition and integration between these two systems. The unify-
ing thread that runs through this volume is the idea that the attach-
ment system, and particularly the degree of felt security or lack of 
it in relation to early attachment figures (Bowlby, 1988), provides a 
paradigm of relatedness that forms a scaffold for the developmental 
unfolding of sexuality in all its manifestations: infantile and adult, 
masturbatory and mutual, normative and perverse. Also central to 
the papers is the idea that the development of secure attachment is 
predicated, in part, on the development of the capacity for mentaliza-
tion, or the ability to envision and interpret the behavior of oneself 
and others in terms of intentional mental states, such as desires, feel-
ings, beliefs, or motivations (Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2002). 
Mentalization involves the capacity to imagine oneself and the other 
as both sexual and attachment objects and to integrate the disparate 
mental states involved with both experiences. Interpersonal mutual-
ity and reciprocity (e.g., Diamond, Blatt, Stayner, & Kaslow, 1991), 
which are necessary to share mutual pleasure with one’s attachment 
figure, are also essential aspects of secure attachment, particularly 
in adulthood. Interpersonal reciprocity and mentalization are thus 
fundamental to the capacity to integrate affectional ties with sexual 
passion. Several papers, such as those by Eagle and by Mikulincer 
and Shaver, provide vivid examples, both clinical and empirical, of 
how sexuality is enacted, expressed, and experienced in those with 
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secure versus insecure attachment. Other papers, such as those by 
Ammaniti, Nicolais, and Speranza and by Weinstein, look at how 
sexuality in its myriad forms can configure and reconfigure attach-
ment relationships throughout the life cycle. Infantile sexuality, 
with its imaginative elaboration of endogenous excitations, adoles-
cent sexuality, with its upsurge of sexual feelings and imperative to 
seek objects outside the family for expression, and even sexuality 
in adulthood, with its intense yield of pleasure and opportunities 
for renewal of passionate connections with others, all expand the 
spheres of both self-definition and relatedness (Blatt, 1990; Blatt & 
Blass, 1990, 1992).

The creative synthesis of attachment and sexuality yields new con-
cepts such as “hedonic intersubjectivity” (Holmes, this volume) as 
the locus of sensual, playful, and pleasurable bodily experiences that 
comprise and cement passionate attachments in infancy and adult-
hood. Psychoanalytic developmental constructs, such as the Oedipal 
phase, are imaginatively explored and elaborated through the lens of 
attachment concepts such as mentalization in the paper by Diamond 
and Yeomans, or through an evolutionary or empirical perspective 
in the papers by Eagle and by Mikulincer and Shaver. The picture 
that emerges from these papers is that from infancy on, sexuality and 
attachment form a bidirectional matrix, with the influence of one 
system on the other, shifting according to the individual’s develop-
mental stage, life experiences, and constitutional endowment. Each 
paper, of course, stands on its own, but it is only by reading them 
together in conjunction with Lichtenberg’s illuminating discussion 
that one can grasp the complex portrait of the historical evolution 
and current thinking about how these two fundamental aspects of 
human experience are interrelated.

Before providing a more comprehensive overview of each paper 
and its contributions, we will set them in historical context by 
reviewing the ways in which sexuality was originally conceptual-
ized by Bowlby within the attachment theoretical system. Drawing 
on both primate ethology and object relations theory, Bowlby (1958) 
initially posited an inborn instinctual attachment system, which 
included component aspects of sucking, clinging, and following 
and that “served the function of binding the child to its mother and 
which contributed to the reciprocal dynamic of binding mother to 
child” (p. 351). Ultimately, Bowlby (1969) replaced concepts of the 
buildup of instinctual energy with cybernetic concepts of activation 
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and deactivation of behavioral systems in which both environmental 
and endogenous triggers were crucial contributors. However, inter-
estingly enough, Bowlby originally believed that attachment theory 
had much in common with Freud’s views about the integration of 
instincts delineated in Three Essays on Sexuality. He wrote that his 
theory dealt “neither with ego nor superego. By confining itself to the 
instinctual roots of the child’s tie, it is concerned only with an exam-
ination of certain parts of the id” (1958, p. 350). Bowlby used Freud’s 
work as a model for his own view of the ways the component instincts 
that comprise the attachment system coalesce into an attachment 
relationship in early development; indeed he originally intended to 
call his theory “The Theory of Component Instinctual Responses” 
(1958, p. 350). He espoused Freud’s idea that mature sexuality is built 
up through a number of individual component instincts, which in 
infancy “are upon the whole disconnected and independent of one 
another, but which in adult life come to ‘form a firm organization 
directed towards a sexual aim attached to some extraneous sexual 
object’” (Freud, 1905, pp. 181, 197, quoted in Bowlby, 1958, p. 350).

At the same time Bowlby (1982) stipulated that this inborn attach-
ment system was not mediated through sexuality, nor dependent on 
drive reduction or gratification; but he acknowledged the ubiquitous 
existence of infantile sexuality in humans as well as other species. 
Indeed, he stated:

[F]ragments of sexual behavior of a non-functional kind, occur in imma-
ture members of many, perhaps all species of primates and are not infre-
quently first exhibited towards parents. The “component sexual instincts” 
that are active in human infancy and childhood, and to which Freud 
called attention, are thus not confined to man: probably in all mammals 
infantile sexuality is the rule. (p. 158)

After Freud, Bowlby acknowledged that sexuality is constructed of 
these initial fragments that become functionally integrated at later 
developmental levels in adolescence and early adulthood, evident in 
mature forms of behavior such as attracting a suitable mate, engaging 
in sexual intercourse, and impregnating a partner or being impreg-
nated. Although Bowlby recognized the existence of infantile sexu-
ality as an instinct and a behavior, he neglected it as an organizer of 
fantasy or intrapsychic experience. Instead, Bowlby focused almost 
exclusively on sexuality in terms of the reproductive functions that 
have evolved through evolution and virtually ignored the subjective 
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experience of pleasure or unpleasure in its practice. Yet, as Green 
(1997) points out, these strands of human sexual experience are dis-
tinct but mutually interdependent.

It is probable that Bowlby ignored this link between sexuality and 
pleasure, which Green (1996/1997), Kernberg, and others see as the 
foundation of the sexual in psychoanalytic thought, in part because 
he rejected the psychoanalytic tenet that attachment was inherently 
linked to the pleasure principle and drive gratification or reduction. 
Bowlby rejected the centrality of pleasure and the pleasure principle 
to the mental life of the child, and instead posited the attachment 
system as a separate behavioral system that involved an innate pro-
clivity to form enduring affectional bonds with others—a formula-
tion that formed the basis for his disagreement with Anna Freud and 
others in the British Institute. A full elaboration of Bowlby’s dis-
agreements with both the Freudians and the Kleinians in the British 
Psychoanalytic Institute is beyond the scope of this paper and can be 
found elsewhere (Fonagy, 1999a; Holmes, 1993, 1995). But there are 
crucial aspects of this disagreement that bear on the way sexuality 
was originally conceptualized by Bowlby.

Interestingly enough, Anna Freud (1960) did not actually dis-
pute the ethological thrust of Bowlby’s work. Indeed she stated, “We 
agree with Dr. Bowlby that the infant’s attachment to the mother 
is the result of primary biological urges and ensures survival” (p. 
54). However, she balked at the idea not only that the attachment 
system was primary among the behavioral systems, given its role in 
survival, but also that attachment behavior and infantile sexuality 
could be conceptualized as comparable or competing forces in intra-
psychic life. She wrote:

[T]o assume a struggle for priority or first place between mother attach-
ment and pleasure principle as if they were mental phenomena of the same 
order does not seem to me to apply. … Once this particular misunder-
standing is removed, Dr. Bowlby’s and our treatment of this subject are 
nearer to each other than appears at first glance. (A. Freud, 1960, p. 54)

Thus, while Anna Freud believed attachment was a central or even 
a primary system, she felt it needed the idea of discharge or “plea-
sure” to get locked in. Hence, the pleasure principle was a preemi-
nent system for her; without pleasure, the attachment bond might be 
much more difficult to establish or might be extinguished altogether. 
Further, Anna Freud’s view that the pleasure principle infused the 

ER9359.indb   4 5/17/07   10:50:51 AM



	 Introduction	 �

mental life of the child, including the attachment ties, meant that 
certain kinds of cognitive experiences involved with the consoli-
dation of early parent–child attachment transactions, such as the 
capacity for mentalization and its forerunners in early mirroring 
and intersubjective exchanges between parent and child (Fonagy et 
al., 2002), could not or would not be registered by the child.

In contrast, Bowlby’s (1969/1982, 1973, 1980) model stipulated 
that there were multiple interacting behavioral or motivational 
(Lichtenberg, 1989) systems, including attachment, sexuality, affili-
ation, care giving, exploration, subordination and dominance, or 
aggression, each of which has it own diverse routes to relationships 
and objects with no need of one system to activate the others. Each of 
these behavioral systems was thought to enhance survival in differ-
ent ways and to serve as a primary organizer of individual behavior 
in different situations (Bowlby, 1988). Furthermore, Bowlby believed 
that as development proceeds, the behavior characteristic of any 
system becomes more complex as does the interaction between 
the systems themselves. For example, in reflecting on the relation-
ship between sexuality and attachment over the life cycle, Bowlby 
(1969/1982) wrote:

Sexual behavior and attachment behavior share certain eliciting and con-
trolling mechanisms. … In man overlaps between attachment behavior, 
parent behavior and sexual behavior are commonplace. … For example, 
it is not uncommon for one individual to treat a sexual partner as though 
the partner were a parent, and the partner may reciprocate by adopting a 
parental attitude in return. (p. 233)

Bowlby (1969/1982) also recognized that it was wise to “keep attach-
ment behavior and sexual behavior conceptually distinct” (p. 231), 
because the two systems might differ in the conditions of their acti-
vation, in the class of objects toward which each was directed, and 
finally in the difference in the “sensitive phases” in the development 
of each, which are likely to occur at different ages. Nonetheless, 
Bowlby stipulated that in separating biologically stable behaviors 
such as attachment, sexual behavior, and exploratory behavior, all 
of which contribute in their own ways to the survival of the spe-
cies and thus are to some degree preprogrammed or instinctive, he 
intended not only to emphasize their differences but also to explore 
their mutual influences. Indeed, Bowlby (1988) wrote, “in keeping 
them distinct, we are able to study not only the ways in which they 
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differ, but also the ways in which they overlap and interact with each 
other—as it has long been evident they do” (p. 6).

Despite his recognition of the complex overlap between the attach-
ment and sexual system, his followers, mostly developmental psy-
chologists, did not elaborate on this aspect of his work. Consequently, 
attachment theory is weakest in its understanding of the role of sex-
uality and sensuality in the formation or disruption of attachment 
bonds. The one exception to this trend is the work of Phil Shaver and 
his colleagues who have investigated the contributions of attachment 
theory and research to understanding adult romantic relationships 
(see Mikulincer & Shaver, this volume; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2006). 
However, the interplay between attachment and sexuality in infancy 
and adolescence has remained relatively unexplored. In reflecting on 
what remained unfinished in attachment research, Mary Ainsworth, 
who was inspired by Freud’s work as well as by her own experience of 
psychoanalysis, identified the mutual influences of attachment pat-
terns and oedipal stage issues of sexuality and competitiveness as an 
arena yet to be explored (Main, 1999). As Main (1999) observed:

She [Ainsworth] gave more weight to the likely import (in later child-
hood) of the unresolved oedipus complex than did Bowlby. … Ainsworth 
did not see the systematic study of sexuality and competitiveness … as a 
branch of attachment theory, and as I remember neither did John Bowlby 
… sex, aggression and competitiveness—elements of human behavior 
that enter into the oedipal complex … but also from an evolutionary per-
spective into reproductive success—should then be systematically stud-
ied all over again, and in their own right (p. 705).

Similarly, Main (1995) has suggested that in future studies, “sys-
tematic relations between differing patternings of attachment in 
infancy and the later management and expression of sex and aggres-
sion could well be uncovered, especially if attachment to both par-
ents is considered in relation to the sex of the child” (p. 460). Along 
these lines, Fonagy (2006) has recently developed new theoretical 
formulations on the relationship between sexuality and attachment, 
centering around the extent to which early sexual sensations and 
experiences in infancy and early childhood fail to be “mentalized” 
within parent–child relationships, and thus remain to some extent a 
dissociated sphere within attachment bonds.

With the ascendancy of psychoanalytic pluralism (Wallerstein, 
2005), the hegemony of libido theory has been challenged many 
times over, both by competing psychoanalytic formulations (e.g., 
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Fonagy, 1999a, 1999b, 2001; Kernberg, 1975; Kohut, 1971, 1977; 
Lichtenberg, 1989; Mitchell, 1988) and by new investigations based 
on infant research and observation (Stern, 1985; Tronick, 1998). It 
is clear that Bowlby’s formulations (1969/1982, 1973, 1980, 1988) 
have provided the theoretical foundation for many of these innova-
tions. In positing the attachment system as a separate and primary 
behavioral system, he is thought to have established a firm biological 
and evolutionary basis for the infant’s primary orientation toward 
objects in reality and fantasy (Fonagy, 1999b). With the plethora of 
perspectives on drives, pro and con, it is possible now to decouple 
the explorations of the pleasurable and subjective aspects of sexu-
ality from drive-based formulations, although it is our belief that 
concepts of drive still retain some explanatory power in psychoan-
alytic thought (Kernberg, 2004a,b). The works of Laplanche (1970, 
1987, 1995), Stein (1998a,b), and others who emphasize how parental 
enigmatic messages construct the child’s sexuality offer alternative 
conceptualizations, as do attachment investigations on transgenera-
tional transmission of unresolved/disorganized attachment states of 
mind. Briefly, Laplanche (Laplanche, 1987, 1995; Laplanche & Pon-
talis, 1968) stipulates that in the process of caring for her child the 
mother inevitably transmits her unconscious, including fantasies 
and conflicts around sexuality and aggression, to the child through 
enigmatic messages that are beyond the infant’s capacity to compre-
hend and that are not even transparent to the mother herself. These 
enigmatic messages, which are transmitted in early parent–child 
transactions through bodily sensations and communications, sup-
plant drive in Laplanche’s view as the primary vehicle for structur-
ing the child’s own sexual unconscious, leaving him or her with an 
abiding sense of mystery, desire, bodily curiosity, and fantasy about 
the sexuality of self and other that parallels the consolidation of the 
parent–child attachment bond. These formulations are analogous to 
investigations by Main and Hesse (1990; Hesse & Main, 1999), Lyons-
Ruth (1999; Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, 1999; Lyons-Ruth, Bronfman, 
& Parsons, 1999), and others on the infant disorganized attachment 
category and its adult analogue of “Unresolved” for trauma and loss. 
Research on attachment disorganization suggests that the mediat-
ing factor between parents’ unresolved attachment states of mind 
and infants’ disorganized/disoriented attachment behaviors are 
seductive and aggression-laden behaviors on the part of the parents 
fueled by their own past experiences of trauma and loss that devolve 

ER9359.indb   7 5/17/07   10:50:52 AM



�	 Diana	Diamond	and	Sidney	J.	Blatt

from their experiences (Lyons-Ruth, 1999). Such findings on link-
ages between parental attachment states of mind and parent–child 
attachment behavioral patterns have led to a renewed interest in the 
psychoanalytic constructs of sexuality, fantasy, representation, and 
processes of internalization on the part of attachment researchers 
(Blatt, 1995; Diamond, 2004; Main, 1999; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 
1985). This focus on representation within attachment theory and 
research also opens the door to consideration of intrapsychic con-
stellations such as oedipal issues and development, which are not 
necessarily directly observable in parent–child behaviors, but are 
often evident in the representational world of the child.

Clearly, the recent emphasis in both attachment and psychoanaly-
sis is no longer on determining which instinctual system is primary, 
as was the case with the debate between Bowlby and Anna Freud, but 
in understanding how these behavioral systems are translated into 
and reflected in psychic processes. Although there are undoubtedly 
mutual influences and interactions among the different motivational 
systems, each of which was thought to have evolved to accomplish 
a particular function, it remains unclear how attachment, sexual-
ity, affiliation, dominance-submission, and caregiving become orga-
nized at the behavioral and representational levels in infancy and 
continue to overlap or diverge throughout the life cycle. Each behav-
ioral system implies different internal working models of self in rela-
tion to primary attachment figures, leading potentially to multiple 
and conflictual or contradictory models of self in relation to others 
that must be integrated over the course of development. Blatt and 
Blass (1996) have hypothesized that there are successive shifts in the 
primary mechanism of psychological development from processes of 
internalization in infancy and early childhood, to processes of iden-
tification in latency and early adolescence, to processes of integra-
tion in late adolescence and young adulthood. In our view, the more 
interesting and important clinical question is not whether the attach-
ment or sexual system is dominant, but how they are integrated or 
fail to be integrated at the level of the representational world.

Blatt’s (1990; Blatt & Shichman, 1983) model of the two configu-
rations of development offers another theoretical framework for the 
conceptualization of the integration of attachment and sexuality at 
the representational level. According to Blatt and colleagues (Blatt, 
1990, 2006; Blatt & Shichman, 1983), development may be concep-
tualized as occurring through the continuous dialectical interaction 

ER9359.indb   8 5/17/07   10:50:52 AM



	 Introduction	 �

of two primary configurations of self-definition and relatedness. 
Although attachment unfolds primarily along the axis of relatedness, 
the relational patterns inherent in the attachment model contribute 
to structuring internal working models of both self and object. Sexu-
ality also matures in complex ways through a developmental matrix 
that involves both configurations. For example, sexuality involves 
elements of relatedness to the other, derived from the sensual envel-
oping stimulation by the mother in infancy, which awakens and 
structures the child’s sexuality. It also includes aspects of self-defini-
tion as endogenous sensations coming from both internal and exter-
nal transactions that are reconstituted and elaborated in the sphere 
of the imagination. George Klein (1976) makes a similar point when 
he conceptualizes intensely pleasurable sensual experiences as a con-
duit for “the expression of a variety of motives, needs and wishes, 
including the need for self-identity” (quoted in Stein, 1998a, p. 254). 
Blatt’s two configurations model stipulates that the lines of relat-
edness and self-definition interpenetrate continuously throughout 
development within each behavioral system, potentially forming 
linkages between the interpersonal and representational spheres. 
Each of the papers in this volume offers theoretical formulations on 
the relationship between sexuality and attachment from the point of 
view of the ways in which the different systems evolve and become 
more complex, diverging and converging both in actual behaviors 
and in the representational world over the course of development.

Based on three previous volumes of Psychoanalytic Inquiry (Dia-
mond & Blatt, 1999, 2000; Diamond, Blatt, & Lichtenberg, 2003) 
in which we delineated the ways in which attachment theory and 
research has expanded the boundaries of psychoanalytic theory 
and practice, we are now ready to reexamine the radical separa-
tion between attachment and sexuality more extensively from the 
vantage point of psychoanalysis in and out of the consulting room. 
We have also emerged from our prior investigations ready to recon-
sider sexuality with a lens that has been reconfigured by attachment 
theory, even while we recognize that such a lens gives only a par-
tial view of the vast and varied terrain that sexuality encompasses. 
Attachment factors may wax or wane in importance depending 
on whether we are talking about sexuality as a set of reproductive 
behaviors or functions that perpetuate survival; as a set of endog-
enous infantile experiences that form the impetus for imaginative 
elaboration and persist as a wellspring of creativity throughout life; 
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as a solitary masturbatory activity or a mutually gratifying expres-
sion of love between two people; as a locus of conflict, pathology, or 
perversion; or as an arena of play, fantasy, exploration, and erotic 
imagining. In subsuming sexuality into what he termed the repro-
ductive behavioral system, Bowlby clearly turned his back on the 
subjective aspects of sexuality. He did not deal with the distinction 
between sensual experiences and the behavior patterns of reproduc-
tion (Klein, 1976, p. 21); nor did he explore the relationship between 
attachment patterns and the subjective pleasurable aspect of sexual-
ity. In addition, Bowlby’s attachment model does not approach the 
forms of sexual arousal and its symbolization in fantasy, the notion 
of unique conflict inducing the potential of sexual experience, along 
with the notion of an unconscious rooted between sexuality and 
destructiveness (Green, 1996).

The papers in this volume have continued where Bowlby left off. 
The authors investigate the myriad ways in which sexuality may 
consolidate, converge, or conflict with attachment relationships and 
may foster or curtail attachment security at different developmental 
points. Each author in his or her own way attempts to locate sexual 
and attachment processes and their corresponding internal repre-
sentations “in one history they both express, which is that of the 
social existence of a developing self” (Klein, 1976, p. 58).

In his paper, “Attachment and Sexuality,” Eagle stipulates that 
the integration of these two systems is a developmental challenge, 
most likely to be successfully negotiated by those with secure attach-
ment organization. Those with insecure attachment organization are 
more likely to rigidly segregate passion and attachment (in the case 
of those with avoidant attachment), or to confuse the two (in the 
case of those with ambivalent attachment). In these formulations, 
Eagle introduces conflict back into attachment theory in that he sees 
attachment and sexuality as not only functionally separate behavioral 
systems, but also as mutually antagonistic, particularly in men. He 
reinterprets the split between love and desire observed by Freud to the 
split between attachment and sexuality, which he hypothesizes has 
an evolutionary root. Drawing on studies in anthropology, neurobi-
ology, and ethology, Eagle traces the process by which romantic love 
is divided into adult pair bonding on the one hand and erotic passion 
on the other. Eagle observes that whereas early mother–infant bond-
ing has much in common with adult pair bonding, including the 
activation of various common neurohormonal mechanisms, there is 
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little connection between these systems of early mother–infant or 
adult pair bonding and erotic passion. Eagle stipulates that over time 
as one’s romantic partner is transformed into one’s attachment fig-
ure, oxytocin, which is thought to regulate attachment relationships, 
supplants the heady infusion of dopamine that is thought to accom-
pany the experience of falling in love. Although he relies on neurobi-
ological investigations for his theory of a basic antagonism between 
the two systems, Eagle does stipulate that attachment factors may 
reinforce or ameliorate the neurobiological underpinnings of the 
two behavioral systems, which share overlapping as well as discrete 
circuitry and activating mechanisms.

Eagle explores how the consolidation of secure versus insecure 
attachment not only allows for the integration of passion and attach-
ment over time, but also establishes specific pathways for oedipal 
resolution or lack of it. Secure parent–child attachment in Eagle’s 
view is an essential precursor and stimulus for healthy progression 
through the oedipal period, while insecure attachment leads to pro-
longation and exaggeration of oedipal conflicts. Indeed, Eagle sug-
gests that oedipal or incestuous wishes may be as much by-products 
of insecure attachment as universal features of psychosexual matu-
ration. Additionally, Eagle maintains that while there is a universal 
incest taboo, there is little evidence for the ubiquitous and persisting 
nature of incestuous wishes, invoking as evidence the so-called Wes-
termark effect in which sexual impulses toward conspecifics reared 
together are dampened.

Mikulincer and Shaver, in their paper “A Behavioral Systems 
Perspective on the Psychodynamics of Attachment and Sexuality,” 
as did Eagle, apply an attachment theoretical framework to their 
investigations of sexual and romantic relationships in adults. Fol-
lowing Bowlby, they view the attachment behavioral system, and 
specifically the anchoring of attachment security, as the foundation 
for the development of mutually satisfying intimate sexual relation-
ships. The authors present an impressive number of empirical stud-
ies, both from their own research investigations and those of others, 
which support the linkage of attachment concepts and formulations 
to sexual behaviors, motivations, practices, attitudes, and object 
choices. Security of attachment is associated with greater freedom 
of exploration in sexual expression, along with the propensity to 
value and commit to long-term sexual/romantic relationships, while 
attachment insecurity is associated with preoccupation with sex as a 
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means to stave off fears of abandonment and lack of felt security (in 
the case of those with ambivalent attachment status) or with curtail-
ment of intimacy and maintenance of emotional distance or control 
over others (in the case of those with avoidant attachment status).

However, whereas previous social psychological investigations 
remain within the behavioral systems framework, focusing on object 
choice and sexual practices, Mikulincer and Shaver extend their for-
mulations to encompass the subjective experience of sexuality that may 
characterize those with insecure versus secure attachment. In a series 
of self-report studies, they have found that individuals with secure 
attachment status are more likely to experience pleasurable positive 
feelings and to take a more playful and exploratory attitude toward 
sex. By contrast, those with insecure ambivalent attachment status 
tend to subordinate their sexual needs and desires to the quest for 
attachment security. This leads to a limitation in their capacity for and 
concern with sexual pleasure. The discomfort with intimacy and need 
to control others additionally limits the sexual pleasure of those with 
avoidant attachment states of mind since they tend to forgo mutual 
sexual exploration and pleasuring in the interests of domination.

Mikulincer and Shaver also take on the thorny issue of how oedipal 
conflict and resolution may vary in individuals with different attach-
ment organization. In a set of ground-breaking studies, they provide 
empirical affirmation for the idea that oedipal residues are less likely 
to determine sexual object choice or attraction in individuals with 
secure attachment, while in those with insecure attachment oedipal 
conflicts continue to influence object choice and attraction. For the 
avoidant detached individual the feelings of aggression, rivalry, and 
longing inherent in the oedipal situation may reinforce defensive 
detachment from others. In the case of the ambivalent individual, 
the perpetuation of oedipal conflicts will carry forward the oedipal 
rivalries, hostilities, and quests into later relationships. These inves-
tigations on how attachment influences the degree and nature of 
oedipal resolution provide further evidence for the increasing inte-
gration of attachment and sexuality in psychoanalytic theory with 
its emphasis on the development of the representational world.

In Ammaniti, Nicolais, and Speranza’s paper, “Attachment and 
Sexuality During Adolescence: Interaction, Integration, or Inter-
ference,” the authors apply both research and clinical investiga-
tions to explore the linkages between attachment organization and 
sexual maturation and development in adolescence. Among the 
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most important developmental tasks during adolescence are the 
integration of those experiences that come with pubertal matura-
tion and the influx of hormones with previous experiences of the 
self. Ammaniti and colleagues observe that there is often an initial 
period of sexual experimentation in adolescence, after which sexual 
behavior seems to be patterned after attachment status. Those with 
secure attachment have the internal solidity and freedom to seek out 
and maintain committed sexual relationships that integrate affec-
tion and sexuality. Avoidant adolescents, on the other hand, either 
shun sexual encounters altogether or seek out casual exploitative 
sex, while ambivalent adolescents have trouble maintaining rela-
tionships, although they perpetually seek them out. Ammaniti and 
colleagues also note that attachment is not only associated with the 
patterns of sexual behavior in adolescence, but also with the reawak-
ening of sexuality itself. Just as infants who are later judged with 
secure attachment show more bodily evidence of genital play, so also 
is there some evidence that adolescents with secure attachment are 
more sexually curious and exploratory and more capable of express-
ing their sexuality in committed, enduring relationships. Indeed, 
adolescents with secure states of mind with respect to attachment 
are more likely to date, be involved in long term romantic relation-
ships and report greater frequency of sexual intercourse (see also 
Tracy, Shaver, Albino & Cooper, 2003).

Yet adolescence also affords possibilities of discontinuities between 
sexuality and attachment with shifts from insecure to secure or vice 
versa. These shifts are the result of physiological processes includ-
ing hormonal shifts that affect the affiliative circuits of the brain 
or that may present new critical periods offering new capacities for 
intimacy. Discontinuities in attachment status may also result from 
uneven brain development in which excitations of the limbic sys-
tem outstrip maturation of the prefrontal cortex. Such decalage in 
brain development can lead in adolescence, according to Ammaniti 
and colleagues, to a temporary decoupling of sexual behavior and 
underlying attachment organization. In addition, Ammaniti and 
colleagues observe that the mores of the peer group may override 
the state of mind with respect to attachment in motivating ado-
lescents’ behavior, “especially when in the peer group, adolescents 
engage in risky behaviors that impact on the pleasure and reward 
brain related systems” (p. 79). In understanding the interaction 
between attachment and sexuality, one has to take into account a 
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third behavioral system of affiliation—that is, seeking connection to 
a group where one can share the same ideal or relational goals and 
offers new opportunities for affect regulation and self-definition—
as the adolescent negotiates the necessary separation-individuation 
process from parents.

The complexities of the relationship between attachment, sexu-
ality, and affiliation in adolescence accounts in Ammaniti and 
colleagues’ view for the lack of clear attachment patterns in their 
investigation of attachment dynamics of three mother–daughter 
pairs in which there was sexual acting out in early adolescence on 
the part of the daughter. The mother’s attachment organization was 
based on narratives obtained from the Adult Attachment Interview 
(AAI; George, Kaplan & Main, 1996), while the attachment status 
of the daughter was assessed through the Attachment Interview 
for Childhood and Adolescence (AICA; Ammanti et al., 1990). A 
research classification of the interviews indicated that there were 
three divergent attachment states of mind in the three mother–
daughter pairs, including a dyad where both mother and daughter 
had secure states of mind with respect to attachment, another where 
both were characterized with dismissing states of mind, and a third 
where a preoccupied state of mind in the mother was paralleled by 
a disorganized attachment state of mind in the daughter. Ammaniti 
and colleagues’ clinical analyses of the interviews, however, yielded 
some similarities in mother–daughter dynamics across the genera-
tions, including unresolved issues around mourning and separation 
in the mothers vis-à-vis their own family of origin, that were not 
evident in the research classification. This disjunction between the 
clinical and research analysis of the interview illustrates that some-
times overall attachment classification provides delimitation for a 
more dynamic clinical exploration of the interview.

Weinstein’s paper, “When Sexuality Reaches Beyond the Plea-
sure Principle: Attachment, Repetition, and Infantile Sexuality,” 
like Ammaniti and colleagues’ paper, investigates how both infan-
tile sexuality and attachment serve the function of regulating and 
channeling bodily needs and excitement. Although the attachment 
system patterns bodily imperatives through the responsiveness of 
the other, the sexual system, particularly in its infantile version, 
does so through idiosyncratic fantasies that are by-products of the 
psychic awakening of endogenous excitement, experienced as part 
of the self. In this respect Weinstein sees infantile sexuality as an 
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essential aspect of the developmental line of self-definition identi-
fied by Blatt. As Weinstein puts it, “the child’s fantasy offers him 
or her an opportunity to actively rework earlier unresolved issues 
with a greater capacity for self-reflection and ownership” (p. 107). 
Following Freud (1905), Widlocher (2002), and Green (1996), Wein-
stein posits infantile sexuality as not simply an immature form of 
adult sexuality, but as an organization that persists in the uncon-
scious and that forms an imaginative reservoir for ongoing creative 
expression and mastery. Weinstein holds to the distinction between 
the child’s intrapsychic experiences of psychosexual development, 
which cannot be observed but only reconstructed analytically, and 
the child’s attachment behaviors, which are amenable to observa-
tional and empirical verification. Yet despite her bifurcation of the 
methods through which attachment and sexuality can be under-
stood, she posits a fluid bidirectional relationship between the two 
systems throughout development. The attachment relationship, 
which leaves its mark on the bodily experiences of pleasure and 
anxiety, inevitably helps to configure fantasy, while infantile fantasy 
offers, in Weinstein’s view, a reservoir both of resistance, renewal, 
and reconstruction of attachment relationships both in infancy and 
adulthood.

Most important in Weinstein’s view, attachment relationships 
may determine the set point for the child’s tolerance for intimacy, 
dependency, and mutuality in intimate relationships. She offers the 
example of the writings of the Marquis de Sade as a case in point of 
the ways in which insecure and particularly disorganized attachment 
may set the stage for perverse sexual scenarios characterized by rigid 
control, predictable cruelty, and exclusiveness toward objects that 
are also experienced as interchangeable. Such perverse scenarios, in 
Weinstein’s view, serve the interests of redressing an insecure/disor-
ganized attachment relationship not sufficiently internalized, with 
the subjective experience of unpleasure functioning as a route to 
the repetition or re-creation internally of such a distorted attach-
ment bond. Such repetition is also evident in the rigid, hostile, and 
controlling behaviors of 6-year-olds, who are judged disorganized in 
their attachment strategies in infancy. Despite these creative explo-
rations of overlap between attachment and sexuality, Weinstein 
argues for their essential irreducibility. In Weinstein’s view, theory 
and research on the attachment systems do not in the end explicate 
the arena of fantasy, bodily experience, and shifting identifications 
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between self and other that contribute to the enduring mystery and 
creativity of sexuality, while explorations of infantile sexuality are 
inadequate to understand the neurobiological dispositions such as 
temperament or the structuring impact of early parent–child attach-
ment transactions.

Holmes, in his paper, “Sense and Sensuality: Hedonic Intersub-
jectivity and the Erotic Imagination,” emphasizes less the creative 
tensions between attachment and sexuality, as does Weinstein, 
than the areas of creative overlap between the two. At the intersec-
tion of attachment and sexuality is an arena that he terms “hedonic 
intersubjectivity” that encompasses the pleasurable, playful, sensual 
aspects of attachment bonds and their rootedness in both mutually 
gratifying physical exchanges between child and caregiver and in 
flights of erotic imagining. He critiques infantile sexuality from the 
point of view of attachment theory but takes up where Bowlby left 
off in terms of understanding the bodily aspects of sexuality. Hol-
mes reminds us that Bowlby originally talked about the component 
aspects of attachment behavior in terms of bodily experiences of 
clinging, sucking, following, and so forth; yet as we pointed out ear-
lier, he did not connect these with subjective experience of pleasure 
or unpleasure. Although he accepts Bowlby’s privileging of security 
over sex in the formation of parent–child attachment bonds, Holmes 
takes us back to the hands-on bodily transactions including playing, 
patting, stroking, diapering, cuddling, clinging, kissing, and holding 
and gazing through which attachment bonds are consolidated and 
sustained. Holmes emphasizes the contributions of touch and sensual 
bodily contact to attachment security, stating “what makes a secure 
base secure, is in large measure its physicality: the warmth, holding, 
feeding, reassuring heart beat…gentle touch which proximity to the 
parent gives to the infant—and that is something desired by both child 
and parent” (p. 137). He makes the important point that not only does 
bodily pleasure cement secure attachment, but secure attachment 
renders such physical transactions gratifying. Further, going beyond 
Bowlby, Holmes stipulates that such a secure base, based on gratifying 
physical exchanges, provides the platform not only for the emergence 
of infantile sexuality with its associated wishes and fantasies, but also 
of adult intersubjective sexuality, which enables the individual to give 
free rein to creative exploration with the partner, to share in the plea-
sure of one’s attachment figure, and to integrate erotic imagining into 
the ongoing sexual relationship.
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Finally, in three compelling cases, Holmes illustrates the ways 
in which different forms of attachment insecurity cripple the erotic 
imagination and limit the capacity for hedonic intersubjectivity: 
Celia, the parentified child has a history of compulsive care taking that 
serves her well in her profession, but is fueled by ambivalent attach-
ment states of mind evident in her alternations between promiscuous 
sexual behavior and vaginal thrush, which severely limits her sexual 
pleasure; Peter, the son of a rejecting and violent father, whose avoid-
ant attachment is evident in his inhibited aggression and sadomas-
ochistic sexual fantasies and behaviors; and Andrea, the abandoned 
child of a mentally ill mother and alcoholic father whose disorga-
nized attachment leads to severe inhibition of her erotic and sensual 
connections to others. Most compelling is Holmes’s vivid portrayal 
of the ways in which the transference in all three cases becomes the 
arena in which both psychosexual and attachment histories converge, 
as successive layers of the representations of self and others involving 
both the attachment and sexual history, including unresolved oedipal 
issues, emerge in the playing out of the minute-by-minute object rela-
tions, defenses, and anxieties in the therapeutic arena.

In the paper by Buchheim, George, and Kaechele, “‘My Dog Is 
Dying Today’: Attachment Narratives and Psychoanalytic Interpre-
tation of an Initial Interview,” the authors investigate the areas of 
overlap and divergence between attachment and sexuality as it plays 
out in the transference–countertransference relationship in a case 
of a severely disturbed female, with a history of depressive break-
down, somatization, and conflictual, broken relationships with men. 
Certain ambiguous features of her presentation led the analyst to do 
a more formal research evaluation with the AAI as part of a clini-
cal intake interview. The data obtained from the AAI, and particu-
larly the formal scoring of the AAI, which revealed a classification 
of “Unresolved” with respect to loss of the father, provided a route 
to understanding some of the patient’s enigmatic verbalizations and 
behaviors in the sessions, such as her initial focus on the death of her 
dog, and her abrupt initial question about whether she might talk 
about sex in the sessions. The authors found that the formal AAI 
classification in fact contradicted both the initial clinical reading of 
the interview and the initial assessment of the patients’ attachment 
state of mind based on her presentation in sessions and the ther-
apist’s countertransference responses to it—all of which suggested 
that dismissing dynamics were predominant. Most important, the 
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AAI revealed the existence of “segregated systems” in the patient 
characterized by her inability to integrate multiple, disparate rep-
resentations of her father as alternately seductive, threatening, and 
rejecting. The authors conclude by stating that it is only through 
formal attachment assessment with the AAI, based on the validated 
scales, constructs, and scoring procedures, that patients’ mental rep-
resentations of attachment can be accurately understood and evalu-
ated. They hypothesize that the patient’s “Unresolved” attachment 
status indicated on the AAI evident in her talking about her father 
as though he were alive, and particularly her enduring unconscious 
fears of his chastisement and degradation, rather than unresolved 
oedipal attachment, was at the bedrock of her inability to form an 
enduring attachment with a man.

In the paper by Lieberman, St. John, and Silverman, “Passionate 
Attachments and Parental Exploitations of Dependency in Infancy 
and Early Childhood,” the authors find in the infant’s dependency, 
by which they mean the infant’s physical vulnerability and pro-
longed reliance on parental care, a concept that bridges the attach-
ment and sexual systems. They critique Bowlby’s privileging of the 
child’s innate proclivity to seek protection and safety in parental 
care over consideration of the aspects of parental care that inher-
ently stimulate and awaken both the child’s sexual and aggressive 
strivings. They insist that sexuality and aggression are inextricably 
intertwined with the attachment system, and that failure to theo-
rize the relationships among these aspects of the infant experience 
has limited the extent to which attachment theory can be consid-
ered a comprehensive personality theory. They favor the use of the 
term dependency to describe the child’s biological helplessness and 
reliance on parental care because it inherently involves the other’s 
response to the child’s vulnerability and defenselessness. Further, as 
does Weinstein in her paper, they state that certain manifestations of 
perversion can best be understood as “sequelae of dependency expe-
riences that are repudiated within the attachment relationship. … 
The pervert cannot act on his own; he needs another person, some-
one he can use for his own purposes, exploit and destroy” (Filippini, 
2005, p. 761; quoted in Lieberman et al., this issue, p. 88).

In the paper by Diamond and Yeomans, “Oedipal Love and Con-
flict in the Transference/Countertransference Matrix: Its Impact on 
Attachment Security and Mentalization,” the authors illustrate how 
attachment and oedipal/sexual themes are often condensed and 
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intermixed in borderline patients. They present data from the AAI 
(George, Main, & Kaplan, 1996), which assesses attachment state of 
mind with respect to parental figures and is given to borderline patients 
at the beginning of a psychodynamic treatment (transference-focused 
psychotherapy, TFP) and after 1 year, and from a new instrument, the 
patient therapist adult attachment interview (PT-AAI, George et al., 
1999), which is adapted from the AAI to assess state of mind with 
respect to attachment in the therapeutic dyad and is given to patients 
and their therapists after 1 year of TFP (Diamond et al., 2003). The 
data from both the AAI and the PT-AAI provide empirical evidence 
for the idea that psychic representations of preoedipal conflicts are 
condensed with sexual/oedipal phase representations in patients with 
severe personality disorders (Kernberg, 1975). This condensation pre-
disposes borderline patients to either severe inhibition in their access 
to erotic fantasy and sexual expression, or overt and persistent erot-
icization in the transference and the lingering of oedipal illusions. 
Thus, while they acknowledge the tendency noted by Buchheim and 
colleagues to conflate oedipal dynamics with insecure/disorganized 
attachment, they also explore some of the intricate ways in which 
oedipal dynamics can dovetail with and configure insecure attach-
ment, as well as the ways they may obfuscate it.

The authors stipulate that the waning emphasis on the centrality of 
oedipal conflicts, particularly in the case of the treatment of severely 
disturbed patients, has been accompanied by a renewed focus on the 
cognitive and symbolic processes that attend oedipal stage conflicts 
and their resolution. In particular, they examine how the achieve-
ment of mentalization contributes to the emergence and resolution 
of oedipal issues and the implications of this for treatment. In the 
oedipal phase, the child assumes the position as an observer of the 
exclusive link between the parents, an object in the observations of a 
third, as well as a participant in dyadic links with each parent—all of 
which catalyze the child’s capacity to reflect on his or her thoughts, 
wishes, and desires in relation to the third. When the child’s infan-
tile sexual strivings and wishes are reciprocated with the imposition 
of mature sexual desires and impulses on the part of the parent, as 
is often the case with borderline patients, they will be experienced 
as frighteningly real, rather than imaginative constructions, and 
their creative elaboration in fantasy will be curtailed. In such situ-
ations Diamond and Yeomans hypothesize that the construction, 
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emergence, and resolution of oedipal scenarios in the context of a 
secure attachment relationship with the therapist is imperative.

Using data from both the AAI and the PT-AAI, the authors pres-
ent a case of a patient who formed an eroticized transference to the 
therapist that was indicative of her unresolved/disorganized attach-
ment dynamics. The latter were evident initially in an unruly eroti-
cized transference, characterized by dangerous extra-session acting 
out and intrusion on the therapist’s life and safety. However, as attach-
ment status shifted over the course of the first year of work toward 
increased security and improvement in mentalization, the eroticized 
transference devolved into an erotic/oedipal transference, character-
ized by persistent idealized fantasies of the therapist as a perfect, if 
unattainable, oedipal object. The recapitulation and working through 
of oedipal conflicts and illusions set the groundwork for the attain-
ment of attachment security and above average mentalizing capacity 
for the patient.

In his remarks on the overlap between the attachment and sexual 
behavioral system in humans and other species, Bowlby (1969/1982) 
wrote, “Plainly a great research effort is required to unravel all these 
overlaps and the influence of one class of behavior on another” 
(p. 234). The papers in this volume show that such a multifaceted 
research effort that combines clinical and empirical approaches to 
the investigations of the intersection between attachment and sexu-
ality is well under way. Although large-scale empirical studies may 
identify global configurations that may elucidate general patterns in 
large numbers of individuals, clinical investigations allow us to look 
at the intricate variations in these patterns, and particularly at the 
ways in which attachment and sexual systems are integrated or not 
in particular individuals. Further, the compelling case material in 
this volume, and particularly the depiction of the transference and 
countertransference dynamics, reveals the subjective experiences 
and psychic mechanisms associated with the integration of attach-
ment and sexual systems that might otherwise remain obscure and 
unintelligible. Luyten, Blatt, and Corvelyen (2006) recently discussed 
the importance of integrating empirical nomothetic investigation of 
broad general principles with clinical ideographic studies that exam-
ine in detail the complex expressions of these general processes in 
individual lives.

In his discussion, Lichtenberg turns his clinical acumen and theo-
retical mastery of both the psychoanalytic and attachment traditions 
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to provide a vibrant, coherent, and comprehensive metanarrative 
of how attachment and sexuality are conceptualized theoretically 
and explored empirically and in compelling clinical narratives in 
these papers. Lichtenberg’s discussion attempts to retain the long 
tradition of psychoanalytic knowledge gleaned from the unfold-
ing of data about sexuality in the clinical situation and to integrate 
this understanding with attachment concepts. His discussion not 
only provides a more comprehensive view of the integration of the 
attachment and sexual systems, but also raises questions about the 
limitations of such integration. Lichtenberg reminds us that from 
our patients’ clinical narratives, we cannot underestimate how much 
eros is a compelling force that may be shaped in part by the nature of 
early attachment bonds, but cannot be understood solely or even in 
some cases primarily in terms of them. Although playfulness, explo-
ration, curiosity, and sharing are of course expressions of secure 
attachment, in Lichtenberg’s view, the papers in this volume may 
tend to underestimate their role in the development of sexuality in 
adolescence and beyond. Specifically, Lichtenberg suggests that the 
attachment and psychoanalytic perspectives may underplay issues 
of mutuality—that is, of taking joy in sharing in pleasure with one’s 
attachment figure—and the sense of excitement and playfulness that 
keeps sexuality alive in long-term relationships.

In sum, these papers, in conjunction with Lichtenberg’s discus-
sion, suggest that there is a bidirectional web of influences that 
weaves the attachment and sexual systems together in increasingly 
complex ways from infancy to adulthood. Although the papers pres-
ent much research and clinical evidence for the ubiquitous influence 
of early attachment bonds on sexual relationships throughout the 
life cycle, they also suggest that in and out of the consulting room we 
see that human sexuality cannot be reduced to that which is singu-
larly influenced by attachment. A limitation of these papers is that 
they investigate the integration of attachment and sexuality or lack 
of it primarily in heterosexual rather than homosexual relationships. 
However, several studies with lesbian and gay samples found associa-
tions of attachment status with relationship quality, sexual attitudes, 
and sexual behaviors that supported those based on heterosexual 
samples, although further investigations are necessary in this area 
(Ridge and Feeney, 1998). Finally, the papers leave us with the ques-
tion about whether certain aspects of erotic experience (e.g., the 
excessive, irrational, enigmatic, transgressive, and subversive aspects 
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of sexuality) are comprehensible within the attachment framework. 
Indeed, Stein (1998a), following Bataille (1957) and Laplanche (1970, 
1987, 1995), reminds us that “human sexuality is seen as a force not 
only beyond simple adaptation and survival, but as a force opposing 
them” (p. 260). These topics will no doubt form the basis for future 
explorations; but we believe that the papers in this volume, however 
incomplete, will help to shape the direction and tenor of further dia-
logues in the arena of attachment and sexuality.
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chapter I

Attachment and Sexuality

Morris Eagle

The purpose of this paper is to discuss certain aspects of the rela-
tion between attachment and sexuality, two central motivational–
instinctual systems that play a central role in human behavior and 
human relationships. In particular, I will address a number of issues 
dealing with the integration of the attachment and sexual systems 
in long-term intimate relationships. As Bowlby (1969) noted, attach-
ment and sexuality “impinge on each other ... and influence each 
other. This occurs in other species as well as man” (p. 233). Despite 
the obviously strong links between attachment and sexuality, until 
recently there has been a paucity of literature on their relationship.

From the psychoanalytic side, neglect of the relation between 
attachment and sexuality was largely based on the assumption made 
by Freudian theory that the infant’s attachment to mother is second-
ary to the role she plays in drive reduction (primarily of the hun-
ger drive) and to her role in providing the pleasures associated with 
stimulation of the infant’s erogenous (early on, oral) zones. Accord-
ing to this view, the infant’s attachment to mother is based largely 
on infantile sexuality, that is, on the drives she reduces and the erog-
enous pleasures she provides. Hence, there is no separate attachment 
system to relate to sexuality insofar as attachment was thought to be 
based on sexuality, that is, infantile sexuality. In short, there are no 
separable systems to be related to each other.1

From the side of attachment theory, Bowlby’s focus (and that of 
his early coworkers and followers) was on presenting a systematic 
and compelling case for the existence of an autonomous instinc-
tual attachment system selected in the course of evolution that is 
not secondary to or derived from hunger reduction and pleasure 
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from erogenous zones, and in elaborating his attachment theory. 
The explosion of research and theory that followed Bowlby’s work 
focused on the complexities and details of the attachment system and 
had virtually nothing to say about sexuality or the relation between 
attachment and sexuality. With the autonomy of the attachment sys-
tem established, one could then begin to explore the relation between 
that system and sexuality. Such an exploration is also facilitated by 
the additional factor of the extension of attachment research to adult 
attachment in which it is one’s romantic or sexual partner who is 
most frequently defined as one’s attachment figure.

A central thesis of this paper is that attachment and sexuality are 
functionally separable systems and, in certain respects, operate in 
mutually antagonistic ways. I further propose that the integration 
of attachment and sexuality is a developmental challenge that is met 
by different people with varying degrees of success depending, in 
part, upon their individual attachment pattern. I propose an alter-
native to Freud’s (1912) oedipally based account of the unsuccessful 
integration of attachment and sexuality, what he refers to as the split 
between love and desire, as well as Mitchell’s (2002) recent views on 
the same issue. With regard to the former, I argue that whereas an 
incest taboo is relevant to understanding the split between love and 
desire, there is little evidence that universal incestuous wishes play a 
central role in accounting for that phenomenon. And finally, I con-
sider the relationship between attachment and sexuality from the 
perspective of findings on mate selection.

Before I continue, let me make some disclaimers and qualifying 
remarks. My formulations in this paper are more applicable to males 
than to females. A separate paper would be required to address female 
sexuality and the relationship between attachment and sexuality in 
females. I am aware that I am omitting mention or discussion of 
a wide range of factors—aggression, fantasy, narcissism, for exam-
ple—that we know play an important role in human sexuality. My 
intention in this paper, however, is a limited one, namely, to describe 
the, so to speak, “default” general relationship that obtains between 
attachment and sexuality. In individual cases, this relationship will 
undoubtedly be complicated by the other factors I have mentioned.

I do not discuss the often murky topic of infantile sexuality in this 
paper; that material will be presented in a separate paper in progress. 
Finally, this paper does not deal specifically with the phenomenon of 
romantic love, including the role of idealization in romantic love. It 
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should be noted here that when Freud uses the term love in his 1912 
paper, it is clear from the context that he is not referring to roman-
tic love, but something closer to long-term attachment or what he 
describes as the “affectionate current”; and when he uses the term 
desire, he is referring to sexual desire or what he refers to as the “sen-
sual current.”

Let me begin my detailed discussion of attachment and sexual-
ity by briefly describing Freud’s (1912) and Mitchell’s (2002) views 
regarding the split between love and desire. I will then contrast their 
views with my formulation of the relationship between attachment 
and sexuality and will try to show that the split between love and 
desire is best understood in terms of the vicissitudes of that general 
relationship.

Not surprisingly, given his theory of infantile sexuality and of 
the oedipus complex, Freud (1912) attributed the split between love 
and desire in men—an extreme expression of which he referred to 
as “psychical impotence”—to “an incestuous fixation on mother or 
sister which has never been surmounted” (p. 180). As Freud (1912) 
also stated, men suffering from “psychical impotence … seek objects 
which do not lead to love in order to keep their sensuality away from 
objects they love” (p. 183). The result is that “where they love they do 
not desire and where they desire they cannot love” (p. 183). Freud 
also noted that even if the result is not actual impotence, the split 
between love and desire was far more widespread than may be com-
monly believed. In short, for Freud the split between love and desire, 
between the “affectionate and sensual currents,” so characteristic 
of unresolved oedipal conflicts, is mainly due to the persistence of 
incestuous wishes and to the need to keep such wishes diverted from 
objects that one loves.

In 2002, in Mitchell’s book titled Can Love Last?, he observed 
that the split between love and desire is as prevalent today as it was 
in Freud’s day, and he presented an account of that phenomenon 
that rests on the central idea that people are motivated to “degrade 
romance” because of their need to render it secure, predictable, and 
safe—characteristics that he maintains are inimical to the experi-
ence of desire. Anyone doing clinical work would, I think, agree with 
Mitchell that the split between love and desire is quite common, cer-
tainly common among people who come for treatment. That it is not, 
however, limited to patients in treatment, but is more widespread, is 
suggested, for example, by observations in popular magazines that 
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many long-term marriages are characterized by infrequent sex and, 
sometimes, no sex at all.

I want to demonstrate in this paper that the split between love 
and desire is best understood not in terms of universal incestuous 
wishes or in terms of a motivation to degrade desire, but in terms of 
certain aspects of the inherent relation between the attachment and 
sexual systems. Indeed, I think the split between love and desire can 
be restated as a split between attachment and sexuality.

Although there is much evidence for a universal or near universal 
incest taboo, there is little good direct evidence for the existence of 
universal incestuous wishes. The usual reasoning has been that, to 
quote Lindzey (1967), the

mere universal existence of the incest taboo … constitutes convincing 
evidence for the existence of a set of general tendencies that are being 
denied. It seems unlikely that there would have been universal selection 
in favor of such a taboo if there were not widespread impulses toward 
expression of the prohibition. (p. 1055)

Essentially the same argument was made earlier by Freud 
(1917/1915–1916): “if living together dampens sexual desire toward 
those with whom one grows up, “an avoidance of incest would be 
secured automatically, and it would not be clear why such severe pro-
hibitions were called for, which would point rather to the presence of 
a strong desire for it” (p. 210). He also writes:

It has been said that sexual inclination is diverted from members of 
the same family who are of the opposite sex by the fact of having been 
together from childhood. … In all of this the fact is entirely overlooked 
that such an inexorable, prohibition of it in law and custom would not be 
needed if there were any reliable natural barriers against the temptation 
to incest. The truth is just the opposite. A human being’s first choice of 
an object is regularly an incestuous one, aimed in the case of the male, at 
his mother and sister. (1917/1916–1917, pp. 334–335)

But this is like arguing that the universal or near universal taboo 
against suicide constitutes adequate evidence for universal suicidal 
wishes and urges. Also, as Fox (1980) states, “we need not assume 
that we have laws against murder because we all have murderous 
natures, but only because some murder occurs and we don’t like 
that” (p. 8).

My main claims are: (a) attachment and sexuality are functionally 
separable systems, and (b) not only are they functionally separable, 
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but in certain respects, they operate in antagonistic ways. I argue 
further that it is this mutual partial antagonism between the attach-
ment and sexual systems, rather than forbidden incestuous wishes, 
that constitutes the foundation for the commonly observed split 
between love and desire. I will also show that over and above this 
general state of affairs, individual attachment patterns contribute to 
either minimizing or amplifying the split between love and desire. 
More specifically, compared to secure attachment, insecure attach-
ment will be associated with a reduced likelihood of integrating 
attachment and sexuality.

Functional	Separability	Between	Attachment	and	Sexual	Systems

Consider first the functional separability of the attachment and sex-
ual systems. There is both psychological and physiological evidence 
supporting this idea. On the psychological side, as Holmes (2001) 
noted, it is not uncommon to observe that partners can be intensely 
attached to each other with a relative absence of sexual interest and 
conversely, that people can be intensely sexually involved without 
either serving as an attachment figure for the other. These kinds of 
observations have led Fonagy (2001) to remark that “the facts that sex 
can undoubtedly occur without attachment and that marriages with-
out sex perhaps represent the majority of such partnerships, prove 
beyond doubt that these systems are separate and at most loosely 
coupled” (p. 10). There is a good deal of evidence supporting this 
conclusion. For example, in a recent study (Farrugia & Hogans, 1998) 
on factors that contribute to the experience of intimacy in romantic 
relationships, attachment to a partner made the greatest contribu-
tion, followed by sensitivity of care giving. The authors note that “a 
surprising finding was that measures of sexual behavior … did not 
make a unique contribution to intimacy in romantic relationships” 
(p. 11). This finding is especially noteworthy given the young age of 
the sample. It should be noted, however, that the sample was prepon-
derantly female and that the authors did not report results for males 
and females separately. Nevertheless, the results tend to support the 
conclusion of Waring et al. (1980) “that sexuality is considered part 
of intimacy by most people, although it is not considered to be the 
primary component” (p. 4).
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A reasonable hypothesis is, as Diamond (2003) stated, that “desire 
is governed by the sexual mating system” (p. 174), the goal of which 
is reproduction, whereas love—and it is clear that what Diamond 
means by love here is enduring attachment—“is governed by the 
attachment or pair-bonding system … the goal of which is the 
maintenance of an enduring association” (p. 174) for the purpose of 
survival of dependent offspring. Diamond presents the intriguing 
and, I believe, likely to be correct, idea that adult pair-bonding or 
attachment originally evolved, not in the context of sexual mating 
but instead “exploited” the already existing infant–caregiver attach-
ment system “for the purpose of maintaining enduring associations 
between adult reproductive partners” (p. 174). In other words, it is 
primarily attachment, not sex, that keeps adult partners together for 
a long period of time.

A number of other commentators have made a similar point. For 
example, in a book titled The Chemistry of Love, Liebowitz (1983) 
observes:

Biologically, it appears that we have evolved two distinct chemical sys-
tems for romance; one basically serves to bring people together and the 
other to keep them together. The first is [sexual] attraction. … The sec-
ond, which helps keep people together, is attachment. Attachment has 
more to do with feelings of security than of excitement. (p. 90)

There is intriguing evidence suggesting that the attachment and 
sexual systems are mediated by different biological processes. For 
example, the sexual attraction phase of a relationship is accompa-
nied by a higher level of amphetamine-like substances, especially 
phenylethylanine, which is associated with heightened arousal and 
activity, whereas the attachment phase is accompanied by endorphin 
release, which is also associated with the formation of infant–mother 
affectional bonds.

There is much evidence that oxytocin and vasopressin play an 
important role in both maternal behavior and mother–infant bond-
ing. Oxytocin facilitates the onset of maternal behavior in rats and 
facilitates the acceptance of an alien lamb in a nonpregnant ewe. With 
regard to the latter, prairie voles, who are monogamous, have differ-
ent distributions of oxytocin receptors in the brain from montane 
voles, who are nonmonogamous. As Insel and Young (2001) note, 
“vasopressin receptors in the ventral pallidum are present not only 
in prairie voles but also in monogamous mice and primates, whereas 
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they are absent in this region in related rodent and primate species 
that do not form pair bonds” (p. 133). They also note, “all the major 
aspects of monogamy can be facilitated in the prairie vole by central 
injections of either oxytocin or vasopressin, even in voles that do not 
have the opportunity to mate” (pp. 132–133). Furthermore, when an 
oxytocin receptor antagonist is injected into the female prairie vole, 
the usual monogamous preference for a partner is blocked. All this 
and other evidence tend to support Diamond’s (2003) reasoning that 
“If the biobehavioral process underlying romantic love [Diamond is 
clearly referring to an attachment bond here] originally evolved in 
the context of infant-caregiver attachment … then the oxytocinergic 
mechanisms reviewed above should also underlie adult pair-bond-
ing” (p. 181). To sum up, the above evidence suggests not only the 
functional independence of the attachment and sexual systems, but 
also specifically suggests basic links between adult pair-bonding or 
attachment and the infant–mother attachment system.

Partial	Antagonism	Between	Attachment	and	
Sexual	Systems:	Psychological	Evidence

The discussion above deals with the functional separability between 
attachment and sexuality. But what about claims regarding the par-
tial mutual antagonism between the two systems? What is the nature 
of the antagonism and what is the evidence for it? Again, there is 
both psychological and physiological evidence. On the psychologi-
cal side, in order for someone to serve as an attachment figure, he or 
she must be familiar and predictable. Characteristics such as nov-
elty, unfamiliarity, and unpredictability are incompatible with the 
development of attachment to a figure with these characteristics. It 
is virtually an oxymoron to say that one’s attachment figure is novel 
or unfamiliar. On the other hand, the intensity of sexual excitement 
seems to be reduced by familiarity and predictability and increased 
by novelty, unfamiliarity, and diversity—in the poet Byron’s words, 
by “fresh features”—and even by forbiddenness and illicitness 
(Kernberg, 1995). Yet, despite this seemingly inherent antagonism 
between attachment and sexuality, one’s adult attachment figure is 
most frequently also one’s sexual partner. Thus, the individual in 
a long-term monogamous relationship is challenged with the need 
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to integrate the contradictory “pulls” of the attachment and sexual 
motivational systems.

One needs one’s spouse or romantic partner, as one’s attachment 
figure, to be familiar, predictable, and available. Yet there is a good 
deal of evidence that predictability, familiarity, and availability 
frequently dampen the intensity of sexual interest and excitement. 
Thus, I am suggesting that, apart from any consideration of incest 
wishes, the antagonism between the attachment and sexual systems 
goes some way toward accounting for the split between love and 
desire, which, I propose, is essentially a split between attachment 
and sexuality.

There is a good deal of evidence in both animals and humans that 
diversity and unfamiliarity increase the intensity of sexual interest 
and that familiarity, propinquity, and availability dampen the inten-
sity of sexual interest and excitement. A particularly interesting 
expression of the latter phenomenon, known as the “Westermarck 
effect” (Westermarck 1926/1894), is seen in the finding of a power-
ful reduction of sexual interest among people who have been reared 
together. There is much evidence supporting the Westermarck 
hypothesis. Talmon (1964) looked at 125 marriages in three well-
established kibbutzim and found not a single case where two people 
reared in the same peer group had married. In a much larger study, 
Shepher (1971) obtained the records of 2,769 marriages of people 
raised in kibbutzim. He found only 16 cases where people reared 
together in the same group married. Furthermore, in all 16 of these 
apparent exceptions, the children had been reared together only 
after age 6. In other words, of 2,769 marriages, not a single marriage 
occurred between people who had been reared together before age 6. 
In accord with the Westermarck hypothesis, Shepher concludes that 
a “negative imprinting” with regard to incest is established during 
the first 6 years of life.

Thus, according to the Westermarck hypothesis and the sup-
porting evidence, siblings reared together generally show markedly 
decreased rather than intense incestuous sexual interest in each 
other. This is not to say that incestuous wishes may not develop under 
certain circumstances. It is rather to say that the evidence supports 
the Westermarck hypotheses that prolonged propinquity within the 
family generally dampens rather than intensifies sexual interest, at 
least among siblings and peers reared together. Incidentally, Freud 
was aware of the Westermarck hypothesis, but dismissed it in one 
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sentence with the already noted familiar argument that a powerful 
incest taboo would not be necessary were it not for equally powerful 
incest wishes that are held in check by the taboo.

As for the relationship between diversity and unfamiliarity and 
sexual interest, one is reminded here of a phenomenon found in the 
animal kingdom that is referred to as the “Coolidge effect,” based on 
the following story:

One day the President and Mrs. Coolidge were visiting a government 
farm. Soon after their arrival, they were taken off on separate tours. 
When Mrs. Coolidge passed the chicken pens she paused to ask the man 
in charge if the rooster copulates more than once each day. “Dozens of 
times” was the reply. “Please tell that to the President,” Mrs. Coolidge 
requested. When the President passed the pens and was told about the 
rooster, he asked “Same hen every time?” “Oh no, Mr. President, a differ-
ent one each time.” The President nodded slowly, then said “Tell that to 
Mrs. Coolidge.” (Bermant, 1976, pp. 76–77)

In many mammalian species, after copulating with a female and 
ejaculating several times, the male’s sexual activity wanes and then 
eventually ceases. However, if a new estrous female is introduced, 
the male immediately begins to copulate again. Symons (1979) writes 
that “while males of many species are indiscriminate in that they will 
copulate with any estrous female of their species, they are extremely 
discriminating in that they recognize females individually, and they 
are partial to variety and prejudiced against familiarity” (p. 210).

In citing studies with animals, I run the risk of being accused of 
equating animal with human behavior, reducing the latter to the 
former, and overlooking the influences of culture and learning. The 
fact is, however, that one need not be reductionistic or be guilty of a 
facile equation of animal and human behavior in order to recognize 
that we are part of the animal kingdom and that many of our gen-
eral tendencies and behaviors are influenced by evolutionary natural 
selection. We do not seem to have much difficulty recognizing the 
aspects of the attachment system (e.g., proximity-seeking; the rela-
tion between a secure base and exploratory behavior) that cut across 
a wide range of species. It would be surprising if that were not also 
true of the sexual system.

Furthermore, the phenomena I have been discussing, in particu-
lar, the role of novelty and variety versus familiarity in degree of 
sexual interest, have been widely and independently recognized in 
humans by observers from Freud to Kinsey to Mitchell. Thus, Freud 
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(1912) notes that it seems to be the nature of sexuality that an obsta-
cle is required in order for strong sexual excitement and satisfaction 
to be experienced. And Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin (1948) report 
that extramarital sex seems to result primarily from an interest in a 
variety of sexual partners. Perhaps the strongest expression between 
diversity and sexual interest is the widespread prevalence of extra-
marital sex (Fisher, 1998). The relative decline of romantic love and 
sexual passion over time apparently is not limited to Western soci-
ety. Thus, Shostak (1983) reports the comment of a !Kung informant: 
“When two people are first together, their hearts are on fire and their 
passion is very great. After a while, the fire cools and that’s how it 
stays” (p. 268).

That sexual interest and attraction are heightened by newness and 
unfamiliarity and dampened by familiarity is, in certain respects, 
highly adaptive in the original family situation insofar as it encour-
ages the mating choice of “extraneous objects” (Freud, 1912, p. 181) 
and discourages the “choice” of a family member. However, to the 
extent that these characteristics of sexuality, that is, intensification 
by newness and dampening by familiarity, continue to operate, they 
constitute potential threats to the stability and longevity of estab-
lished long-term relationships. In such relationships, the originally 
“extraneous object” becomes a familiar one and others outside the 
relationship are now extraneous objects toward whom sexual inter-
est is often directed.

Virtually all studies show that sex is more important at the begin-
ning of a relationship, and later in the relationship, emotional sup-
port and other similar factors become increasingly important. There 
is also evidence that it takes about 2 years for all the major compo-
nents of attachment (i.e., proximity-seeking, separation protest, safe 
haven, and secure base) to be operative in the relationship. These 
findings support Hazan and Zeifman’s (1994) and others’ claims that 
sexual attraction brings and holds the two adults together—Hazan 
and Zeifman refer to this as the “psychological tether”—long enough 
to provide an opportunity for an enduring attachment bond to form. 
However, the longevity of the relationship will, in large part, be deter-
mined by the couple’s ability to maintain that emotional bond in the 
face of the relatively decreased role of sexual attraction. A good deal 
of evidence suggests that sensitive and responsive care, not sexual 
attraction, is the most accurate predictor of relationship longevity 
(Kotler, 1985).
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Another source of the partial antagonism between attachment 
and sexuality lies in the fact that insofar as one’s romantic partner 
becomes one’s attachment figure, the woman takes on a role that is, 
in important respects, similar to the role played by mother. This may 
trigger or intensify the incest taboo, which then makes it more dif-
ficult to experience the partner as a sexual object—she becomes too 
identified with mother. Just as Freud (1912) observed, the affection-
ate–attachment current may then be split off from the sensual-sexual 
current, which is safer and easier to experience with an “extraneous 
object” outside the home who is not one’s attachment figure. It is 
important to note here that while the incest taboo plays a central role 
in the above account, one need not invoke incest wishes.

To summarize, I am suggesting that independent of the posit-
ing of universal incestuous wishes, the “default” condition of a par-
tial antagonism between attachment and sexuality goes some way 
toward accounting for the split between love and desire.

Physiological	Evidence

As for the physiological evidence for the partial antagonism between 
the attachment and sexual systems, it has been found that high levels 
of testosterone not only increase sexual interest and activity, but, more 
directly pertinent to the claim of an antagonism between attachment 
and sexuality, that it also reduces attachment. Thus, men with higher 
baseline levels of testosterone marry less frequently, have more extra-
marital affairs when they do marry, and divorce more often (Fisher, 
2000). Fisher (2000) observes that the negative relation between tes-
tosterone and attachment (and the concomitant inverse relationship 
between levels of testosterone and vasopressin and oxytocin) may 
help explain why individuals in long-term relationships express less 
sexual interest in each other. As another example of physiological 
contributions to the disjunction between attachment and sexuality, 
middle-aged men and women who were administered testosterone 
to increase sexual desire reported experiencing increased sexual 
thoughts and elevated levels of sexual activity, but did not report 
feeling increased romantic passion or increased attachment to their 
partners (Fisher, 2000, p. 415; Sherwin & Gelfand, 1987; Sherwin, 
Gelfand, & Brender, 1985).
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In the animal kingdom, male birds, such as cardinals and blue jays, 
that are nonmonogamous and do not remain to parent their young 
have higher levels of testosterone, in contrast to monogamous male 
birds that have much lower levels of testosterone during the parent-
ing phase. Further, when testosterone is surgically pumped into male 
sparrows, which are ordinarily monogamous and engage in parenting, 
they abandon their young and their female partners and court other 
females (Sullivan, 2000; Wingfield, Hegner, Duffy & Hall, 1990).

Individual	Differences	in	Integration	of	Attachment	and	Sexuality

Thus far I have described a general state of affairs, what I have 
referred to as the “default” condition, with regard to the relation 
between attachment and sexuality. However, we know that there are 
individual differences in the ability to integrate love and desire or 
attachment and sexuality. And, of course, these individual differ-
ences have a great deal to do with the idiosyncratic history of the 
individual and the unconscious meanings, defenses, fantasies, and 
so on associated with that history. Are there, however, general fac-
tors that help account for individual differences in degree of success 
in the integration of attachment and sexuality?

I propose that one central factor that contributes to these differ-
ences is the degree to which the individual is able to shift from early 
parental figure to current partner as his or her primary attachment 
figure. A relative inability to make that shift results in the greater 
likelihood that the individual will unconsciously equate the current 
partner with the early parental figure—an equation that activates or 
intensifies the incest taboo and that, therefore, makes it more diffi-
cult to experience sexual feelings toward the current partner.

I propose the hypothesis that the more unresolved one’s early 
attachment relationship, which is characteristic of insecure attach-
ment, the more one will react to a current partner as a stand-in for 
mother, and therefore, the less able the individual will be to expe-
rience one’s current partner as a sexual figure. And conversely, the 
more one has been able to resolve the early attachment relationship, 
the less “contaminated” by earlier reactions and patterns will one’s 
current relationship be. Let me elaborate and present some evidence.

There is little doubt that in the course of normal development, 
we progressively shift from parents to one’s romantic partner as 
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one’s primary attachment figure. There is evidence that this shift 
takes place gradually over a period of time and that there is a lawful 
sequence of the attachment factors involved in this shift. As noted 
earlier, there is some evidence that it generally takes about 2 years 
for all four major components of the attachment proximity-seek-
ing, separation protest, safe haven, and secure base to come into play 
fully in a romantic relationship (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994).

Although, according to attachment theory, it is generally the 
case that, to some degree, early attachment patterns are transferred 
to the current partner, I suggest that the transfer occurs in a more 
unresolved way in individuals with insecure patterns of attachment. 
Because securely attached individuals are more likely to have resolved 
attachment issues with parents and to have successfully negotiated 
the developmental shift from parent to current partner as primary 
attachment figure, they are less likely unconsciously to equate the 
current partner with parental figure and, therefore, are less likely to 
respond sexually to the current partner as a forbidden incestuous 
object. Contrastingly, almost by definition, avoidant and enmeshed 
or preoccupied individuals react to the current partner as if he or she 
were the parental figure.

Consider first the avoidant pattern. That one continues to be 
avoidant toward the current partner strongly suggests that one is 
continuing to react defensively, as if one were experiencing the cur-
rent partner as rejecting or intrusive, similar to the way one expe-
rienced the early parental figure. One would expect that due to this 
unconscious equation of the current partner with the early parental 
figure, the avoidantly attached individual will have greater difficulty 
integrating sexuality and attachment. Indeed there is a good deal 
of evidence suggesting that avoidantly attached individuals do tend 
to separate sexual from attachment feelings. For example, Feeney 
and Noller (1990) report that university students classified as avoid-
ant are more likely to endorse acceptance of multiple relationships, 
limited involvement and commitment, and the use of sex for fun 
rather than as an expression of emotional depth. They are also more 
likely to express jealousy of sexual infidelity rather than emotional 
infidelity (Levy & Kelley, 2005). Thus, avoidant individuals seem to 
be characterized by difficulty in establishing and maintaining an 
attachment bond as well as by a relative disjunction between sex and 
attachment.
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Although they show a different pattern than the avoidantly 
attached, enmeshed preoccupied individuals also tend to react more 
to the current partner as if he or she were the parental figure. That 
is, they expect inconsistency in the availability of the current attach-
ment figure and are preoccupied with fears of abandonment—just 
as they were in relation to the early parental figure. Thus, in com-
mon with the avoidantly attached, to the extent that they also 
unconsciously equate the current partner with parental figure, they 
are also more likely to have greater difficulty integrating sexuality 
and attachment. Evidence supporting this inference includes find-
ings that, more than the securely or avoidantly attached, enmeshed 
preoccupied individuals report seeking support from someone other 
than their partners; they report frequent and intense love experi-
ences; rapid physical and emotional involvement; fall in love more 
often; and report more “love at first sight” experiences (Feeney & 
Noller, 1990). If one can say that the avoidantly attached emphasize 
sexuality at, so to speak, the expense of attachment, one can cor-
respondingly say that the enmeshed preoccupied emphasize attach-
ment at the expense of sexuality. That is, their sexual behavior and 
experience seem to be largely in the service of repeatedly attempting 
to gain reassurance that they will not be abandoned.

There is a good deal of evidence supporting this hypothesis. For 
example, Davis, Shaner, and Vernon (2004) found that an attachment 
style characterized by attachment anxiety “was positively related to 
reports of interest in sex being higher when feeling insecure about 
the relationship” (p. 1083). They also found that attachment anxi-
ety was significantly associated with different motives for sex (e.g., 
manipulation, stress reduction), but that “the largest of these asso-
ciations were between attachment anxiety and the motives of reas-
surance … and emotional closeness” (p. 1084). There is also evidence 
that women’s agreement to unwanted sex is often motivated by the 
fear of rejection and abandonment associated with anxious attach-
ment (Davis, Follette, & Vernon, 2001).

In addition to the studies I have described, there is much clini-
cal material that points in the same direction. Indeed, the original 
impetus for exploring these ideas as well as some of the formulations 
I have presented came from two or three patients with whom I have 
worked during the past few years. One patient reported that he chose 
a wife because she was everything his mother was not: reliable, sup-
portive, and accepting—that is, unlike his mother, a good attachment 
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figure (although, of course, he did not use that term). However, the 
very fact that she served as his attachment figure entailed an uncon-
scious equation of wife and mother and led to an inhibition of all 
sexual feelings toward his wife.

Mate	Selection:	The	Roles	of	Attachment	and	Sexuality

I turn now to the issue of mate selection as another important arena 
for observing the relation between attachment and sexuality. Freud 
(1912) argued that although the “barrier against incest” forces one to 
turn to “extraneous objects with which a real sexual life may be car-
ried on,” even extraneous objects “will still be chosen on the model 
(imago) of the infantile ones” (p. 181). In other words, the choice of 
a mate is determined by infantile sexuality, or more specifically, is 
modeled after the object of one’s incestuous wishes, which although 
formed early in life, persists into adulthood.

In a recent paper in the Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Morehead (1999) 
argued that a template of the opposite sex parent plays a critical role 
in influencing the choice of a mate, which, if true, would “demon-
strate the presence of sexual elements in early attachments” (p. 368) 
and preserve at least some version of the Oedipus complex. More-
head’s reasoning here is that if men are attracted to women who are 
similar to their mothers, then there must have been “conscious or 
unconscious elements of sexuality in [their] early attachments” (p. 
368). This would, in turn, tend to support, Morehead argues, at least 
a revised version of the theory of the Oedipus complex.

What are the mate selection phenomena to which Morehead refers? 
There is evidence that both animals and humans tend to choose a 
mate who is similar but not too similar to those with whom they 
were reared. For example, in one study, quail preferred members of 
the opposite sex who were third cousins over siblings and unrelated 
quail (Bateson, 1982). And mice, too, show greatest sexual interest 
in mates of intermediate relatedness, often second cousins (Barnard 
& Aldhous, 1991; Barnard & Fitzsimmons, 1988). There is also evi-
dence from bird and rodent species that these animals avoid mating 
with close kin but tend to choose mates who are similar in appear-
ance. A similar pattern, referred to as positive assortative mating, is 
found in humans. That is, people tend to select mates who are similar 
to themselves (and therefore, presumably similar to family members) 
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in physical, social, and psychological characteristics (e.g., Susanne & 
Lepage, 1988).

In a recent New York Times article on Iraqi marriages, reporter 
John Tierney (2003) notes that nearly half of the marriages in Iraq are 
to first or second cousins. He states that “cousin marriages were once 
the norm throughout the world” (p. 12) and reports in an interview 
with an Iraqi woman who responded to her uncle’s proposal that she 
marry his son by stating, “I was a little surprised, but I knew right 
away it was a wise choice. It is safer [my italics] to marry a cousin 
than a stranger” (p. 1). Tierney cites the work of an Iraqi sociologist, 
Ihsan M. al-Hassan, from the University of Baghdad, who reports 
that there is a 2% divorce rate among married cousins compared to a 
30% divorce rate among other Iraqi couples. So, it is not just quail or 
mice, but also humans, who seem to prefer kin as mates. What is also 
striking—if the findings reported in the New York Times article can 
be taken as reliable—is the greater longevity of the kin as compared 
to the nonkin marriages. Finally, I was struck by the Iraqi woman’s 
comment that marriage to her cousin was “safer.” That is, her judg-
ment that marriage to her cousin was a “wise choice” was very likely 
not based on sexual attraction to him, but feelings of safety that are 
associated with the familiarity of kin. In the present context, one can 
say that such feelings represent a solid basis for an enduring attach-
ment bond.

Two questions arise with regard to the above findings: (a) How does 
one understand the seeming incompatibility between the claim (and 
supporting evidence) that a familial bond inhibits sexual attraction 
and the evidence that both animals and humans tend to select mates 
who are similar to family members?; and (b) Do the above findings 
support Morehead’s claim that a template of the opposite-sex parent 
plays a critical role in mate selection—which, in Morehead’s view, 
“saves” a contemporary version of the Oedipus complex?

Consider the first question. If a mechanism for incest avoidance is 
the inhibition or diminution of sexual desire that is associated with 
familial attachment, then why would one tend to select a mate who 
is similar to family members? Why not select as dissimilar a mate 
as possible? There are a number of answers to these questions that 
have been offered. For example, Bateson (1983) proposed a theory 
of “optimal outbreeding,” which predicts that “animals are likely to 
select a mate with an intermediate degree of [genetic] relatedness so 
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that the costs of inbreeding and outbreeding are balanced and mini-
mized” (Morehead, 1999, p. 360).

Optimal	Similarity

Bateson’s theory of “optimal outbreeding” constitutes a “distal” 
explanation of the phenomena in question. That is, it focuses on the 
ultimate evolutionary functions of the behavior. It does not, however, 
tell us what the “proximal” personal mechanisms and factors are 
likely to be. When we prefer as a mate someone who is similar to one-
self (and therefore, to kin) along physical, psychological, and social 
dimensions, we are certainly not responding on the basis of distal 
selective advantages, but rather in terms of proximal personal factors. 
What might these personal factors be? I would suggest that parallel-
ing the distal factor of balancing of inbreeding and outbreeding costs 
is the proximal factor of balancing of sexual attraction and feelings of 
comfort, safety, and familiarity, the latter being especially important 
in increasing the likelihood for the eventual formation of an attach-
ment bond. The choice of mate on the basis of optimal similarity to 
family members makes sense insofar as it permits both sexual feelings 
and attachment feelings.

Optimal similarity would be just what one would expect if choice 
of mate were made on the basis of an unconscious “best fit compro-
mise” between sexual interest and potential for an enduring attach-
ment bond. The choice of a mate who is very dissimilar to family 
members might maximize sexual interest, but render the formation 
of an attachment bond more difficult. Conversely, the choice of a 
mate who is too similar to family members might maximize the for-
mation of an attachment bond but, in accord with the Westermarck 
hypothesis, make sexual interest and excitement more difficult. So, a 
choice made on the basis of optimal similarity seems to represent the 
optimal compromise between the somewhat conflicting “demands” 
of the sexual and attachment systems.

Does the evidence support Freud’s and Morehead’s claims that a 
template of the opposite-sex parent plays a critical role in mate selec-
tion? The findings cited by Morehead that I have reviewed here indi-
cate that mate selection in both animals and humans is influenced by 
general kin similarity and similarity to oneself rather than specific 
similarity to the opposite sex parent. If anything, the latter suggests 
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more a narcissistic object choice than a choice based on a parental 
template. However, even if it could be shown that the opposite-sex 
parent constitutes a template for mate selection, it would not neces-
sarily follow that “sexual elements” represent the primary factor in 
the formation of that template. As I have argued, other factors, such 
as a sense of familiarity and comfort, common background, and a 
preexisting attachment bond, could well serve as critical components 
of that template. To assume that “sexual elements” represent the pri-
mary focus for the formation of the template begs the very question 
that one is weighing in considering the tenability of the hypothesis 
of the Oedipus complex (including the contemporary version of it 
proposed by Morehead).

I suggest the hypothesis that choices made on the basis of optimal 
similarity are more likely to be associated with greater relationship 
longevity and satisfaction. Although the relation between optimal 
similarity and relationship longevity has not been systematically 
investigated, Thiessen and Gregg (1980) cite evidence that similar 
mates show increased levels of fertility and longer, more stable rela-
tionships. I also suggest that securely attached individuals are more 
likely to make optimally similar mate choices than those who are 
insecurely attached. The latter, I predict, are more likely to choose 
mates who are either very similar or very different from family mem-
bers. One can speculate that enmeshed preoccupied individuals will 
be more likely to choose mates who are very similar to family mem-
bers and avoidant dismissive individuals are more likely to choose 
mates who are very different from family members. Or, perhaps, the 
issue is not only the actual degree of similarity between mate and 
family members, but also how similar or different the mate is experi-
enced by the individual. One might expect that, in accord with their 
respective attachment patterns and strategies, the enmeshed preoc-
cupied individual will experience his or her partner as very similar 
to early family members (particularly, the early attachment figure), 
and that the avoidant dismissive individual will experience his or 
her partner as very different from early attachment figures. All these 
predictions and speculations can be empirically and systematically 
investigated.

From a quite different perspective, there is still another reason 
that optimal similarity may constitute the best basis for mate selec-
tion. When the new object is very similar to parental figures, there is 
an increased likelihood that the relationship will be characterized by 
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rigid repetition of early maladaptive patterns with parent. However, 
when the new object is sufficiently similar, but not too similar, to 
parental figures, there is an increased probability that although old 
patterns and responses will be triggered, the new object will be suf-
ficiently different from parental figures to permit mastery, rework-
ing of old patterns, and the development of new patterns and a more 
gratifying relationship. So, from a somewhat different perspective, 
optimal similarity also emerges as the most adaptive basis for the 
choice of a mate.

To summarize, there is not much convincing evidence that, as 
Morehead maintains, we are attracted to those who resemble the 
opposite-sex parent and that early sexual feelings to the opposite-sex 
parent play a critical role in influencing mate selection later in life. 
Rather, the evidence suggests that we tend to prefer mates who are 
optimally similar to oneself and to family members. I have argued 
further that mate choice on the basis of optimal similarity repre-
sents a “best fit” compromise between the somewhat conflicting 
“demands” of the sexual and attachment systems. That is, choosing 
as a mate someone who is not too similar to family members deals 
with the incest taboo and permits sexual feelings; and choosing 
someone who is not too different generates feelings of comfort and 
safety and facilitates the formation of an attachment bond.

Summary

In coming to the end of this paper, let me summarize the main points 
I have made:

Not only are attachment and sexuality functionally separable systems, 
but, in certain respects, there is an inherent antagonism between 
them. That is, they make conflicting motivational demands on the 
individual.

These conflicting demands present an integrative challenge to the 
individual, which is met with greater or lesser degrees of success 
by different individuals.

The split between love and desire, noted by Freud and as Mitchell 
points out, as commonly observed today, can be best understood, 
not in terms of the persistence of universal incestuous wishes, but 
in terms of the relative failure of integration of attachment and 
sexuality.
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The relative degree of success in achieving integration is likely to be 
influenced by the individual’s attachment pattern, which, in turn, 
reflects his or her ability to adequately differentiate between early 
parental and current attachment figure.

Patterns of mate selection, in particular, selection based on optimal 
similarity, reflect best-fit compromise between the demands of the 
attachment and sexual motivational systems.

Primary among the issues that remain to be discussed regarding the 
relationship between attachment and sexuality is the nature of 
infantile sexuality and its role in establishing an early attachment 
bond.

Notes

 1. One occasionally finds in Freud’s writings expressions of a point of 
view that are different from and that even seem to contradict central 
aspects of a theoretical position that he has explicitly formulated. This 
appears to be the case in the following passage:

Two currents whose union is necessary to insure a completely normal atti-
tude in love have, in the cases we are considering, failed to combine. These 
two may be distinguished as the affectionate and the sensual current.

The affectionate current is the older of the two. It springs from the earli-
est years of childhood; it is formed on the basis of the interests of the 
self-preservative instinct and is directed to the members of the family 
and those who look after the child. From the very beginning it carries 
along with it contributions from the sexual instinct—components of 
erotic interest—which can already be seen more or less clearly even in 
childhood and in any event are uncovered in neurotics by psycho-analy-
sis later on. It corresponds to the child’s primary object choice. We learn 
in this way that the sexual instincts find their first objects by attaching 
themselves to the valuations made by the ego-instincts, precisely in the 
way in which the first sexual satisfactions are experienced in attachment 
to the bodily functions necessary for the preservation of life. (Freud, 
1912, pp. 180–181)

   Freud proposes in this passage that an “affectionate current,” which 
is “older” and predates the “sensual current,” that is, infantile sexual-
ity, is the basis for the infant’s “primary object choice.” He suggests 
that the sexual instincts attach themselves to an object already “cho-
sen” by the “affectionate current.” In this passage, Freud, in effect, is 
proposing that the infant’s attachment to the caregiver is based on a 
system that predates and that, therefore, is initially independent of 
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infantile sexuality. That system, characterized by the predominance 
of the “affectionate current,” is “formed on the basis of the interests of 
the self-preservative instinct,” a perspective that is entirely compat-
ible with Bowlby’s emphasis on the evolutionary survival function of 
the attachment system.

   We know that Freud eventually relinquished the concept of ego 
instincts and replaced it with his dual instinct theory of sex and 
aggression. Were he not to take this path and were he to pursue and 
further elaborate the theoretical position inherent in the above pas-
sage, particularly, the idea that the “older” “affectionate current” is 
the basis for the infant’s “primary object choice,” he would likely not 
have formulated his secondary drive theory as the basis for infant–
mother attachment and perhaps would have anticipated important 
aspects of attachment theory.

   In a recent book titled Attachment and Infantile Sexuality, Wid-
locher (2002) proposes the idea that whereas the attachment system 
underlies the formation of early object relations, infantile sexuality is 
characterized by the predominance of autoerotic fantasies. In other 
words, according to Widlocher and contrary to the usual under-
standing of traditional psychoanalytic theory, the pleasures derived 
from infantile sexuality are not the basis for the infant’s “primary 
object-choice” and for object relations in general. In my view, given 
Freud’s emphasis on the autoerotic nature of infantile sexuality, Wid-
locher is being more consistent than Freud in separating infantile 
sexuality from early object relations. Widlocher pursues the idea of 
the autoerotic nature of infantile sexuality to its logical conclusion 
when he decouples it from object choice. Indeed, Widlocher goes fur-
ther. He essentially argues that insofar as infantile sexuality (includ-
ing its persistence into adult mental life) is dominated by autoerotism 
and associated fantasies, it is inimical to realistic object relations. It 
will be noted that from a perspective and pathway that are quite dif-
ferent from the ones taken in this paper, Widlocher also arrives at 
the conclusion of an antagonism between (infantile) sexuality and 
attachment. This issue will be pursued later in a separate paper on the 
nature of infantile sexuality.
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chapter 2

A Behavioral Systems Perspective 
on the Psychodynamics of 
Attachment and Sexuality

Mario Mikulincer 
and Phillip R. Shaver

The tension in psychoanalysis between emphasizing either sexu-
ality or a broader relationality persists unabated, perhaps because 
both are extremely important to human life and human problems. 
One psychodynamic theory that emerged from the object relations 
“school” but makes ample room for sexuality is Bowlby’s and Ains- 
worth’s attachment theory. In this paper we show how the theory, 
when used as a guiding framework for empirical research, allows us 
to consider both sexuality and long-term attachment without slight-
ing either one.

For several years we have been testing attachment theory as it 
applies to adult personality dynamics and close interpersonal rela-
tionships, including sexual ones (e.g., Ainsworth, 1991; Bowlby, 1988; 
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). Increasingly we have focused on Bowlby’s 
use of the “behavioral system” construct, which he imported from pri-
mate ethology and then adapted to his own purposes (which included 
replacing Freud’s emphasis on drives). Bowlby viewed each of several 
behavioral systems—attachment, exploration, care giving, affiliation, 
and sex—as having evolved to accomplish a particular function. Later 
theorists (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988) showed how individual differences 
in attachment behavior can be conceptualized in terms of “hyperacti-
vation” and “deactivation” of the attachment system. We have discov-
ered that the same pair of concepts, hyperactivation and deactivation, 
can be applied to other behavioral systems, giving us a useful way to 
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think about both individual differences in motives and the psychody-
namic interplay between different behavioral systems.

In subsequent sections, we put forward a model of the activation 
and operation of the attachment behavioral system in adulthood, a 
model that addresses both optimal functioning and suboptimal func-
tioning of the two major kinds: hyperactivation and deactivation. We 
then consider ways in which attachment theory characterizes norma-
tive and individual-difference aspects of sexual-system functioning. In 
particular, we review published evidence, present new findings from 
our laboratories, and propose new ideas about the ways in which the 
sense of attachment security and attachment-related regulatory strat-
egies contribute to patterns of sexual behavior. We also consider how 
attachment processes influence sexual motives, feelings, and attitudes; 
the role played by attachment processes in linking sexuality and rela-
tionship quality; and the effect of insecure attachment on failure to 
resolve the Oedipus complex. We hope that this review will both stim-
ulate further research and contribute to clinical interventions related 
to sexuality and relationship functioning.

Attachment	Theory:	Basic	Concepts

In explaining the motivational basis of attachment, caregiving, 
and sex, Bowlby (1969/1982) borrowed from ethology the concept 
of behavioral system—a species-universal neural program that gov-
erns the choice, activation, and termination of behavioral sequences 
designed to produce functional changes in the person-environment 
relationship, which in turn increase the likelihood of survival and 
reproduction. For various reasons, spelled out in the first volume of 
his Attachment and Loss trilogy, Bowlby (1969/1982) preferred the 
cybernetic metaphor of activation and deactivation of behavioral 
systems to the older notion of instincts or needs, even though he 
acknowledged that activation of a behavioral system is often expe-
rienced subjectively as a need or as striving for a goal. (The cyber-
netic view places greater emphasis on environmental triggers and 
termination signals, and less emphasis on the autonomous buildup 
of instinctual impulses.)

According to Bowlby (1969/1982), the attachment system’s bio-
logical function is to protect a person (especially during infancy and 
early childhood) from danger by ensuring that he or she maintains 
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proximity to supportive others (attachment figures). The goal of the 
system is objective protection or support and the concomitant sub-
jective sense of safety or security (which Sroufe and Waters [1977] 
called “felt security”). This double-sided (objective and subjective) 
goal is made salient when a person encounters actual or symbolic 
threats and notices that an attachment figure is not sufficiently near, 
interested, or responsive (Bowlby, 1969/1982). In such cases, the 
attachment system is activated and the individual is driven to rees-
tablish actual or symbolic proximity to an external or internalized 
attachment figure until felt security is attained. Bowlby (1969/1982, 
1988) assumed that although age and development result in an 
increased ability to gain comfort from symbolic representations of 
attachment figures, no one of any age is completely free from reli-
ance on actual others. The attachment system, therefore, remains 
active over the entire life span, as indicated by adults’ tendency to 
seek proximity and support when threatened or distressed (Hazan 
& Zeifman, 1999).

Bowlby (1973) also described individual differences in attach-
ment-system functioning that arise as a result of the availability, 
responsiveness, and supportiveness of attachment figures in times 
of need. Interactions with attachment figures who are available and 
responsive facilitate optimal functioning of the attachment system 
and promote a core, dispositional sense of attachment security—a 
sense that the world is generally a safe place, that attachment figures 
are generally helpful when called upon, and that it is possible to 
explore the environment curiously and engage effectively with other 
people. During these interactions, a person learns that acknowledg-
ment and display of distress elicit supportive responses from others, 
and that turning to others when threatened is an effective means of 
coping. These experiences generate positive mental representations 
of self and others (attachment working models) that increase both 
self-confidence and confidence in attachment figures’ willingness to 
provide support.

Bowlby (1988) viewed the sense of attachment security as crucial 
for maintaining emotional stability, developing a positive self-image 
and positive attitudes toward relationship partners, and forming 
mature, mutually satisfactory close relationships. Moreover, because 
the sense of attachment security implies that one can pursue goals in 
a safe environment and that support will be available when needed, 
it facilitates relaxed and confident engagement in nonattachment 
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activities, such as exploration and sex, and thereby broadens a per-
son’s perspectives and skills and sustains personal growth and self-
actualization (Bowlby, 1988).

When attachment figures are not reliably available and supportive, 
the sense of security is not attained, negative working models of self 
and others are formed, and secondary strategies of affect regulation 
come into play. As mentioned already, these secondary strategies are 
of two kinds: hyperactivation and deactivation of the attachment sys-
tem (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003.) Hyperac-
tivation (which Bowlby [1969/1982] called “protest”) is characterized 
by energetic, insistent attempts to get a relationship partner, viewed 
as insufficiently available or responsive, to pay more attention and 
provide better care and support. Hyperactivating strategies include 
clinging, controlling, and coercive responses; cognitive and behav-
ioral efforts to establish physical contact and a sense of “oneness”; and 
overdependence on relationship partners as a source of protection 
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). Hyperactivation keeps the attachment 
system chronically activated and constantly on the alert for threats, 
separations, and betrayals; it, therefore, unintentionally exacerbates 
relational conflict, heightens distress associated with attachment-
figure unavailability, and reinforces doubts about one’s ability ever 
to attain a sense of security (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).

Deactivation refers to inhibition of proximity-seeking inclinations 
and actions, suppression or discounting of threats that might activate 
the attachment system, and determination to handle stresses alone (a 
stance Bowlby [1969/1982] called “compulsive self-reliance”). These 
strategies involve maintaining physical and emotional distance from 
others, being uncomfortable with intimacy and interdependence, 
ignoring or downplaying threat- and attachment-related cues, and 
suppressing threat- and attachment-related thoughts (Shaver & 
Hazan, 1993). These tendencies are bolstered by a self-reliant attitude 
that decreases dependence on others and discourages acknowledg-
ment of personal faults (Mikulincer, 1998).

In examining individual differences in the functioning of the 
attachment system in adolescence and adulthood, attachment 
researchers have focused on a person’s attachment style—the chronic 
pattern of relational expectations, emotions, and behaviors that result 
from internalization of a particular history of attachment experiences 
(Fraley & Shaver, 2000). Beginning with the study of Ainsworth, Ble-
har, Waters, and Wall (1978) of infant to care giver attachment and 
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continuing through Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) conceptualization of 
romantic love as an attachment process, followed by many recent 
studies by social and personality psychologists (reviewed by Miku-
lincer & Shaver, 2003), researchers have found that individual dif-
ferences in attachment style can be measured along two orthogonal 
dimensions, attachment-related avoidance and anxiety (Brennan, 
Clark, & Shaver, 1998). A person’s position on the attachment avoid-
ance dimension indicates the extent to which he or she distrusts oth-
ers’ goodwill and relies on deactivating strategies for coping with 
attachment insecurities. A person’s position on the anxiety dimen-
sion indicates the degree to which he or she worries that relationship 
partners will be unavailable in times of need and relies on hyperacti-
vating strategies for dealing with these worries. People who score low 
on both dimensions have a chronic sense of felt security, are likely to 
have had a security-supporting attachment history, and are said to 
be secure or to have a secure attachment style.

The	Sexual	System	and	Its	Interplay	With	the	Attachment	System

The Sexual Behavioral System

According to attachment theory, sexual behaviors are governed 
by an inborn sexual behavioral system, and observable individual 
differences in sexual attitudes, preferences, and responses are a 
reflection of the activation and functioning of this system (Shaver & 
Hazan, 1988; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2006). The major function of the 
sexual system is to pass genes from one generation to the next, and its 
innate aim (what Bowlby [1969/1982] called its “set-goal”) is to have 
sexual intercourse with an opposite-sex partner and either become 
pregnant oneself (in the case of women) or impregnate a partner (in 
the case of men) (Buss & Kenrick, 1998). (Because of space limitations, 
we forgo a discussion of the special case of homosexuality, which 
has been considered effectively by Diamond [2003].) This goal often 
becomes particularly salient when a person encounters an attractive, 
sexually interested, or fertile potential partner of the opposite sex. 
The primary strategy for achieving the set goal is to approach such 
a partner, persuade him or her to have sex, and engage in genital 
intercourse. The smooth execution of this strategy often results in 
sexual encounters in which both partners gratify their sexual needs 
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and have enjoyable, orgasmic experiences. Moreover, such encoun-
ters typically produce feelings of vitality and energy, a strong sense 
of self-efficacy for attracting and interacting with sexual partners, 
and enhanced feelings of intimacy and communion with a particu-
lar relationship partner (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2006).

In addition to considering universal aspects and functions of the 
sexual behavioral system, we have described the individual differ-
ences in sexual-system functioning that can result from unpleas-
ant sexual experiences, for example, failure to persuade a partner 
to have sex or having sex that does not lead to a gratifying outcome 
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2006). These interactions are a source of frus-
tration, distress, and dejection; they generate doubts about one’s sex-
ual attractiveness and efficacy; and, in theoretical terms, they mean 
that the sexual system’s primary strategy is not achieving its set goal. 
As a result, the operating parameters of the sexual system must be 
adjusted, and alternative strategies of responding to sexual stimu-
lation are likely to be adopted. We believe that the sexual system’s 
responses to frustration and failure, like the responses of the attach-
ment system to failures to attain security, can be conceptualized in 
terms of hyperactivation and deactivation.

Hyperactivating strategies include effortful, mentally preoccupy-
ing, sometimes intrusive, and even coercive attempts to persuade a 
partner to have sex. When pursuing these strategies, a person can 
overemphasize the importance of sex, exaggerate appraisals of a 
partner’s sexual interests or needs, and adopt a hypervigilant stance 
toward a partner’s signals of sexual arousal, attraction, and rejection. 
This chronic sexual-system activation is accompanied by heightened 
anxiety and concerns about one’s sexual attractiveness, the extent to 
which one is able to gratify a partner, and a partner’s lack of respon-
siveness to one’s sexual appeals. These worries may provoke intrusive 
or aggressive actions aimed at coercing a partner to have sex, which 
in turn can lead to further rejection and exacerbation of sexual-sys-
tem dysfunction (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2006).

In contrast, deactivating strategies are characterized by inhibition 
of sexual desire and an erotophobic or avoidant attitude toward sex, 
or by a shallow or cynical approach to sex that divorces it from other 
considerations, such as kindness and intimacy (Shaver & Miku-
lincer, 2006). Deactivating sexual strategies may include dismissal of 
sexual needs, distancing from or disparaging a partner when he or 
she expresses interest in sex, suppression of sex-related thoughts and 
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fantasies, and inhibition of sexual arousal and orgasmic pleasure. 
These strategies can also, paradoxically, promote sexual promiscu-
ity powered by narcissism or a desire to elevate one’s self-image or 
one’s standing in the estimation of peers. This kind of self-promo-
tion through sexual conquest can occur in the absence of an intense 
sexual drive or without much enjoyment of sex per se (Schachner & 
Shaver, 2004).

The Dynamic Interplay of Sex and Attachment

According to Diamond (2003), the sexual system is functionally 
independent of the attachment system. Although long-term roman-
tic relationships typically integrate attachment and sexual feelings 
and behaviors, the systems themselves have distinct origins, func-
tions, and underpinnings. Recent studies of the brain substrates of 
sexuality and attachment confirm this distinctness (e.g., Bartels & 
Zeki, 2000; Fisher, Aron, Mashek, Li, & Brown, 2002). Moreover, sex-
ual relations often occur without affectional bonds; sexual partners 
do not necessarily function as attachment figures; affectional bond-
ing between adults is not always accompanied by sexual desire; and 
the search for safety and security provided by a relationship partner 
does not automatically transform him or her into a sexual partner. 
Still, the formation of an affectional bond in long-term romantic 
relationships is frequently initiated by infatuation and sexual attrac-
tion (e.g., Hazan & Zeifman, 1999; Sprecher & Regan, 1998). More-
over, studies of long-term dating and married couples have shown 
that either attachment dysfunction or sexual dysfunction can have 
a powerful effect on the other behavioral system (see Sprecher and 
Cate [2004] for an extensive review). In other words, even though 
sexual and attachment behaviors are governed by functionally dif-
ferent systems, the systems still influence each other and contribute 
jointly to relationship quality and stability.

In their initial articles on “romantic love conceptualized as an 
attachment process,” Hazan and Shaver (1987; Shaver & Hazan, 1988) 
generated explicit hypotheses about how individual differences in 
attachment-system functioning, which appear early in child devel-
opment (during the first year of life), might shape the functioning of 
the sexual system, which generally becomes manifest later in devel-
opment, when hormonal changes initiate a capacity for full genital 
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sexuality. Shaver and Hazan’s (1988) analysis was based on Bowlby’s 
(1969/1982) claim that, because of the urgency of threats to the self 
(especially during early childhood), activation of the attachment sys-
tem inhibits or distorts activation of other behavioral systems and 
thus interferes with the activities associated with those systems. This 
process was most clearly demonstrated in the research by Ainsworth 
et al. (1978) on children’s inhibited exploration in the “Strange Situa-
tion” laboratory setting, when an attachment figure was asked by the 
experimenter to leave the child alone in a strange room. The same 
kind of inhibition or distortion can occur when an anxious indi-
vidual encounters an attractive, sexually interested potential rela-
tionship partner. Under conditions of threat, adults generally turn to 
others for support and comfort rather than thinking first about sex-
ual attraction and orgasmic pleasure. At such times they are likely to 
be so focused on their wish for safety and security that they appraise 
a potential sexual partner as a possible protector (i.e., attachment 
figure) and begin to seek support rather than sexual involvement (or 
sometimes, support provided in the context of sexual involvement). 
Only when protection or support is attained and a sense of security 
is restored does a relatively secure person typically direct attention 
and energy to other behavioral systems.

In short, the aim of the sexual system is more likely to be achieved 
when a person is secure enough to allow him- or herself to focus on 
sexual pleasure rather than a desire for protection. This reasoning 
led Shaver and Hazan (1988) to hypothesize that people who are 
relatively secure would be attentive to signals of sexual arousal and 
attraction, be able to perceive a partner’s interests accurately, and, 
therefore, be able to engage in mutually satisfying genital sex.

A secure person’s interaction goals (e.g., establishing mutual 
intimacy) and positive models of self and others foster comfort 
with sexuality and enjoyment of sexual intercourse. A secure per-
son’s comfort with closeness, self-disclosure, and interdependence 
(Shaver & Hazan, 1993) create a positive foundation for sexual 
relations, which are among the most intimate of human activities 
because they require unusually high degrees of physical closeness, 
potential vulnerability, and personal disclosure. A secure person’s 
positive mental representations of others may make it easier to view 
sexual partners as caring, loving, and well intentioned (lacking 
inclinations to engage in sexual coercion, violence, or exploitation), 
which allows him or her to enjoy sex, be intimate and caring during 
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sexual activities, and engage in relaxed, open, and mutually satisfy-
ing sexual exploration. Moreover, a secure person’s positive models 
of self support feelings of being loved and esteemed during sexual 
activities and help to maintain a sense of confidence in one’s ability 
to gratify one’s own and a partner’s sexual needs. As a result, positive 
models of self and others allow secure adults to relax their defenses 
and be less preoccupied with their sexual performance, which, when 
combined with comfort with closeness, is conducive to “letting go” 
sexually and experiencing maximal orgasmic pleasure.

Beyond facilitating sexual satisfaction, intimacy, and openness, 
attachment security encourages the channeling of sexual desires and 
activities in the direction of a long-term couple relationship. During 
interactions with supportive attachment figures, secure individuals 
learn that proximity maintenance is rewarding and that interdepen-
dent relationships are conducive to need satisfaction (Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2003). That is, attachment-figure availability makes salient 
the perceived benefits of close relationships and thus enhances the 
motivation to be involved in a stable long-term relationship. Securely 
attached people can seek fulfillment of their sexual desires within 
these relationships and construe sexual activities as an important 
means of initiating and maintaining a long-term relationship (Gil-
lath & Schachner, 2006).

Insecure adults can be expected to have more sexual problems and 
be less able to enjoy conflict-free sex. This does not mean, however, 
that anxious and avoidant people, although both are conceptualized 
in attachment theory as insecure, react in the same way to sexual-
system activation. Whereas an anxious person’s negative models of 
self, unsatisfied attachment needs, and worries about rejection and 
disapproval may interfere with a relaxed, carefree approach to sex 
and may cause him or her to construe sexual activities as a means 
of garnering support and security, an avoidant person’s lack of com-
fort with closeness and negative models of others may interfere with 
sexual intimacy and encourage a more negative construal of sexual 
activities. In other words, anxious hyperactivating strategies may 
intensify worries about rejection during sex and motivate intense 
and sometimes coercive bids for support and security, and avoidant 
deactivating strategies may cause distancing from sex altogether or 
engaging only in nonintimate sex.

Attachment anxiety may be associated with a complex, ambiva-
lent approach to sex. On the one hand, sex is one of the most obvious 
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routes to closeness and intimacy, which should cause anxious peo-
ple to be drawn to it, viewing it as a way to fulfill unmet needs for 
security and love. They may use sex to gain acceptance and reduce 
fears of abandonment and separation. While focusing on their own 
wishes for protection and security, however, they may have trouble 
attending accurately to a partner’s sexual motives and behavior. On 
the other hand, anxious people’s negative models of self and worries 
about rejection and abandonment may make it difficult to relax and 
“let go” sexually, thereby making sexual pleasure less intense and 
less conflict free.

Avoidance, in contrast, may cause a person to remain emotionally 
distant from sexual partners, thereby blocking sexual intimacy. This 
stance may be associated with erotophobia, sexual abstinence, or a 
focus on nonintimate sex in casual, short-term relationships. More-
over, because deactivating strategies are associated with extreme 
self-reliance, personal control, and inflation of one’s self-image 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003), avoidant people may use sex to maxi-
mize control over a partner, gain social prestige, and enhance self-
esteem, all with little regard for a partner’s feelings. In other words, 
avoidant people’s sexuality may be focused on their own narcissistic 
needs combined with dismissal of or blindness to a partner’s sexual 
needs and preferences.

Empirical Evidence Concerning the Interplay 
Between the Attachment and Sexual Systems

When Shaver and Hazan (1988) first generated hypotheses about the 
interplay of the attachment and sexual systems, there was no empiri-
cal evidence documenting the ways in which attachment insecurities 
of the anxious and avoidant kinds might affect sex. With the prog-
ress of research on adult attachment, however, the empirical gap is 
being filled. In the following sections, we present brief overviews of 
the accumulating evidence. Specifically, we review studies that have 
examined associations between attachment style and engagement 
in sexual activities, attitudes toward casual, uncommitted sex, the 
subjective experience of sexual activities, sexual motives, sexual self-
confidence, sexual communication and exploration, safe sex prac-
tices, and sexual coercion.
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Engagement in Sexual Activities Several studies have looked for 
an association between attachment style and engagement in sexual 
activities, providing strong support for the hypothesized inhibitory 
relation between avoidant attachment and sexual-system activation. 
In a sample of U.S. adolescents, Tracy, Shaver, Albino, and Cooper 
(2003) found that avoidant adolescents were less likely ever to have 
had sex, engaged in fewer noncoital sexual behaviors (e.g., making 
out, petting) before trying intercourse, and after they did begin hav-
ing intercourse, had it less frequently than less avoidant age mates. 
A negative association between avoidant attachment and frequency 
of sexual intercourse has also been noted in studies of young adults 
(Bogaert & Sadava, 2002; Gentzler & Kerns, 2004; Hazan, Zeifman, 
& Middleton, 1994) and in a diary study in which participants were 
asked to report all interactions with members of the opposite sex 
that lasted 10 minutes or longer over a 6-week period (Feeney, Noller, 
& Patty, 1993). Interestingly, Bogaert and Sadava (2002) found that, 
although avoidant individuals reported engaging less frequently in 
sexual activities with a relationship partner, they masturbated more 
frequently—a solitary activity that fits well with Bowlby’s conception 
of “compulsive self-reliance.” Certainly this form of sexual behav-
ior drastically reduces concerns about intimacy, vulnerability, and 
mutual coordination with another person.

Studies have also revealed consistent gender differences in the 
link between attachment anxiety and sexual activities. Among 
men, attachment anxiety, like avoidant attachment, is associated 
with less frequent sexual activity over a 6-week period (Feeney et 
al., 1993) and with older age at first intercourse (Gentzler & Kerns, 
2004). However, among women, attachment anxiety is associated 
with greater likelihood of ever having had sex during adolescence 
(Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998) and with younger age at first inter-
course (Bogaert & Sadava, 2002; Gentzler & Kerns, 2004). That is, 
whereas attachment anxiety seems to inhibit either sexual-system 
activation or its expression in actual sexual activities among men, it 
increases the likelihood of sexual activity in women. This may be a 
consequence of traditional sex roles, which assign the role of sexual 
initiator to men.

Attitudes Toward Casual, Uncommitted Sex Beyond abstaining 
from sex, avoidant individuals seem to construe sexual activities in 
ways that make intimacy and interdependence unlikely. Four studies 
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assessed attitudes toward casual sex (e.g., acceptance of casual sex 
without love, acceptance of uncommitted sex) and consistently 
found that avoidant attachment is associated with more positive atti-
tudes toward casual sex (Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Feeney et al., 1993; 
Gentzler & Kerns, 2004; Simpson & Gangestad, 1991). Moreover, 
several studies found that adolescents and young adults who scored 
high on avoidance were more interested in emotionless sex, less likely 
to be involved in sexually exclusive relationships, and more likely to 
have sex with a stranger and engage in “one-night stands” (Bogaert & 
Sadava, 2002, Cooper, Shaver et al., 1998; Feeney, Peterson, Gallois, 
& Terry, 2000; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997; Hazan et al., 1994; Paul, 
McManus, & Hayes, 2000; Stephan & Bachman, 1999). Interestingly, 
a similar positive attitude toward casual, uncommitted sex has been 
found among anxiously attached women (Bogaert & Sadava, 2002; 
Feeney et al., 2000; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997).

Consistent with the notion that avoidant individuals tend to 
detach sex from love, intimacy, and commitment, Schachner and 
Shaver (2002) found that “mate poaching” (stealing someone else’s 
mate) and being available for “poaching”—in the context of short-
term but not long-term relationships—were associated with avoid-
ance. Importantly, these associations between avoidance and signs 
of sexual promiscuity could not be explained by variations in libido 
or sexual drive (Schachner & Shaver, 2002).

In a recent series of studies, Gillath and Schachner (2006) con-
structed a 12-item scale to assess preference for long-term sexual 
mating (e.g., “I’m looking for a potential spouse and hope to get mar-
ried before too long”) or short-term sex (e.g., “I have no objection to 
‘casual’ sex, as long as I like the person I’m having sex with”). They 
found that avoidance was associated with preference for a short-term 
rather than a long-term mating strategy. More important, whereas 
contextual priming of attachment security (thinking about people 
to whom one turns for help and support, thinking about a past rela-
tionship in which one felt secure) increased interest in a long-term 
sexual relationship, contextual priming of avoidance (thinking about 
a relationship in which one felt avoidant) increased interest in short-
term sex. That is, avoidance, whether dispositional or manipulated, 
is associated with a preference for casual, uncommitted sex.

The Subjective Experience of Sexual Activities Evidence is also 
available concerning attachment-style differences in the subjective 
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experience of sexual activities. Specifically, both attachment anxiety 
and avoidance are associated with reports of negative feelings during 
sex (Birnbaum, Reis, Mikulincer, Gillath, & Orpaz, 2005; Gentzler 
& Kerns, 2004; Tracy et al., 2003), less enjoyment of sex (Hazan et 
al., 1994), and less positive appraisals of sexual aspects of oneself 
(Cyranowski & Andersen, 1998). However, whereas avoidant indi-
viduals tend to dismiss the importance of sex, report relatively low 
levels of pleasure during sex, and fail to express feelings of love and 
affection for their partners during sex (Birnbaum et al., 2005; Bren-
nan, Wu, & Loev, 1998; Hazan et al., 1994; Tracy et al., 2003), anxious 
individuals expressed a strong desire for their partners’ emotional 
involvement during sex (Birnbaum et al., 2005) and reported hav-
ing an erotophilic orientation to sex (Bogaert & Sadava, 2002). In 
line with Shaver and Hazan’s (1988) hypothesis, avoidance seems to 
be associated with a negative conception of sex, whereas attachment 
anxiety is associated with an ambivalent approach to sex, in which 
aversive feelings coexist with wishes for sexual intimacy and love.

Sexual Motives Four studies have examined the association between 
attachment style and sexual motives, and they provide strong support 
for the hypothesis that attachment insecurity affects people’s reasons 
for engaging in sexual relations. In their study of adolescent sexuality, 
Tracy et al. (2003) found that attachment-anxious adolescents were 
more likely than their less anxious peers to say they had sex to avoid 
a partner’s rejection, and avoidant adolescents were less likely than 
nonavoidant ones to say they had sex to express love and affection 
for their partners. In addition, avoidant adolescents were more likely 
to say their first intercourse was motivated by a desire to lose their 
virginity, which might have been aimed at increasing self-esteem or 
peer acceptance. In an Internet survey assessing 10 motives for sex, 
Davis, Shaver, and Vernon (2004) extended the findings of Tracy et 
al. (2003) to a diverse sample of sexually active adults. Anxiously 
attached people were more likely to report having sex to foster close-
ness, gain a partner’s reassurance, reduce stress, and manipulate a 
partner. In contrast, avoidant people were less likely to report having 
sex as a means of fostering closeness and gaining a partner’s reas-
surance. Although these findings revealed which motives are not 
endorsed by avoidant adults, they failed to identify which motives 
are positively associated with avoidance and so did not reveal what 
motivates avoidant people to have sex.
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In an attempt to fill this empirical gap, Schachner and Shaver 
(2004) asked a sample of young adults to complete two standard mea-
sures of sexual motivation—the Sex Motives scale (Cooper, Shapiro, 
& Powers, 1998) and the AMORE scale (Hill & Preston, 1996)—and 
found that people scoring high on avoidance endorsed more self-
enhancement and self-affirmation reasons for engaging in sex. Spe-
cifically, they were more likely to have sex to fit in with their social 
group, to comply with peer pressure, and to be able to brag about it. 
In addition, replicating the findings of Davis et al. (2004), Schachner 
and Shaver (2004) found that avoidant people were less likely to have 
sex to increase intimacy or to express affection for a partner, and 
attachment-anxious people were more likely to report having sex to 
feel loved, to avoid a partner’s rejection, to feel confident and desir-
able, and to induce a partner to love them more.

Most of these findings were replicated in a recent longitudinal 
study (Cooper et al., 2006) that assessed attachment orientations 
during adolescence and examined sexual motives 7 years later (dur-
ing young adulthood). The authors also found that avoidant people’s 
heightened endorsement of self-enhancement motives mediated their 
tendency to engage in casual, extra-pair sex. That is, avoidant peo-
ple’s desire for prestige and self-affirmation attained through sexual 
activities, free from any desire for intimacy, seemed to encourage 
promiscuous, uncommitted sex.

Overall, research findings to date suggest that the main sexual 
motive of anxious and avoidant people is not to enjoy sex per se, but 
rather to use sex as a means to meet attachment-related goals. For 
avoidant people, minimizing intimacy and gaining social status and 
power seem to be the main motives; for anxiously attached people 
the main motives are to allay fear of rejection and abandonment 
while maximizing proximity, reassurance, and love.

Sexual Self-Confidence Attachment insecurity is also likely to 
erode one’s confidence in one’s sexual attractiveness and prowess. 
Higher scores on attachment anxiety and avoidance are associated 
with lower appraisals of ability to gratify one’s sexual needs (Tracy 
et al., 2003), lower sexual self-esteem (Shafer, 2001), and lower self-
perceptions of physical attractiveness and sensuality (Bogaert & 
Sadava, 2002; Shafer, 2001). In addition, Feeney et al. (2000) found 
that people who scored relatively high on either attachment anxiety 
or avoidance tended to endorse a more external sex-related locus of 
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control and to feel that sexual relations are controlled by the partner 
or situational factors. Attachment anxiety has also been associated 
with lower self-appraisals of ability to negotiate sexual encounters 
(Feeney et al., 2000), stronger concerns about sexual performance 
(Hazan et al., 1994), and more worries about losing sexual partners 
(Schachner & Shaver, 2002). Perhaps these worries explain the find-
ings reviewed above concerning anxiously attached women’s height-
ened sexuality as well as Davis and Vernon’s (2002) finding that such 
women are more likely than less anxious women to have cosmetic 
surgery to increase their physical attractiveness.

Sexual Communication and Exploration Research indicates that 
attachment anxiety and avoidance are associated with less willing-
ness to experiment sexually within a romantic relationship (Hazan 
et al., 1994) and less openness in discussing contraception, safe sex, 
and other sexual matters with a partner (Feeney et al., 2000). These 
findings were conceptually replicated by Feeney, Hohaus, Noller, 
and Alexander (2001), who found that attachment insecurity at one 
point in time predicted less open sexual communication 9 months 
later in a sample of married couples making the transition to parent-
hood and in a sample of married couples without children. Feeney, 
Kelly, Gallois, Peterson, and Terry (1999) also found that attachment 
anxiety, but not avoidance, was associated with reluctance to speak 
with sexual partners about AIDS-related issues. Overall, the find-
ings support the hypothesis that attachment insecurity impairs open 
and relaxed patterns of sexual exploration and communication.

Safe Sex Practices Several studies indicate that attachment anxiety 
interferes with safe sex. Specifically, more anxious adults have more 
negative beliefs about condom use (e.g., condoms are boring; they 
reduce intimacy), are less likely to use condoms, report a lower per-
ceived risk of contracting AIDS, and are less willing to change their 
risky sexual practices (Bogaert & Sadava, 2002; Feeney et al., 1999, 
2000). In addition, attachment anxiety is associated with higher rates 
of unplanned pregnancy among adolescent girls (Cooper et al., 1998) 
and, among people who are HIV-positive, with having unprotected 
sex (Ciesla, Roberts, & Hewitt, 2004). It therefore seems likely that 
anxiously attached people’s desire for closeness and merger with sex-
ual partners, or their reluctance to “turn off” their partners, causes 
them to risk their own and their partners’ health. Interestingly, 
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people who score high on attachment avoidance report more positive 
attitudes toward condoms and are more likely to use them (Feeney 
et al., 2000)—one case in which selfishness and willingness to forgo 
complete intimacy may be health promoting.

Sexual Coercion Attachment insecurity has been implicated in 
both victims’ responses to sexual coercion and perpetrators’ use of 
coercive sexual tactics. Tracy et al. (2003) and Gentzler and Kerns 
(2004) found that higher attachment anxiety and avoidance scores 
were associated with higher rates of physical coercion on the part of 
sexual partners and more involvement in unwanted but consensual 
sex. Impett and Peplau (2002) also found that women scoring high on 
attachment anxiety were more accepting of unwanted sex portrayed 
in hypothetical scenarios. These authors also found that anxiety and 
avoidance in sexually active women were related to different reasons, 
or motives, for accepting unwanted sex. Whereas anxiously attached 
women more often accepted unwanted sex to reduce relational con-
flicts and avoid rejection and abandonment, avoidant women more 
often had unwanted sex to avoid intimate and self-disclosing dis-
cussions about relational issues. For anxious women, acceptance of 
unwanted sex is another way to maintain a form of closeness and 
assuage fears of abandonment; for avoidant women, it is another way 
to avoid intimacy and self-disclosure.

Three studies have shown that both attachment anxiety and 
avoidance are associated, in men, with using physical force and 
other coercive strategies in the context of sexual relations (Small-
bone & Dadds, 2000, 2001; Tracy et al., 2003). For anxious men 
who have difficulty articulating their strong desires for love, atten-
tion, and reassurance (see Feeney [1999] for a review), coercive 
sexual behavior may be a means to gain or regain proximity to 
what they perceive to be an unreliable or insufficiently responsive 
partner. In such cases, sexual coercion can be viewed as a dysfunc-
tional form of “protest” behavior (Bowlby, 1969/1982) precipitated 
by attachment-related threats, such as interpersonal conflict and 
signs of rejection or betrayal. For avoidant men, sexual coercion 
may be another means of gratifying a need for self-affirmation, 
potency, and dominance. Additionally, sexual coercion may be a 
way to sidestep mutuality and psychological intimacy during sex-
ual intercourse.
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Summary Stepping back from this broad sampling of preliminary 
evidence on attachment style and sexuality we see that attachment 
anxiety and avoidance are both associated with theoretically pre-
dictable and coherent patterns of sexual motives, cognitions, and 
behaviors. Anxious individuals tend to sexualize their desire for 
acceptance, affection, and security, thereby assimilating sexual desire 
to their hunger for secure attachment. Unfortunately, this subordi-
nation of sexuality to attachment goes hand in hand with lack of 
sexual self-confidence, unsafe sex practices, and the use of coercion, 
which in turn, ironically, undermine genuine intimacy and mutual-
ity and increase the likelihood of disappointing sexual encounters 
and the eventual breakup of what were hoped to be stable, mutu-
ally satisfying couple relationships. Avoidant people’s discomfort 
with closeness and negative models of others sometimes cause them 
to abstain from sexual intercourse, rely on masturbation, engage in 
casual, uncommitted sex, experience various forms of discomfort 
during sex, forgo mutual sexual exploration, and seek self-enhance-
ment or peer admiration through sex.

Attachment,	Sex,	and	Relationship	Quality

Beyond biasing sexual-system functioning, attachment insecurities 
distort the potential contribution of sexuality and sexual intercourse 
to relationship quality and satisfaction. Both clinical observations 
and empirical studies indicate that sexual dysfunctions heighten 
relational tensions and increase conflict; moreover, relational con-
flicts can interfere with sexual desire and satisfaction (see Metz and 
Epstein [2002] and Sprecher and Cate [2004] for reviews). Neverthe-
less, the empirical findings have not always been consistent or strong, 
and most of the studies suffer from methodological problems (e.g., 
cross-sectional designs) that prevent valid assessment of the associa-
tions between sex and relationship quality (Sprecher & Cate, 2004).

Recently, Birnbaum et al. (2005) proposed that attachment anxi-
ety moderates the bidirectional link between sexuality and relation-
ship quality. They reasoned that, since anxiously attached people 
have sex to meet their needs for security and affection (see our sum-
maries, in earlier sections, of attachment-style differences in sexual 
motives), they are likely to rely heavily on sexual experiences when 
assessing relationship quality. That is, anxiously attached people are 
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likely to equate gratifying and orgasmic sexual experiences with a 
sense of being loved, valued, and protected, which temporarily quells 
their fears of rejection, unlovability, and abandonment. By the same 
token, they are likely to interpret frustrating and disappointing sex-
ual experiences as signs or portents of their partners’ disapproval 
and revulsion, which can easily be viewed as omens of abandonment. 
Based on this theoretical analysis, Birnbaum et al. (2005) hypoth-
esized that attachment anxiety would amplify the effects of sexual 
experiences on perceived relationship quality.

They also hypothesized that attachment anxiety would amplify 
the effects of positive and negative interactions with a partner on 
the quality of a person’s sex life. This hypothesis is based on empiri-
cal findings showing that anxiously attached people’s relational wor-
ries tend to be carried over into the sexual realm, eliciting doubts 
about sexual self-confidence and leading to conflicts, acceptance 
of unwanted sex, or the use of coercive tactics. As a result, positive 
interactions with a partner before sexual intercourse, which reduce 
relational worries and create a heightened sense of felt security, are 
likely also to reduce sexual worries and tensions and increase the like-
lihood of sexual satisfaction. On the other hand, relational tensions 
and conflicts, which exacerbate an anxious person’s insecurity and 
fear of rejection, can be expected to heighten worries during sexual 
activities and reduce and the person’s sense of sexual satisfaction.

To test these hypotheses, Birnbaum et al. (2005) asked both mem-
bers of heterosexual cohabiting couples about their attachment ori-
entations and then asked them to complete daily diary measures of 
interactions with their partners and the quality of their relationships 
for a period of 42 consecutive days. Each time they had sex dur-
ing the 42-day period, study participants were also asked to report 
immediately on their thoughts and feelings related to the sexual epi-
sode. Birnbaum et al. were thus able to explore whether attachment 
orientation moderates (a) the extent to which having sex on a given 
day and the quality of that sexual experience contribute to reports of 
relationship quality the next day (after controlling for relationship 
quality on the initial day), and (b) the effect of relationship quality 
on a given day on the likelihood of having sex the next day and on 
the quality of that sexual experience.

The findings supported the hypothesis that attachment anxi-
ety would amplify the effects of sexual experiences on relationship 
quality: Having sex or experiencing positive feelings during sexual 
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intercourse on one day had a significant positive effect on next-day 
interactions with the partner and on appraisals of relationship qual-
ity among highly anxious persons but not among less anxious (more 
securely attached) persons. The study also documented the impor-
tance of gratifying sexual experiences for dampening anxiously 
attached people’s relational worries. The usual negative effects of 
attachment anxiety on daily interactions and appraisals of relation-
ship quality were notably weakened on days following sexual activi-
ties with the partner and the experience of positive feelings during 
sexual intercourse.

Interestingly, although both anxious men and anxious women 
exhibited a strong association between daily sexual experiences and 
relationship quality, there were some notable gender differences. 
Whereas anxious women’s appraisals of their interactions with their 
partners were mainly affected by the feelings they experienced while 
having sex the previous day, highly anxious men’s relational apprais-
als were mainly affected by the mere fact of having engaged in sexual 
activities. That is, for anxious men, having sex per se had a salutary 
effect on their assessment of the relationship. For anxious women, hav-
ing sex per se was not enough to assuage relational worries; instead, 
the quality of their sexual experience determined their feelings about 
the relationship. In both cases, however, anxious people were using 
sexual activity (having sex at all or having a good sexual experience) 
as a “barometer” of relationship quality (Davis et al., 2004).

Birnbaum et al. (2005) also found that attachment anxiety ampli-
fies the association between the quality of social interactions on one 
day and feelings during sexual intercourse the next day, although 
this effect was more pronounced for women than for men. Specifi-
cally, negative interactions on one day caused anxious women, but 
not their less anxious counterparts, to experience more negative 
feelings during sexual intercourse the next day. Interestingly, how-
ever, when anxious women had positive social interactions on one 
day and engaged in sexual intercourse the next day, they tended to 
report especially positive feelings about the sexual activity. These 
results are similar to findings obtained by Simpson, Rholes, Camp-
bell, Tran, and Wilson (2003) in their studies of postpartum depres-
sion in married women. When anxious women perceived their 
husbands as supportive during the pregnancy, they were no more 
likely than less anxious women to become depressed after deliver-
ing the baby. But if they perceived their husbands as unsupportive 
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during the pregnancy, they were much more vulnerable than less 
anxious women to postpartum depression.

Overall, the findings of Birnbaum et al. (2005) indicate that 
attachment anxiety creates a stronger link between sexual experi-
ences and relationship quality. Attachment-anxious people, partic-
ularly women, seem to conflate sex and love, making it likely that 
feelings about sex will be translated to feelings about the relation-
ship in general, and vice versa. At the same time, the findings of 
Birnbaum et al. (2005) imply that sex and other aspects of romantic 
love, such as attachment and care giving, are relatively independent 
systems in less anxious (more secure) adults. This is consistent with 
Diamond’s (2003) view that the processes underlying sexual desire 
and affectional bonding are functionally distinct and that sexual and 
affectional motives and bonds are not necessarily the same.

Resolution	of	the	Oedipal	Complex	and	
Attainment	of	Mature	Sexuality

We now turn to a perhaps more surprising example of the interplay 
between attachment and sexuality, namely the effect of attachment 
style on resolution of the oedipal complex (which is thought by psy-
choanalysts to be part of normal development of mature sexuality). 
Although many psychoanalysts failed to consider the role of primary 
care givers as attachment figures, they did contend that gratifying 
and loving interactions with primary care givers during the first 
few years of life, and the consequent consolidation of “good object” 
representations, facilitate resolution of the oedipal complex (e.g., 
Klein, 1945/1989; Lupinacci, 1998; Tognoli, 1987). In contrast, early 
painful experiences with primary care givers can generate strong 
feelings of hostility, anger, and envy, unrealistic desires for merger 
and exclusivity, and reliance on archaic, schizoid-paranoid defenses 
(e.g., splitting, projection), which jeopardize effective handling of 
oedipal issues and give rise to subsequent conflicts in the sexual and 
romantic realms.

In a creative merger of attachment theory and other psychoana-
lytic writings, Eagle (1997) proposed that early experiences with 
responsive and supportive attachment figures and the consequent 
development of attachment security are likely to promote adequate 
resolution of the oedipal complex. In our view, attachment security is 
an inner resource that allows effective coping with many normative 
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developmental transitions, including resolution of the oedipal con-
flict (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). Whereas secure children’s posi-
tive working models of others allow them to appreciate their parents’ 
goodwill and love despite competition with the same-sex parent and 
loss of an imagined exclusive relationship with the opposite-sex par-
ent, secure children’s positive working models of self allow them to 
maintain a sense of self-worth and self-efficacy despite their “infe-
rior” position in the oedipal triangle. These mental representations, 
combined with a sense of competence and autonomy, openness to 
new and challenging experiences, ability to empathize with parents’ 
feelings, and reliance on constructive ways of coping (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2005), facilitate a smooth transition through the oedipal 
period. In other words, secure children, adolescents, and adults can 
integrate preoedipal and oedipal parental representations with-
out feeling hostile or resentful. Moreover, they can become deeply 
involved with romantic partners without attempting to re-create the 
oedipal situation, and can direct both sexual desire and tender care 
giving toward their adult romantic partners.

In contrast, negative attachment experiences in childhood and 
the consolidation of insecure patterns of attachment are likely to 
interfere with resolution of the oedipal conflict. For avoidant chil-
dren, who possess negative models of primary care givers, the oedi-
pal triangle can further increase preoedipal hostility and anger, 
exacerbate their defensively detached stance in close relationships, 
and eventually extend this detachment into the sexual realm. For 
anxiously attached children, the oedipal triangle can be experienced 
as traumatic because it frustrates their infantile wish to control and 
merge with a primary care giver and inflames their unmet needs for 
security and love. As a result, anxious children are likely to have dif-
ficulty abandoning their oedipal object and may continue to search 
for a similar person in their adult romantic relationships. This in 
turn will perpetuate the oedipal drama and cause the anxious per-
son to confuse sexual desire with yearning for love, acceptance, and 
merger. This lack of resolution of the oedipal conflict may exacerbate 
anxious adults’ difficulties in establishing long-lasting couple rela-
tionships, their strong ambivalence toward sexuality and love, and 
their sexualization of the needs for security and affection.

We are currently examining some of these ideas empirically. In 
particular, we are exploring the extent to which unconscious activa-
tion of oedipal imagery has differential effects on secure and insecure 
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adults’ patterns of sexual and relational impulses. In an initial study, 
we examined the effects of subliminal exposure to an oedipal scene 
(an erotic picture of a nude child touching the genital area of a nude 
adult woman) on men’s ratings of the sexual attractiveness of other 
women. If anxiously attached men continue to harbor oedipal rem-
nants and express them in their sexual relationships, unconscious 
activation of oedipal representations should increase their sexual 
desire and heighten their perception of available women as attrac-
tive. This effect should be absent in less anxious men, who might 
even react to oedipal representations with disgust or distaste and, as 
a consequence, view possible sexual partners as less attractive.

In a preliminary study, we assessed male undergraduates’ attach-
ment orientations during a class period and then invited them to 
participate in an experiment in which they were asked to rate the 
attractiveness and sexual allure of a series of women appearing in 
magazine advertisements. Before each rating, however, the men were 
exposed for 20 milliseconds (which is too brief a time to allow con-
scious perception) to either the oedipal picture or one of four control 
pictures (a nude woman, a nude child, a dressed child with a dressed 
woman in a nonerotic posture, and a geometrical figure). The results 
supported our hypothesis. Men who scored high on attachment 
anxiety and were exposed subliminally to the oedipal picture rated 
the women as more attractive and more sexually arousing compared 
with ratings in the control conditions. In contrast, men who scored 
low on attachment anxiety and were exposed subliminally to the 
oedipal picture rated the women they were shown as less attractive 
and less sexually arousing compared with ratings in the control con-
ditions. Interestingly, although the parallel results for avoidance were 
not statistically significant, more avoidant men reacted similarly to 
anxious men: They rated the pictured women’s attractiveness higher 
following subliminal exposure to the oedipal picture. These findings, 
though quite preliminary, are compatible with the hypothesis that 
attachment insecurity impedes resolution of the oedipal complex 
and therefore interferes with mature sexuality. The results need to be 
replicated, and parallel studies of women should be conducted.

Recent studies of pedophiles provide additional evidence for a 
link between attachment insecurity and failure to achieve mature 
sexuality. Six separate studies have examined differences in self-
reported attachment orientation between incarcerated pedophiles 
and control samples of incarcerated nonsexual offenders, some of 
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whom had engaged in violence and some of whom had not. Four of 
these studies (Lyn & Burton, 2004; Marsa et al., 2004; Sawle & Kear-
Colwell, 2001; Ward, Hudson, & Marshall, 1996) found that pedo-
philes scored higher on attachment anxiety than other incarcerated 
men and were more likely to exhibit a fearful attachment style (high 
anxiety combined with high avoidance). Hampering a clear conclu-
sion on the matter, however, two other studies (Baker & Beech, 2004; 
Smallbone & Dadds, 1998) found no significant difference in attach-
ment orientation between pedophiles and other criminals. Despite 
the conflicting results, the preponderance of supportive evidence 
suggests that future studies should be conducted on links between 
attachment insecurity and sexual pathology.

Concluding	Comments

In a recent discussion of attachment-focused psychoanalytic psy-
chotherapy, Laschinger, Purnell, Schwartz, White, and Wingfield 
(2004) extended Bowlby’s (1973) distinction between “anger of 
hope” and “anger of despair” to the sexual realm. They proposed that 
attachment security is conducive to a “sexuality of hope,” in which 
sexual desire provides a solid bridge between one’s subjective world 
and a partner’s subjectivity, and fosters genuine intimacy and a 
mutually satisfying relationship. In contrast, attachment insecurity 
can lead either to a sexuality of despair—“the sexuality of one whose 
subjectivity has been denied by past or present attachment failure, a 
sadomasochistic sexuality that denies the other [his or her] subjec-
tivity” (Laschinger et al., 2004, p. 154)—or to melancholic sexuality, 
“an arctic wasteland, cold and devoid of relationships” (Laschinger 
et al., 2004, p. 156).

In this paper we have summarized evidence indicating that anx-
iously attached adults are vulnerable to a sexuality of despair, and 
avoidant adults are vulnerable to melancholic sexuality. In addition, 
new laboratory findings (Gillath & Schachner, 2006) indicate that 
contextual priming of mental representations of attachment secu-
rity fosters a sexuality of hope and creates a bridge between sexual 
desire and interest in a long-term relationship, even among avoidant 
individuals. We are therefore quite hopeful that further research on 
attachment and sexuality, along with the application in therapeutic 
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venues of findings from attachment research, will result in better, 
more successful treatment of sexual and relational difficulties.
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Attachment	and	Sexuality	During	Infancy

In formulating the conceptual framework of attachment, John 
Bowlby defined its boundaries with respect to other motivational sys-
tems, particularly the motivational system of sexuality that would be 
based on a separate biological basis. In a recently published letter of 
Bowlby to John Southgate on this topic (cited in Laschinger, Purnell, 
Schwarz, White, & Wingfield, 2004), he writes: “as regards sexuality, 
I think it best to look at it as comprising a pair of behavioral systems 
(one male, the other female) that are quite distinct from attachment 
and caregiving, which may or may not be combined with them” (p. 
151). In contrast with the centrality of sexuality in infantile develop-
ment suggested by classical psychoanalytical theory, Bowlby aimed 
to establish the primary motivation of attachment in human devel-
opment. Whereas in classical psychoanalytic theory the sexual drive 
is active from the first months of life on, more recent psychoanalyti-
cal formulations tend to distinguish somatic excitation and sexual 
drive. In “Identity and Sexuality: A Study of Their Interrelationship 
in Man,” Lichtenstein (1961) writes:
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[T]here is an innate body responsiveness, a capacity … to respond to 
contact with another person with a specific kind of somatic excitation 
which is not drive, because it has no direction, but which is the innate 
prerequisite for the later development of a drive … this responsiveness 
we may call sexual because it forms the matrix of later sexual develop-
ment. (p. 250)

This point of view has been further confirmed by Lichtenberg 
(1989), who describes the sensual-sexual motivational system stress-
ing the special feeling of pleasure that is triggered by the care giver 
who involves the infant in a special body play or soothes him or her. 
As Lichtenberg points out, in the case of sexual excitement there is “a 
particular feeling of heightened stimulation, that progresses upward 
to orgasmic levels. Sexual excitement, like the sensual enjoyment, 
is triggered by many of the same activities that caregivers employ 
to soothe and express affection and that children employ to soothe 
themselves” (p. 217). Probably infants are born with an innate pro-
gram for genital arousal, initially triggered by rapid eye movement 
(REM) sleep and later by sensations that arise during care giver–
infant interactions that have a special bodily involvement, such 
as touching, washing, or rocking. Along the same line, Silverman 
(2001) considers that the felt security connected to attachment can 
induce, interact with, and reciprocally function with sensual-sexual 
experiences.

There is a common agreement in psychoanalytic theory (Lieber-
man, 1996; Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975; Roiphe & Galenson, 
1981) that sexuality and aggression emerge in the second year of life 
as separate motivational systems that intervene in organizing behav-
iors and mental functioning of the toddler, adding new dimensions 
to the child’s emerging sense of self. There is clear evidence that from 
the first year of life sensuous pleasure and sexual excitation appear 
and express themselves in forms of genital arousal and pleasurable 
play with the genitals (Kleeman, 1975; Wolff, 1966). Interestingly 
genital play appears in children whose mothers have proved respon-
sive to the infant’s needs, while in the case of unresponsive mothers 
it would be virtually absent (Spitz & Wolf, 1946).

As Lieberman (1996) has discussed, there is a qualitative change 
in sexual curiosity and self-stimulation during the second year of 
life: an intense interest emerges in genital differences between boys 
and girls, and between themselves and their parents (Roiphe & 
Galenson, 1981).
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The	New	Developmental	Context	of	Adolescence

The development of sexuality is an important task during adoles-
cence, and as the adolescent’s body begins to mature in reproductive 
function, sexual desire increases. In most cases the adolescent begins 
to experiment with sexual behavior and gradually accepts his or her 
sexuality. In a recent U.S. survey 83% of males and 70% of females had 
had sexual intercourse by the age of 19 (Abma & Sonenstein, 2001). 
Of course, romantic relationships play a key role in the development 
of sexuality, but sexual behaviors often occur in brief encounters, 
as adolescents “hookup” with each other for an evening. Moreover, 
most teenagers are selective about with whom they have intercourse. 
In that same survey, 49% of sexually active 19-year-old girls and 30% 
of the boys have had intercourse with one or two partners, while less 
than 20% of girls and 35% of boys had 6 or more partners.

These choices of adolescents are influenced by their attachment 
pattern: securely attached individuals value emotional intimacy 
and maintain romantic relationships (Gentzler & Kerns, 2004) and 
similarly secure adolescents report fewer one-night stands than do 
insecure individuals (Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998). These data 
are consistent with Belsky’s (1999) description of secure individuals’ 
approach to sexual relationships as “quality versus quantity.”

In contrast, avoidant adolescents seem to behave in two differ-
ent ways in order to limit intimacy in romantic encounters, either 
avoiding sexual intercourse or engaging in casual sexual encounters 
(Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Cooper et al., 1998). On the other hand, 
although they may crave emotional intimacy, highly anxious adoles-
cents have trouble maintaining such relationships. Yet the intimacy 
needs of these anxious adolescents may make them prone to risky 
experiences, for example, being incapable of coping with unwanted 
sexual experiences (Feeney, Peterson, Gallois, & Terry, 2000). In a 
sample of adolescents, anxious individuals engaged in sex primar-
ily to please their partners, feel accepted, and avoid abandonment 
(Tracy, Shaver, Albino, & Cooper, 2003). This observation has been 
previously supported by Cooper et al. (1998) who have shown that 
highly anxious individuals may be especially susceptible to peer 
influence due to both their high anxiety and their strong desire for 
emotional intimacy. These findings are particularly significant for 
preoccupied and fearful adolescents who are highest on a “desire for 
more touch” scale, indicating that they feel touch deprived and are 
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dissatisfied with their partners’ lack of interest in touching (Gentzler 
& Kerns, 2004).

Other investigations (Davis, Shaver, & Vernon, 2004) on the rela-
tion of attachment style to subjective motivations for sex have shown 
that attachment anxiety was positively related to overall sexual moti-
vation and to all specific motives for sex (emotional closeness, reas-
surance, enhancement of self-esteem, and stress reduction), with the 
exception of physical pleasure. In the case of avoidant attachment, 
physical pleasure was negatively related to emotional closeness and 
reassurance as goals of sex and positively related to manipulative use 
of sex but minimally related to most other motives.

The results of these research investigations seem to confirm that 
sexual motivation is activated by conditions such as relationship 
insecurity that usually activates other attachment behaviors such 
as proximity seeking. In line with the coercive strategy for eliciting 
care, sex can be used as a strategic means of manipulating attach-
ment on the part of a relationship partner.

Interaction	Between	Different	Motivational	Systems

As already noted, the mutual influences and interactions among the 
different motivational systems were considered by Bowlby (1988) who 
recognized the deep influence of parental sexual, aggressive, and care- 
giving attitude and behaviors on child’s attachment. Nonetheless, it 
remains unclear how attachment, sexuality, and aggression interact 
and become organized at the behavioral and representational levels 
during the first years of life.

Lichtenberg (1989) makes a more complex statement about devel-
opment, interactions, and organization of the motivational system. 
He considers that large patterns of behaviors imply the involvement 
of significantly interwoven motivational systems. In the case of a 
clear dominance of one motivational system, the other motivational 
systems may be subsidiary to that one. During adolescence “each 
motivational system’s coming into play with shifting … and sexual-
ity as a consummate urgency can either overwhelm other motiva-
tions or be relatively easily incorporated into the adolescent’s other 
motivations in ways that defy simple explanation” (Lichtenberg, 
1989, pp. 9–10).
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A different position has been expressed by Hazan and Zeifman 
(1999). They stress that in adolescence and in adulthood the pair 
bond is one where sexual partners mutually derive and provide secu-
rity. This perspective considers a close integration of the sexual mat-
ing, care giving, and attachment systems (Hazan & Shaver, 1994). 
Of course some evolutionary theorists like Kirkpatrick (1998) refuse 
to consider the attachment system integral to pair bonding, because 
seeking proximity in the face of danger is surely adaptive for infants 
but not for adults. To this objection Hazan and Zeifman (1999) reply 
that the attachment system undergoes a qualitative change in its 
function, and for this reason the meaning of “protection” should be 
more widely operationalized. In humans, sexuality appears to have 
evolved for the purpose of fostering and maintaining an enduring 
bond between reproductive partners. In arguing that attachment 
is an integral part of adult pair bonds, Hazan and Zeifman (1999) 
propose a process of four phases of romantic relationship parallel to 
the one described by Bowlby in the development of infant–care giver 
attachments. This process starts with preattachment (attraction and 
flirting) and then proceeds with attachment (falling in love) and 
clear-cut attachment (loving) to finally reach goal-corrected part-
nership (the postromance phase).

This process is too schematic and parallel to the development of 
attachment in infancy, evidently running the risk of widening too 
extensively the field of attachment that in this perspective could lose 
its heuristic value, becoming a passe-partout key.

The	Perspective	of	Neurobiological	Research

So far, we have discussed the interaction between attachment and 
sexuality in terms of motivational systems during early development 
and later phases of the life cycle. We now turn to some recent devel-
opments in neurobiological research on this issue in order to reach 
a clearer understanding of the intertwining of motivational systems 
in terms of neural functioning.

Considering the primary neural systems in the mammalian 
brain, three different, discrete, and interrelated emotion-motivation 
systems for mating, reproduction, and attachment can be evidenced. 
Although the sex drive (libido or lust) is characterized by a crav-
ing for sexual gratification, associated with estrogen and androgen 
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hormones, the attraction system is characterized by increased energy 
and focused attention on a preferred mating partner. In humans, 
the attraction system is usually called romantic love and is associ-
ated with elevated levels of central dopamine and norepinephrine 
and decreased levels of central serotonin (Bartels & Zeki, 2000). The 
attachment system is characterized in humans by feelings of calm, 
security, social protection, and emotional union. This system is asso-
ciated primarily with the neuropeptides, oxytocin and vasopressin 
(Carter, 1992; Winslow et al., 1999).

These three emotion-motivation systems regularly act in concert 
with one another, but they can also act independently, especially in 
humans. Several regions of the brain overlap precisely in regions that 
include the striatum (putamen, globus pallidus, caudate nucleus), the 
middle insula, and the dorsal part of the anterior cingulate cortex 
(Bartels & Zeki, 2004). Romantic love and attachment are actually 
interlinked, though they may be activated independently.

As far as lust is concerned, the picture is more complex, because 
it is particularly stimulated by hormones produced especially 
in the ovaries (in women) and in the testes (in men) and only in 
small quantities within the brain. At puberty the ovaries and tes-
tes begin to pour estrogen and testosterone, respectively, into the 
bloodstream, spurring the development of the reproductive system. 
Recent discoveries evidence that these sex hormones released by the 
adrenal glands are extremely active in the brain, attaching to dif-
fuse receptors and exerting a direct influence on serotonin and other 
neurochemical substances that regulate mood and excitability. The 
sex hormones are especially active in the brain’s emotional core, the 
limbic system, leading to states of high excitation that are actively 
sought by adolescents. We know that adolescents express appetites 
for thrills, strong sensations, and excitement, which are difficult to 
control because the prefrontal cortex, the area of the executive plan-
ning and strategizing, setting priorities, organizing thoughts, sup-
pressing impulses, weighing the consequences of one’s actions, is the 
final part to develop.

Two particular observations about brain development during ado-
lescence are particularly relevant for our discussion (Steinberg, 2005). 
First, much brain development during adolescence is in particular 
brain regions that are key to the regulation of behavior and emotion; 
second, changes in arousal and motivation brought on by pubertal 
maturation precede the development of regulatory competence in 
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a way that creates a disjunction between the adolescent’s affective 
experience and the ability to regulate arousal and motivation. More 
specifically, there is also evidence that pubertal maturation directly 
influences the development of romantic interest and sexual motiva-
tion (Neeman, Hubbard, & Masten, 1995).

Interference	of	Attachment	Conflicts	on	Sexuality

The foregoing section discussed the close interaction among the 
different motivational systems, particularly attachment and sexual-
ity, which are reciprocally influenced especially in some periods of 
the life cycle (toddlerhood, adolescence). We have also learned that 
in some specific attachment patterns, like anxious or fearful ones, 
the needs of reassurance or coercive strategy can be transferred in 
sexual behaviors. In the case of traumatic experiences (for example, 
a severe rejection on the part of the mother, or the loss of maternal 
availability), it is possible to suggest that unresolved conflicts in the 
attachment system might interfere with sexuality, provoking distor-
tions of sexual behaviors. A similar interference has been discussed 
by Coates and Wolfe (1995) in the case of gender identity disorder, 
sustained by early traumatic experiences that can stimulate in the 
traumatized child the enactment of a fantasy fusion of self with 
mother in order to attempt to repair the self. Although in the case of 
gender identity disorder the imitative identification with the mother 
is an early defense against loss and maternal unavailability, during 
adolescence sexual experiences could reflect the specific anxieties of 
this period connected to detachment from protecting parents or to 
the transformation of the body as well as the fear of losing personal 
integration or the fear of intimacy with a partner. In this perspective, 
sexual behavior can assume alternatively the value of self-reassuring 
and manipulating behavior, as it functions to elicit and control the 
behavior of other people.

Case	Illustration

In order to illustrate the complex interlacing that takes place between 
attachment and sexuality in early adolescence, we will present an 
episode of sexual acting out in which three girls, Alicia, Carol, and 
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Barbara, (pseudonyms have been used), were involved. The episode 
attracted the attention of the juvenile court following a report accord-
ing to which a quite large group of adolescent boys between the ages 
of 14 and 17 coerced three young girls (aged 12 to 13) to have ongoing 
promiscuous sexual relations with them. The girls often went to a 
video game hall where they would spend whole afternoons together 
with the above-mentioned group.

These activities began with an episode of violent rape perpetrated 
in a garage after which an atmosphere of complicity and blackmail 
set in. The coercive atmosphere led the young girls to have frequent 
relations with the various members of the group. For several months 
Alicia, Barbara, and Carol kept having promiscuous sexual inter-
course with the different members of the group without establish-
ing any privileged relations with any of them. The boys seemed to 
have had great ascendancy over the girls, involving them in sexual 
practices, which included not only sexual intercourse but also oral 
sex, masturbation, and the like, creating a group atmosphere char-
acterized not only by abuse and blackmail but also by seduction and 
mutual dependency. The girls kept the events totally secret. The situ-
ation was found out only a few months later when the father of one 
of the girls received some information about it.

The three girls were psychologically evaluated in the course of 
a diagnostic assessment, which aimed at understanding what his-
torical and personality factors contributed to their involvement in 
and secrecy about the events as well as its longtime protraction. All 
three girls were given assessment interviews, including the AICA 
(Attachment Interview for Childhood and Adolescence; Amman-
iti et al., 1990). At the same time, the Adult Attachment Interview 
(AAI; George, Kaplan, & Main, 1984) was administered to the girls’ 
mothers.

Since we regarded this episode as a case of sexual abuse on minors 
through minors perpetrated mainly by psychological involvement 
rather than coercion, we deemed it relevant to explore the familial 
attachment dynamics in order to investigate the following aspects:

 1. The three girls’ infancy attachment histories in order to consider 
then as risk factors;

 2. The quality of the mothers’ attachment relationships in order to 
understand more thoroughly the relational and affective con-
text on which the three girls’ attachment was based, supposing 
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an intergenerational transmission of attachment patterns. In this 
context we also believed it relevant to dwell upon the impossibil-
ity experienced by the girls to turn to their parents as a source of 
protection and reassurance;

 3. The presence of relational discontinuity elements within the fami-
lies that could have been further risk factors for the emerging of a 
precocious and traumatic sexuality;

 4. The particular functions taken on by the group.

The assessment instruments are described in greater detail below.

Adult Attachment Interview

The AAI is a semistructured audiotaped interview that takes about 1 
hour to administer. It probes for general descriptions of relationships 
with the main attachment figures in childhood, specific supportive 
or contradicting memories, and descriptions of current relationships 
with them. Adults are asked to retrieve attachment-related autobi-
ographical memories from early childhood and to evaluate these 
memories and their effects from their current perspective, so that 
the structural dimension of the transcript, rather than its content, 
is coded.

Attachment Interview for Childhood and Adolescence

The AICA (Ammaniti et al., 1990) is a revised version of AAI for 
participants in late childhood and early adolescence. The structure 
of the interview and the sequence of the questions are unchanged, 
but the language is simplified and adjusted to age. Explanations are 
added to clarify some questions. Moreover, only two questions have 
been removed, as they addressed issues relevant for parents only 
(e.g., questions related to fear of loss of a child or wishes for a child) 
and some questions have been added to explore the quality of peer 
relationships. However, these changes do not modify the structure of 
the interview, providing enough information to rate overall states of 
mind with respect to attachment.
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The AAI and AICA Coding System

The AAI and AICA coding system (Ammaniti, van Ijzendoorn, Spe-
ranza, & Tambelli, 2000; Hesse, 1999), developed by Main and Gold-
wyn (1998) was used to classify the girls and their mothers into one 
of five categories for overall state of mind with respect to attachment: 
(1) Secure, freely valuing of attachment (F); (2) Dismissing of attach-
ment relationships (Ds); (3) Preoccupied with attachment relation-
ships (E); (4) Unresolved with respect to past loss or trauma (U); and 
(5) Cannot Classify (CC).

Individuals with Secure (F) interviews tend to maintain a coher-
ent discussion of their personal attachment history and its influ-
ence on personality development; that is, they were able to integrate 
positive with negative feelings and to describe attachment-related 
experiences in a consistent way, whether experiences are favorable 
or unfavorable.

Individuals with Dismissing (Ds) interviews tend to minimize 
the importance and impact of attachment relationships in their own 
lives, through idealization or devaluation of the parents. Transcripts 
tend to be excessively brief, with generalized representations of his-
tory unsupported or actively contradicted by episodes.

Individuals with Preoccupied (E) interviews are not able to 
describe their attachment biography coherently and show an inabil-
ity to move beyond an excessive preoccupation or sense of involve-
ment in attachment relationships. Speakers appear angry, passive, or 
fearful, with excessively long transcripts.

Individuals classified Unresolved (U) show signs of disorientation 
and disorganization in the monitoring of reasoning or discourse 
during discussions of potentially traumatic events (loss, physical, 
or sexual abuse). For example, the individual may briefly indicate a 
belief that a dead person is still alive in the physical sense, or that this 
person was killed by a childhood thought. The individual may lapse 
into prolonged silence or eulogistic speech.

Finally, individuals rated as Cannot Classify (CC) show a global 
disruption of attachment strategy, with oscillation between opposite 
and contradictory mental states (Dismissing, Preoccupied). Over the 
course of the interview an individual may shift from one strategy 
to another (e.g., Dismissing to Preoccupied) or display a very low 
coherence on the interview as a whole, indicating an absence of spe-
cific strategy of attachment.
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Single	History	Analysis

Barbara’s Case

Barbara was 12 at the time of the assessment. She came to the inter-
view made up and well dressed and looking quite self-confident for 
her age. Her family was composed of father, mother, an 18-year-old 
sister, and a recently born brother. Her parents both professionals 
with a medium-high standard of living. Barbara initially depicted 
her family as being very close, portraying her infancy experience in 
a highly idealized manner. Her parents were described as affection-
ate and present. According to her there had never been anything 
problematic in her life: she did not seem to understand why she was 
having this interview. Denial seemed to be her prevalent defense 
mechanism.

In the attachment interview, this mechanism emerged mark-
edly in the quite incoherent narrative of her infancy experience, 
which showed strong contradictions between the desire to describe 
her relations as affectionate and safe and the inability to remember 
significant episodes in support of this. A number of factual contra-
dictions were also present. In the course of the interview her global 
descriptions of family closeness and maternal availability and reli-
ability were contradicted by her depiction of various episodes in 
which her mother was absent, engrossed in her job and not avail-
able to Barbara when she needed her, was ill, or missed her during 
separations. There seemed to be an attempt to normalize the early 
relational experience (“I think all children are always affectionate to 
their parents”), which Barbara was able to describe at a general level 
but in a fashion devoid of emotional involvement. In any case it was 
very clear that Barbara did not believe that such early experiences, 
especially with her mother, could possibly have influenced her way 
of being. Statements denoting Barbara’s strong will to highlight her 
independence and autonomy were frequent (“Inside me I think that 
I am just myself, that nobody can change me,” referring to the influ-
ence she believed the experience with her parents might have had on 
her development; or “I think that if I have to solve something, first 
I have to try and solve it by myself,” contradicting the statement on 
confidence regarding a present relationship with a friend to whom 
she does not tell important things).
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The state of mind with respect to attachment relationships was 
categorized as Ds1-Dismissing/Ds3-restricted in feelings: it seems 
that Barbara considered herself a person who relies heavily on her-
self and manages to keep her attachment behavior deactivated by 
convincing herself of her parents’ availability in case of need. Bar-
bara was unable to remember a single incident where this had really 
happened. Only her sister seemed to have been present in some of 
the circumstances in which she was in a state of crisis or got hurt. 
In this context it is important to underline that her sister had left 
home shortly before the start of the episode that involved Barbara in 
the sexual experiences above mentioned. Her sexual acting out also 
coincided with her mother’s latest pregnancy and the birth of her 
baby sister 4 or 5 months previously.

Barbara’s older sister’s departure and the birth of her younger sis-
ter might have created an emotional void that was difficult to fill and 
catalyzed feelings of abandonment that contributed to her promis-
cuous sexual activities. Such an emotional void might have hindered 
the deidentification processes from the mother figure. The quality 
of Barbara’s relationships with friends seemed to be similar to the 
quality of her relationships with her family: these relationships were 
described as being characterized by sincerity and confidence, but in 
reality the reported episodes strongly contradicted this image, high-
lighting once again the importance of self-reliance. Quite striking 
in the interview was the extent to which any possible connection 
or involvement with the other two girls or the group of boys was 
denied.

In this case it seems that a strong split didn’t allow Barbara to 
acknowledge or explore any aspect of her involvement or doubts about 
the protracted event. On the contrary, Barbara presented a front of 
an independent, mature girl untouched by what had happened.

During Barbara’s mother’s assessment interviews a picture of 
intense affective deprivation, which spanned her infancy, seemed to 
come to the surface. From the very start, she had intense difficulty 
facing the assessment interview themes both regarding the episode 
in which her daughter was involved and her own history. This dif-
ficulty was also reflected in a constant nervous laugh, which seemed 
to point at the desire to minimize or devalue both her daughter’s 
and her own deep affective needs. The Dismissing quality (Ds1) of 
the state of mind with respect to attachment was expressed in the 
Adult Attachment Interview by the absolute lack of memories and 
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the inability to describe in any way the relationship with her parents 
from her infancy up to her father’s death when she was only 6 years 
old. All these elements showed mental functioning characterized by a 
massive use of defense mechanisms such as splitting and denial with 
respect to an attachment history made up of absence and rejection, 
which was particularly evident when the mother described her expe-
rience of going to boarding school (only after her father’s death and 
her mother’s second marriage). The mother’s attempt to rely only on 
her own autonomy was particularly clear, when she stated that, at the 
age of 12, she chose to go and live in the boarding school in order “not 
to bother her mother who had made up a new life for herself together 
with a new husband and other children.” The losses of her father and 
of her paternal grandparents, who died shortly after her father, the 
only figures left who took care of her, are described in an extremely 
detached way. She was unable to remember any feelings about them, 
focusing instead on the economic consequences of the events. What 
was striking in her description was the absence of pain or anxiety 
about her paternal grandmother’s death, which occurred after years 
of psychological suffering in a nursing home, and her grandfather’s 
suicide, some years later, which was committed in a particularly 
gruesome way. Her total detachment from the affective experiences 
and her denial of any experience of rejection seemed to allow her to 
maintain her own personal identity, made up of affirmative state-
ments about her capacity to be independent, and to not affectively 
rely on anybody. Her identity was built at the price of a total denial 
of extremely painful feelings and experiences that she had to endure 
in her childhood. This feeling and the attempt to limit its influence 
probably did not allow her to be a secure, present, and available base 
for her daughter, as allowing herself to listen to a child’s needs and 
signals could have been an excessive threat to her rigid defenses. With 
regard to this, the only wish the mother was able to express for her 
daughter’s future was “to be independent and to earn her own living.” 
The episode in which her daughter was involved was totally mini-
mized by mother, as if it had happened to somebody distant and it 
had not had any relevant consequences other than her having been 
exposed to people’s judgment.
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Carol’s Case

Carol was 13, with a childlike face and a teenager’s body and clothing. 
She appeared to be an impetuous girl, with a challenging expression 
printed on her face and a belittling attitude toward the therapist. 
Her family was made up of father (worker), mother (housewife), and 
her younger brother, 7 years her junior. Intense jealousy toward her 
brother emerged almost immediately on the AICA. According to 
Carol her mother devoted most of her attention to her brother. Dur-
ing Carol’s infancy both her parents were absorbed by their jobs, 
but when her brother was born, her mother decided to give up her 
job to look after her newborn son. It seemed that Carol had never 
been able to forgive her mother for her neglectful behavior toward 
her. Her conflictual attitude and her constant demands for atten-
tion seemed to stem from her feelings of exclusion, resulting from 
the mother’s favoritism toward her brother. On the AICA, Carol 
talked about displays of affection and the significance of relation-
ships almost exclusively in terms of concrete objects, such as pres-
ents or material possessions. The descriptions of relationships were 
scanty, simplistic, and characterized by intense materialism. At the 
same time Carol’s discussion of attachment relationships sometimes 
became confused or vague or shifted to irrelevant themes. Occasion-
ally when discussing her relationships with attachment figures she 
would revert to direct speech or quotations. These discourse charac-
teristics show a persistent preoccupation and anger toward attach-
ment figures. In addition, Carol’s attachment interview showed the 
presence of extremely contradictory relational strategies, sometimes 
marked by normalization or devaluation (Dismissing), other times 
characterized by persistent preoccupation and anger (Preoccupied) 
where enmeshment, resentment, or sense of guilt toward parental 
figures was present. Her oscillation among several discourse strate-
gies placed Carol’s interview in the Cannot Classify category. This 
double register appeared also in the self-representation where Carol 
oscillated between emphasizing her independence, regarding herself 
as not being influenced by anything and anybody, and expressing 
intense self-devaluation, suggesting the consolidation of a negative 
identity through time. Her behavior in the interviews also suggested 
a very negative experience of her body, in that she alternately exposed 
her body in a provocative way or kept it chastely hidden. Carol’s par-
ticipation in the episodes of sexual acting out and secrecy appeared 

ER9359.indb   92 5/17/07   10:51:07 AM



	 Attachment	and	Sexuality	During	Adolescence	 ��

to stem in part from her contradictory self-representation, her rage, 
and resentment about certain aspects of the family relations, as well 
as from her insatiable quest for attention and affection. The oscil-
lation between an infantile register, characterized by the presence 
of very regressive aspects and needs for reassurance as a result of 
her intensely negative self-image, and a pseudoindependent stance, 
based on provocation and challenge, suggested contradictory and 
disorganized affective regulation strategies that oriented her behav-
ior in a maladaptive way.

Carol’s mother’s AAI was characterized from the start by a state 
of intense anxiety and preoccupation. Her words were all centered 
on her sense of disorientation and disbelief about what had hap-
pened to her daughter. Carol’s mother seemed to be aware of some 
of Carol’s difficulties, such as her sense of exclusion, her uncertain-
ties about her body, her jealousy of her brother, but at the same time 
she seemed surprised and confused by her daughter’s willing par-
ticipation in these experiences. In this case the AAI seemed to be 
characterized by a Preoccupied state of mind with respect to attach-
ment. The sentences became longer and longer and often shifted to 
irrelevant topics or to direct speech as the interview went on. The 
attachment state of mind of “preoccupied toward attachment” also 
seemed to be related to childhood experiences that pervaded the 
interview and that anticipated the daughter’s state of mind. Carol’s 
mother was also the firstborn. She stated that as a child she looked 
after her two younger sisters, precociously growing up and continu-
ously helping her mother with the housework, with a sense of resent-
ment and anger. There seemed to have been a certain role reversal 
between mother and daughter. The narrative of her own history 
on the AAI was characterized by marked incoherence, passivity of 
thought processes, and some persistent anger, which highlighted the 
intense emotional dependence on her family of origin in which she 
was still mired.

Parents with a Preoccupied state of mind with respect to attach-
ment often seem incoherent and inconsistent in the quality of the 
care they are able to offer to their children. The enmeshment and 
preoccupation with respect to their family of origin often absorbs 
them to the point of threatening their ability to monitor their chil-
dren’s behavior or to reassure them about stressful events.

In some cases these parents feel overwhelmed by the child’s 
requests, vacillating between excessive involvement and inability to 
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provide reassurance, which in turn hinders the child’s separation 
and individuation processes.

Alicia’s Case

Alicia definitely looked older than 12. She arrived at the interviews 
always well dressed and made up, in a simple but at the same time 
attractive way. She was an only child with a father who was a pro-
fessional, and her mother was a housewife. Their standard of living 
seemed to be quite good. Alicia presented as eager to please her par-
ents, especially her father who had developed quite high expectations 
for her. On a number of occasions he “exposed” her to situations 
that could elicit attention and admiration, for example, wanting her 
to apply for television programs’ selection procedures, or expecting 
high performances in sports. She seemed to be aware of the pride 
she engendered in her parents, which appeared to have a profound 
influence on her.

During the attachment interview, Alicia was able to provide a quite 
coherent and thorough picture of her early relational experiences. It 
could be surmised that Alicia’s parents represented a “secure base” 
for her, to whom she turned in situations of need, in that she reported 
that they showed a very intense affectivity toward her. Nonetheless, 
it seems that the parent’s intense investment in this only child had 
led to family overinvolvement that curtailed Alicia’s late adolescent 
separation-individuation processes. Within the family, emotional 
responsiveness seemed to be expressed mainly on a bodily level. 
On the AICA, descriptions of embraces and intense physical care 
addressed to the child’s body were predominant. Additionally, such 
intense affectivity had not seemed to have changed into more men-
talized and mature aspects as Alicia entered adolescence. Analysis of 
Alicia’s AICA interview revealed a Secure state of mind with respect 
to attachment, even though some elements of preoccupation and 
excessive involvement in early attachment relationships were pres-
ent. However, Alicia was able to talk coherently and openly about 
her childhood relational history, attributing to it a certain value and 
importance for her growth and her way of being, and showed evi-
dence of having developed a distinct personal identity.

The AAI with Alicia’s mother revealed a similar picture of a posi-
tive relational history with her parents, characterized by affection 
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and felt attachment security. As was the case with Alicia, her mother 
emphasized the importance of family involvement and the relations 
with her parents, even though some elements of preoccupation vis-à-
vis these early attachment relationships were evident. The preoccupied 
state of mind was especially evident in the mother’s description of 
her relationship with her own mother, who was depicted as both lov-
ing and present, but also as overprotective, showing excessive preoc-
cupation about her daughter’s illnesses and separations. There were 
suggestions that the mother perhaps did not represent a secure base 
for her in every respect, despite the overall secure classification. Ali-
cia’s mother remembered that it was her father who used to reassure 
and calm her down when she was worried or upset. Feelings of emp-
tiness and fear emerged on the AAI that appeared to be linked to 
early attachment experiences with her mother. Further, she reported 
that she was allowed to sleep with her parents until she got married.

The involvement in the relationship with her parents, noted in 
Alicia’s mothers AAI, appeared to be replicated in the relationship 
between Alicia and her parents. However, when talking about this, 
Alicia’s mother was able to acknowledge that the real reason for this 
behavior could have been her jealousy of her parents’ relationship. 
Her ability to acknowledge and talk clearly about her oedipal jeal-
ously during the AAI allowed her to distance herself from this expe-
rience. At the same time these triangular elements represented the 
precursor of the repetitive behavior enacted with her daughter until 
recently.

On the whole the narrative of childhood experience seemed to 
be coherent in that it was fresh, lively, candid, and believable, lead-
ing to a rating of secure state of mind with respect to attachment 
even though some aspects of the Preoccupied state of mind were also 
present. However, also evident in this interview was the presence 
of unresolved mental processes with respect to mourning. In the 2 
years prior to the interview, Alicia’s mother had lost first her brother 
(to an incurable disease) and then her parents in a sudden and acci-
dental way. On the AAI there was evidence that these losses were 
experienced and represented as particularly traumatic. She showed 
evidence of extreme reactions that had not been worked through 
at the time of the interview. At various moments of the interview 
manifestations of unresolved mourning elements emerged in the 
form of descriptions of extreme reactions, slips of tongue, confused 
or unrealistic statements, and exaggerated attention to details when 
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describing the events related to the losses. This accretion of these 
elements led the interview to be classified as Unresolved. It must be 
kept in mind that all the losses were recent so that the mourning 
processes could have still been in progress.

However, we might hypothesize that the mother’s lack of resolu-
tion of mourning vis-à-vis these recent losses might have precipi-
tated Alicia’s involvement in the episodes described earlier. In the 
research on intergenerational transmission of attachment, a close 
link between parental unresolved mourning and infant disorga-
nized attachment behavior has been found (Ainsworth & Eichberg, 
1991; Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, 1999). Briefly, these investigations 
show that disorganization of the attachment system is related to the 
infant’s inability to organize a coherent response toward the parent, 
who is the only figure to whom the child can turn in times of danger 
or need, but who is at the same time frightening as he or she is him- 
or herself frightened or engrossed in mental processes the child can-
not recognize or identify. We might hypothesize that in the 2 years 
prior to the incidents, Alicia’s mother was absorbed in the mourn-
ing process to the point of at least partly withdrawing her emotional 
investment in her preadolescent daughter. The mother’s withdrawal 
and preoccupation with mourning appear to have been combined 
with an abrupt change in the extremely physical way of expressing 
affection typical of this family. In the course of Alicia’s development 
the overt mode of expressing affection did not undergo significant 
changes, which could have helped her to develop a more mentalized 
mode of seeking safety and affection. It is likely that for Alicia the 
loss of such concrete physical manifestations of affection from her 
mother precipitated some disorganization of the attachment system, 
expressed in the need to suddenly and drastically seek attention and 
care from other figures.

Discussion

In order to illustrate the complex relationship between attachment 
and sexuality during adolescence, we purposely chose to discuss a 
group situation, as this best portrays the twofold dynamics that are 
typical of this developmental stage. Although these cases confront us 
with individual dynamics peculiar to early adolescent developmen-
tal tasks, they also highlight the dynamics of the peer group, which 
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are equally paramount during this phase. In other words, individual 
dynamics proceed diachronically as they are rooted in the history of 
family relationships, while group dynamics are more synchronically 
shaped as the peer group sets in and develops over a limited period of 
time, especially with respect to its fusional features (Meltzer, 1967).

In terms of individual dynamics, early adolescence brings on a 
progressive disengagement from infantile love objects. We know (A. 
Freud, 1936) that deidentification from the maternal figure is a par-
ticularly conflictual process in girls, as the oedipal phase lasts lon-
ger than in boys and is never definitively resolved (S. Freud, 1931). 
The progressive loosening of ties to infantile love objects is strictly 
intertwined with the reactivation of oedipal wishes, which are now 
expressed as the bodily and sexual maturation progresses toward the 
eventual establishment of a definite sexual identity to be reached in 
late adolescence (Laufer & Laufer, 1984).

This process implies a progressive detachment from the maternal 
figure, leading to a higher vulnerability in the adolescent (A. Freud, 
1936), as the disengagement from parental figures deeply weakens 
the ego. Pressed on by bodily and sexual maturation, the adolescent 
is confronted with strong oedipal sexual drives, thus feeling the urge 
to keep the parents at a distance.

In terms of attachment theory, the deidentification process may 
well be described in the light of a progressive detachment from 
attachment figures (Ammaniti & Sergi, 2003; Bowlby, 1969/1982; 
Hauser & Smith, 1992; Weiss, 1991), as a new balance between the 
need for a secure base and the phase-specific necessity of autonomy 
and exploration is actively sought.

On a neurobiological level, adolescent vulnerability may be under-
stood as a difficult integration between the cognitive, emotional, and 
sexual domains. In fact, peculiar to this phase is a strong activa-
tion of the limbic system that is insufficiently counterbalanced by 
development on the part of the frontal brain lobes—deputed to self-
regulation and programming—that will be completely mature on a 
functional level only by late adolescence (Steinberg, 2005).

In our case illustration, we have placed a particular emphasis on 
the attachment of the three girls to their mothers, as the maternal 
individual is not only a primary attachment figure but also repre-
sents the key identification object in the structuring of gender iden-
tity in girls. We certainly are aware of the important role played by 
the attachment to the father (Solomon & George, 1999), especially 
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if we consider how this impacts on girls’ working through of oedi-
pal dynamics. Nonetheless, as Chodorow (1974, 1978) points out, 
while for boys psychological separation from the mother is a cen-
tral developmental issue from early infancy on (Greenson, 1968), for 
girls attachment to the mother is inherent to the process of identity 
construction, as femininity is defined through attachment.

The analysis of AICA and AAI interviews shows a strong concor-
dance between mother’s and daughter’s attachment classification in 
two of the dyads (Secure-Secure [F-F] in the case of Alicia; Dismiss-
ing-Dismissing [Ds-Ds] in the case of Barbara), while in the third 
dyad a disorganized model in the daughter (Carol) (CC) is associated 
with a preoccupied (E) state of mind with respect to attachment in 
the mother.

It is important to underline that, beyond the attachment research-
based approach to the AAI that supports the intergenerational trans-
mission hypothesis, we have used a clinical analysis of the AAI as a 
means to understand how inner experiences were organized by these 
three adolescent girls and how they have managed the developmental 
thrusts of separation and individuation in the light of early attach-
ment experiences (Slade, 1999; Steele & Baradon, 2004). In fact, a 
psychodynamic clinical reading of the interviews provides significant 
insight into the processes involved in the dynamics between attach-
ment and sexuality in adolescence.

In Alicia’s case, although the interviews are concordant with a 
secure model (F), we have described a relationship characterized 
by a strong and reciprocal physical involvement, already present in 
the mother’s history with her own parents who allowed her to sleep 
with them until she got married. Here, an excessive and probably 
sexualized physical intimacy is intergenerationally transmitted, as it 
crosses generations unelaborated with somatic excitation, becoming 
the most salient aspect of the parent–child relationship. Additionally, 
as discussed, the mother’s absorption in mental processes related to 
unresolved mourning deprived Alicia of the intense physical and 
emotional intimacy and dysfunctionally accelerated her detachment 
from the family and the maternal figure in particular.

In Barbara’s case, we are confronted with a different intergenera-
tional process, with dismissing attachment and deactivation mecha-
nisms as defenses against the recognition of inadequate caregiving 
and affective deprivation. Barbara’s mother seems to have reen-
acted her own experiences of affective deprivation in the avoidant 
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relational pattern established with her daughter. In addition, Bar-
bara’s older sister’s departure from the home and the birth of the 
younger brother heightened her sense of affective deprivation, since 
the sister’s absence deprived Barbara of the family member to whom 
she had established the most significant affective bond, and the birth 
of her younger brother confronted her with maternal care on the 
part of her mother that she had always felt deprived of.

With Silverman (2001), we see here two opposite patterns of par-
enting, referred to as “overstimulating” and “understimulating.” 
On the one hand, Alicia’s mother promoted an excessive physical 
intimacy that led to sexualization, as is sometimes seen in cases of 
intrafamilial sexual abuse. On the other hand, Barbara’s mother was 
unable to provide her daughter with sufficient affective support and 
closeness in order to reach an adequate self-regulating ability, with 
probable interferences with the area of sexual development.

As already noted, in Carol’s case there was no concordance on 
the intergenerational attachment data. Carol displayed disorga-
nized attachment with lack of integration with respect to different 
relational models. In fact, Carol’s narratives were characterized by 
an oscillation among different and incompatible self and maternal 
representations. On one side she presents an “invulnerable stance” 
with respect to her mother’s care and affection toward her younger 
brother, but on the other side she describes herself as full of rage and 
resentment within an enmeshed relationship with her mother.

Although grounded in different and idiosyncratic attachment 
dynamics, in all three situations the process of detachment and 
deidentification from the maternal figure implies great difficulties, 
amplifying long lasting feelings of deprivation and loss. Puberty and 
the emergence of sexuality are then colored by those unmet develop-
mental needs, and those needs and the search for psychological care 
are predominantly expressed through the body.

On this perspective, we know that one of the main functions of a 
peer group is to support the adolescent detaching from the parents 
(Meltzer, 1967), and that the “norms and rules” of the group will 
help the adolescent to consolidate a sense of personal identity out-
side the family, which is of crucial developmental importance during 
this stage (Bukowski & Hoza, 1989). Nonetheless, this function of 
the peer group may also become maladaptive when the adolescent 
is struggling with dysfunctional relational expectations stemming 
from infancy attachment dynamics. Further, individual differences 
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may fade within the group’s narcissistic investment dynamics and 
give way to a promiscuous sexuality where individual suffering is 
warded off and an illusion of a “we” world is predominant. As a 
consequence, dynamics of a conspiracy of silence, secrecy, and mis-
leading mutual loyalty from which adults must be excluded define 
the atmosphere of a group whose space is extraterritorial; infancy on 
one side and adulthood on the other side are banished.

Our cases illustrate how the early adolescent phase can canalize 
dysfunctional aspects relative to attachment dynamics. According 
to Lichtenberg (1989), the goal of the affiliation motivational system 
is coincident with the one of attachment, that is, the experience of 
pleasure in intimacy and closeness. In terms of affiliation, from early 
adolescence on, this pleasure is actively sought through affiliation to 
groups where one can share a same ideal or relational goal. The expe-
rience of being part of the group, then, offers another and different 
possibility for affect regulation. The interplay between attachment 
and affiliation is clear, both because the latter is shaped by the expe-
rience of being within a family as an integrated system, and because 
of the similarity of functions peculiar to the two motivational sys-
tems—the reduction of anxiety and the integration of the self within 
the progressive structuring of personal identity.

Our case examples illustrate how the experience of being part of 
the group fails to enable the three girls to gradually work through 
their attachment issues. The peer experience, far from supporting 
the deidentification process, feeds back issues of affective inconsis-
tency as well as overwhelming sexualization of the primary relation-
ship with the mother that remain unintegrated and unelaborated.

Research in neurobiology (Martin et al., 2002) sheds light on over-
arching aspects relative to brain anatomy and physiology that are 
supposed to impact risky behaviors in adolescence. In fact, through-
out early and middle adolescence a consistent part of brain develop-
ment takes place in specific areas and systems playing a key role in 
behavior and emotion regulation, as well as “risk-reward” perception 
(Luciana & Nelson, 2002), while the adolescent is still largely unable 
to process and evaluate risk conditions and their potential conse-
quences. This is especially true when in the peer group (Gardner & 
Steinberg, 2005) adolescents engage in risky behaviors and, at the 
same time, activate sensation-seeking behaviors that impact on the 
pleasure and reward brain-related systems.
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In conclusion, our data suggest that at the onset of early adoles-
cence interferences on the part of attachment-related conflicts can 
impinge on sexual development, thus leading to difficulties in the 
integration of different motivational systems that inevitably impact 
on developmental trajectories. As Offer (1980) noted, besides adoles-
cent development characterized either by continuity or surge, a third 
modality of adolescent tumultuous development may take the scene 
both within and outside the family, especially in the peer group. The 
latter pathway, which has been evidenced in our case illustrations, is 
most probably related to previous experiences of trauma and depri-
vation, as it is well known that such experiences first most and per-
vasively impact on attachment systems. As Noshpitz (1980) stated:

[F]or the deprived, depressed, relationship-starved youth, the bargain is 
a good one. Instead of a void, there is a presence; instead of emptiness, 
there is sensation; instead of loneliness, sex play. Words of love are ban-
died back and forth and gestures of affection exchanged. Perhaps it is all 
a trick to obtain sexual advantage, but for the moment, at least, it offers 
the illusion of caring that serves as an anodyne to the pain. (p. 344)
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chapter 4

When Sexuality Reaches Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle
Attachment, Repetition, and Infantile Sexuality

Lissa Weinstein

Bird sighs for the air,
Thought for I know not where,
For the womb, the seed sighs.
Now sinks the same rest
On mind, on nest,
On straining thighs.

“The Lover’s Song,” William Butler Yeats

Defining	the	Problem

Yeats, with characteristic metaphoric brilliance, articulates in six 
terse lines the relationship between sexuality and attachment. 
Through the medium of the body and its rhythms, one reaches 
beyond the boundary of the self, encompassing not just the mind 
of one’s beloved, but also reinstating a primordial connection to the 
world all around. Nor did Yeats neglect the less lofty aspects of the 
conjugal act, as he reminds us in another oft-quoted poem that “love 
has pitched its mansion in the place of excrement” (Yeats, 1933/2004). 
Psychoanalytic theory has, unfortunately, lagged far behind these 
poetic insights.

Despite the fact that Bowlby (1982) himself wrote that attach-
ment and sexuality “impinge on each other … and influence each 
other,” theoreticians, in their efforts to discuss the developmental 
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implications of sexuality and attachment, have often argued vocif-
erously for the significance of one organizing perspective over the 
other (Holmes, 1998; Shur, 1960). Seeming incompatibilities, rais-
ing the ire of one faction or another, made finding a workable rela-
tionship between the two theoretical leviathans nearly impossible, 
despite the “gut” feeling that the two were intimately, if not passion-
ately, related.

The first problem encountered by analysts attempting to concep-
tualize the relationship between attachment systems and sexuality is 
definitional. Which version of attachment theory? To what aspects of 
sexuality are we referring? There are significant differences in empha-
sis between Bowlby’s (1958) original contribution and the subsequent 
work of attachment researchers. Bowlby, who did not eschew the role 
of fantasy, placed his attachment system firmly within the context 
of evolutionary biology and ethology. Instinctually driven, it was 
a structured group of innate behaviors that organized and helped 
cohere a system of internal working models, which would determine 
later relational patterns. In general, U.S. attachment researchers dealt 
with objective behavioral “facts” that might later enter into fantasy 
systems (e.g., Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Main, 2000) 
as did Stern (1985) whose idea of representations that have become 
generalized described real, external world relations that are summed 
and abstracted cognitively.

Similar questions occur about sexuality. Do we mean sexuality as 
an abstract force, a general motivator of all human behavior whose 
remnants are left behind in a text that is the analyst’s job to decode 
(Litowitz, 2002)? Do we mean adult sexuality with its vagaries of sex-
ual choice, often addressed by social psychology or, alternately, repro-
ductive sexuality with its strong ties to other mammalian species? Or 
do we mean infantile sexuality, defined not as an immature form to 
be later replaced by genital sexuality, but as a reconstruction of envi-
ronmental events altered through the medium of the child’s fantasy 
life, which continues to exist as a private creative arena throughout 
adulthood (Widlocher, 2002). The problem is further complicated 
because Freud’s ideas on sexuality form not one, but two coherent 
bodies of thought (Klein, 1969/1976). The clinical theory expounded 
in Freud’s “Three Essays” (1905) articulates the transformations and 
plasticity of sensuality and desire, represented in a zone-based set of 
modal fantasies that binds the effects of bodily excitements, while a 
metapsychological, abstract theory of energy, forces, and discharge 

ER9359.indb   108 5/17/07   10:51:10 AM



	 When	Sexuality	Reaches	Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle	 �0�

informs Freud’s “The Project for a Scientific Psychology” (1900/1954) 
and “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920).

Additionally, even when identical terms are used, they rarely carry 
a consensual definition. When Bowlby (1958, p. 363) uses the term 
instinct, he means “instinctual response” defined as “an observable 
pattern of behavior,” taken from Darwin (1875, cited in Bowlby, 
p. 363) “as being important as corporeal structure for the welfare 
of each species” and subject to the laws of natural selection. This is 
far from the instinct (an unfortunate translation of the word drive 
or Treib in German) concept of psychoanalysis, which describes an 
abstract motivating force, whose nature and energy remain fairly 
constant and have a specific course (Rappaport, 1951) of rising exci-
tation, seeking satisfaction, and a subsequent lowering of demand 
after satisfaction is achieved. Thus, Bowlby’s instinct is less tied 
to discharge or to notions of subjectivity, including the pleasure/
unpleasure series, and more related to species survival. However, 
even though Bowlby’s instinct concept differed in substantial ways 
from Freud’s ideas, it too allowed for an epigenetic approach that 
integrated biological or genetic givens with subsequent natal and 
postnatal interactions. Anna Freud (1958) noted this commonality:

Dr. Bowlby’s … conception of a biological tie resulting in certain patterns 
of behavior when activated by nursing care is paralleled in our way of 
thinking by the conception of an inborn readiness to cathect with libido 
a person who provides pleasurable experiences. It becomes evident that 
this latter theory is no more nor less than the classical psychoanalytic 
assumption of a first “anaclitic” relationship to the mother, i.e. a phase in 
which the pleasurable sensations derived from the gratification of major 
needs are instrumental in determining which person in the external 
world is selected for libidinal cathexis. (p. 61)

Anna Freud’s disagreement with Bowlby did not center on his privi-
leging the object over the drive, but rather on his failure to recognize 
the pleasure principle as an explanatory tenet that governed all men-
tal life, and hence of a different order than the attachment relation-
ship, a point to which we shall return later.

From its inception, attachment theory was a source of controversy 
among classical analysts (Shur, 1960). For Freud, the object was not 
only the most variable aspect of the instinct, shifting as the availabil-
ity of gratification and environmental changes allowed, but because 
the experience of the object was always influenced by states of endog-
enous excitement, the object required the instinct for its illumination 
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(Green, 2000). In contrast, for Bowlby and the attachment research-
ers who followed him, the object was central, as the infant was object 
related from birth. The instinctual aim was not discharge, but object 
seeking with the object functioning in the crucial role of a regula-
tor of affect states. Further, the object was itself untransformed and 
untranslated by the “grammar of desire” (Litowitz, 2002), specified 
by Freud in such varied works as “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” 
(1915) and the “Interpretation of Dreams” (1900/1953). At the center 
of the debate is the question of whether an instinct theory, called 
at various times outmoded, reductionistic, and mechanistic, is nec-
essary, or whether a description of the attachment relationship or 
its internalized representations can be substituted for the idea of 
instinct and structural conflict. Peskin (1997, 2001) offers a defense 
of the instinct concept based on evolutionary biology compatible 
with Bowlby’s original intentions and criticizes the “mother–infant 
creationism” that seemed to characterize attachment research.

Yet another set of controversies centers on the existence of an 
autistic phase or a state of primary narcissism, where the infant, 
undifferentiated from his or her environment, has no discernible 
intentional object, but rather is subject to intentional states that exist 
on the pleasure/unpleasure continuum and, to the extent that the 
object is conceived, is regarded as part of the self, or part of a hostile 
care-taking environment. Bowlby critiques the concept of primary 
narcissism, but does so using the common or behavioral definition 
of narcissism as uninvolved with the other, while classical analysts 
use it to describe a state in which cathexes (investment) are primar-
ily allocated to the self (however primitively conceived) as opposed 
to an object. Here the controversy highlights the centrality of the 
observational stance—externally in behavior versus an internal, not 
necessarily conscious, experience.

Further, attachment theory was essentially nondevelopmental. 
Formed during the first year, attachment status showed relative, but 
not perfect, stability and consistency through the life course (Fonagy, 
2001; Fonagy & Target, 2002; Hamilton, 2000). In contrast, infantile 
sexuality, conforming to Freud’s nonlinear use of time, was far more 
fluid, allowing for the effects of regression and the inevitability of 
compromise formation in its manifest expression.

Many of the theoretical conundrums emanate from the fact that 
the information about the attachment system and infantile sexual-
ity utilize vastly different databases. Infantile sexuality, subject to 
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symbolic translations determined by psychic rather than external 
reality and not easily understood only in terms of overt behavior, 
is best studied in the special laboratory of the psychoanalytic con-
sulting room, where standards of neutrality are impossible to obtain 
due to the analyst’s privileged position in data collection. Attach-
ment theory values the experimental situation, where standards of 
observational impartiality and rigorous data collection are possible. 
The weight of empirical findings led such theorists as Holmes (1998) 
to propose that infantile sexuality be redefined in terms of patterns 
of attachment and dependence. On the other side, those theorists 
who subscribed to drive as an underpinning of behavior, such as the 
classical Freudians and the French school (e.g., Green, 2002), offered 
their retort that attachment theories and the neurobiology that sup-
ported their findings (e.g., Kandel, 1999; Schore, 1997) did not con-
stitute psychoanalytic data.

In short, every major controversy that has divided analysts can 
be unearthed in the discussions of attachment perspectives versus 
infantile sexuality. It is the argument of this paper, that while attach-
ment theories may not be psychoanalytic in the sense that their 
data conform to the requirement of textuality and may be difficult 
to see directly in the clinical psychoanalytic situation, an attach-
ment perspective with its inclusion of presymbolic, preverbal forms 
is compatible with the larger perspective of Freud’s desire for psy-
choanalysis to form the basis for a general psychology. A unifying 
perspective would allow a new set of questions: for example, how 
do presymbolic forms such as attachment behaviors become melded 
with sexual concerns as they are increasingly articulated and dif-
ferentiated by an individual, allowing sexuality to meet nonsexual 
aims and vice versa (Klein, 1969)? If the attachment relationship is 
indeed about need (Kahn, cited in Litowitz, 2002), combining the 
two perspectives allows us to examine the epigenetic relationship 
between need and desire and how the environment that patterned, 
shaped, and helped to regulate need (or failed to) becomes enlisted in 
the service of wish. In this vein, Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist, and Target 
(2002) suggest that aspects of neurobehavioral functioning that are 
impacted by the attachment relationship are responsible for mediat-
ing its long-lasting effects. By addressing these statements, attach-
ment can move beyond being a common-sense psychology (i.e., it’s 
good to have a good mother and a relatively stable life), into a deeper 
understanding of the types of maternal qualities (both cognitive and 
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in terms of unconscious fantasy) that scaffold the attachment rela-
tionship. Diamond (2004), for example, hypothesizes that both the 
mother’s fantasy life as well as her actual behavior contribute to the 
development of disorganized attachment.

It is the thesis of this paper that both infantile sexuality and the 
attachment system can be understood as attempts to regulate and pat-
tern the excitements and needs of the body. Although the attachment 
relationship achieves this through the ministrations of the “other,” 
which leaves a permanent stamp on several aspects of the child’s 
developing neurobiological functions, as well as awakening and struc-
turing the child’s nascent sexuality (Freud, 1905), infantile sexuality 
attempts to further master endogenous excitement through a system 
of fantasies generated internally and experienced privately as part of 
the self, using the environmental experiences as their raw material. 
Following Widlocher (2002) and Laplanche (2001), in their reading of 
Freud (1905) the two systems are seen as temporally distinct.

A model is suggested for how the two systems influence each other 
in the course of development, based on an interpretation of Freud’s 
(1920) concept of trauma and repetition articulated in “Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle,” hence, the somewhat enigmatic title of the 
paper. First, recent neurobiologically driven models that connect 
attachment and sexuality on the basis of similar neural circuitry and 
neurohormonal functioning are examined. The psychophysiological 
functions of the attachment relationship are then reviewed in order 
to show that attachment can be seen as altering the set points for the 
appraisal of pleasure and unpleasure, which will affect the manner 
in which the infantile sexual fantasies are created. A fluid, bidirec-
tional matrix is proposed where attachment and infantile sexuality 
continue to affect each other throughout development. The example 
of sadomasochistic perversion is offered to show how sexuality can 
be recruited in the service of repairing insufficiencies in the attach-
ment relationship as a precondition for pleasure.

Neurobiology	of	Attachment	and	Sexual	
Choice:	A	Basis	for	Theory?

Given the daunting complexity of the issues involved, it is not sur-
prising that theorists looked to recent advances in the study of neuro-
biology for an answer. Despite the seductive clarity of this approach, 

ER9359.indb   112 5/17/07   10:51:11 AM



	 When	Sexuality	Reaches	Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle	 ���

numerous problems arise when attempting to collapse complex 
emotional states into their neurobiological correlates.

Several innovative papers (Eagle, this volume; Silverman, 2005) 
have attempted to conceptualize the similarities between adult pair 
bonding and care giver–infant attachment on the basis of their over-
lapping neural circuitry and on the link of activated brain sites to the 
neurohormones oxytocin and vasopressin. Extrapolating from stud-
ies of pair bonding in monogamous rodents and maternal behavior 
in sheep (Carter, 1998; Insel, 1997; Insel & Young, 2001), similarities 
of the functions of attachment and sexuality (to facilitate reproduc-
tion, reduce stress, and provide a subjective sense of safety) are then 
used to understand object choice. The difficulty of generalizing cross 
species and the problem of dose/response relationships in animal 
versus human studies when attempting to measure and manipulate 
attachment behaviors make the application of animal models to the 
complexity of human desire problematic.

Although research does support the existence of a general mater-
nal circuit in the mammalian brain (Kinsley & Lambert, 2006), the 
circuitry is less clear in terms of pair bonding attachments (Insel 
& Young, 2001). Although the same neurohormones are involved 
in mother–child attachment and long-term pair bonding in adults, 
they may have different binding sites and show gender-specific effects 
(Curtis & Wang, 2003; Insel & Young, 2001). Further, questioning 
the mechanism through which oxytocin influences pair bonding, 
Insel and Young (2001) note:

It remains unclear whether oxytocin and vasopressin primarily increase 
the preference for the partner (in prairie voles) because they confer rein-
forcing properties on the mate or whether they simply facilitate recall. 
… It remains possible that the absence of partner preferences in prairie 
voles treated with oxytocin and vasopressin antagonists results from an 
inability to recognize the partner, not from an absence of pair bonding. 
(p. 134)

Further, even in the animal kingdom, the effects of oxytocin are 
mediated by experience. In sheep, the effects of oxytocin are more 
evident in females with a history of parental care. Finally, it is not 
only the receptor sites for oxytocin in the hypothalamus that are 
increased during pregnancy, there are also changes in brain regions 
that regulate memory and learning, which are partly but not solely 
partly mediated by oxytocin. Thus, mother rats are better than vir-
gins at navigating mazes, capturing prey, and foraging, at the same 
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time that they suffer less fear and anxiety (as measured by the levels 
of stress hormones in their blood) and a reduction in parts of the 
hippocampus and amygdala that regulate stress and emotion. It is a 
combination of multiple perceptual, affective sensory, and cognitive 
systems all working synchronously that permits the social bond to 
develop (Kinsley & Lambert, 2006), rather than a specific effect of 
any one neurohormone.

Bartels and Zeki (2000, 2004) found largely overlapping neural cir-
cuitry for attachment and romantic love in humans in an Functional 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging (FMRI) study. They compared the neu-
ral circuitry engaged by a mother’s responses to pictures of her own 
versus other familiar infants, with subject’s responses to pictures of 
their romantic partners versus other familiar adults. Both romantic 
love and attachment activated regions in the striatum, the middle 
insula, and the dorsal part of the anterior cingulated cortex. Roman-
tic love activated specifically the dentate gyrus/hippocampus and the 
hypothalamus, as well as the dorsal part of anterior cingulated being 
more prominent with romantic love. Activity specific to maternal love 
included the lateral orbitofrontal cortex and subcortically, the periaq-
ueductal gray. Areas mediating negative emotions, avoidance behav-
ior, and social assessment were deactivated

Although this fascinating research offers potentially productive 
directions in the effort to conceptualize the epigenetic unfolding of 
desire, it also points to the limitations of our current knowledge of the 
interactions of biology and content. For example, it cannot be proven 
that the romantic partner is absent from a mother’s mind when she 
is shown a picture of her infant. Andre Green (2004) sees a trian-
gulated relationship existing from the beginning and affecting the 
attachment (dyadic) relationship as the mother’s sexual and aggres-
sive fantasies about the father affect her ministrations of the child. 
Similarly, breastfeeding (when increases in oxytocin are clearly dem-
onstrated) is, as Friedman (1996) notes, a complex sexual act involv-
ing not just pleasurable fantasies of fusion with the child, but also 
erotic fantasies or sadomasochistic fantasies of being tied down to an 
insatiable infant. In short, while the level of oxytocin may impact the 
state of feeling sexual or attached, it cannot predict the content of the 
associated mentation. We cannot know, for example, if the phenom-
enological associates to such concepts as romantic love are the same 
as sexual desire. Nor does the model allow us to conceptualize how 
anxiety (which may be generated by an insufficient mother–infant 
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bond) is mediated through fantasy once there is sufficient separation 
of self and other. Thus, despite the elegance of the research, fantasy 
and cognition are omitted with the result that the distance between 
neurobiology and content collapses. To quote Bowlby’s applicable 
critique:

Testable hypotheses have been framed, it is true, yet the price paid has 
been high. All the more exciting reaches of human experience are ruled 
out of bounds; moreover, the theoretical schema presented I found to be 
of little use to those … who deal with ordinary people living everyday 
lives. (1980, p. 107)

It continues to remain difficult to explain complex affective phenom-
ena on the basis of physiology alone, no matter how sophisticated 
our ability to measure these events.

Psychophysiological	Functions	of	the	Attachment	Relationship

If we do not rely on the hypothesis of an underlying neurobiological 
mechanism that determines the functioning of both systems, how 
can the effects of the first relationship on sexuality be conceptual-
ized? Bowlby proposed that dyadic attachment patterns give rise to 
internal working models of self with other that then act as templates 
upon which further relationships are built. The attachment relation-
ship has at its core the provision of predictability, regularity, and sta-
bility, so that these self-regulating models can be developed.

Bowlby’s explanation for how internal working models become 
static and closed to experiential revision was that as interactional 
patterns become repeated and automatic, fixed versions of the inter-
nal working models were then recruited as modules in higher-level 
systems. At such points, the component models themselves became 
less accessible to awareness because the organism has turned con-
scious attention to the higher-level systems.

Fonagy and Target (2002) suggest a slight modification of this 
idea, citing supporting experimental evidence that early attachment 
classification, while demonstrating some stability and continuity, 
is not perfectly predictive of one’s adult attachment classification 
(Hamilton, 2000; Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell & Albersheim, 
2000), and that many who start out initially secure become inse-
cure if adverse life circumstances are encountered. They conclude 
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(following Thompson, 2000) that mother–infant attachment does 
not necessarily form a prototype for later relationships, nor does 
secure attachment relate consistently to any one specific personality 
variable, even if intervening variables are controlled for. They then 
propose that the enduring effects of the attachment relationship are 
not necessarily in terms of internal working models, but rather are 
due to the development of an intermediary interpersonal interpretive 
mechanism built upon three interrelated elements, all of which are 
impacted by early attachment experiences: reactivity to stress, capac-
ity for focused and directed attention, and reflective functioning.

Whether one accepts the interpersonal interpretive mechanism as a 
functional system, the notion that attachment impacts early biologi-
cal function has significant support from a wide range of empirical 
literature (see Fonagy and Target [2002] for a more complete theo-
retical discussion). The effect of attachment on attention and stress 
responses will be briefly reviewed, while reflective functioning, as 
it is more closely tied to conscious assessments of interpersonal 
events and linguistic functioning, will not be discussed. Diamond 
(this volume) offers a careful discussion of reflective functioning 
and its further development during the oedipal period. This paper 
is directed to those concomitants of attachment that may never have 
been conscious.

The relationship between attachment and stress responses has 
been documented in humans (Fries, Ziegler, Kurian, Jocoris, & Pol-
lak, 2005; Hales, 1997; Schore, 1996, 2002), with Shore (1996) sug-
gesting that the regulatory transactions central to the attachment 
relationship impact the early development of the right hemisphere 
of the brain, which, because of its numerous connections with the 
autonomic nervous system, will later dominate the processing of 
information received by the subject from his or her own body. The 
ability to modulate stress and its relationship to attachment has 
also been demonstrated in other mammalian species (Hofer, 1994; 
Levine, 1994; Stern, 1999; Suomi, 1997). Changes in the development 
of the regulation of neurotransmitter systems have been shown to 
persist into adulthood (Coplan et al., 2001), and Weaver et al. (2004), 
in a study where groups of rat pups were cross-fostered by mater-
nal rats with differing grooming and licking behaviors, found varia-
tions in maternal behavior serve as mechanisms for the nongenomic 
transmission of individual differences in stress reactivity across 
generations.
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Attachment also impacts the capacity to actively monitor attention, 
a function central to self-regulation, the management of anxiety, and 
the assessment of danger. This effortful control of attention, modeled 
after the care giver’s ability to shift the child’s focus from distressing 
events and toward more gratifying soothing activities, develops in 
the second year of life and involves the ability to focus attention, the 
capacity to suppress alternative sources of stimulation so that plans 
of action can be formulated, and the ability to inhibit inappropriate 
or unproductive behaviors. Fonagy and Target (2002) hypothesized 
that the anterior cingulated gyrus is central to this task, as it plays 
a role in evaluating the subjective significance of a painful or fear-
ful experience. Experimental research has supported the hypothesis 
that secure attachment impacts attentional functioning (Fearon & 
Belsky, 2004; Kochanska, Coy, & Murray, 2001), particularly the pro-
cessing of threatening information (Ingram, Bailey, & Siegle, 2004; 
Van Emmichoven, Van Ijzendoorn, De Ruiter, & Brosschot, 2003), 
and that individual differences in effortful attention become stable 
at around 30 months (Kochanska, Murray, & Harlan, 2000), further 
supporting the hypothesis that attention-modulating structures are 
developed within the context of the attachment relationship.

In sum, attachment relationships are influential because they 
leave a mark on the body through facilitating the development of 
the brain’s major self-regulatory mechanisms. As it helps to regulate 
the bodily functions, establishes the day–night cycle, and protects 
against overstimulation through the containment of difficult affec-
tive states and the temperamental or genetically based contributions 
that the infant brings to the relationship, the attachment relationship 
becomes a mediator of anxiety.

From a different theoretical vantage point, attachment relation-
ships can be seen as patterning the conditions for instinctual dis-
charge as they will, through the mechanisms discussed above, shift 
the set points in the appraisal of affective experience, marking what is 
felt as pleasurable or aversive. Conceptualized in this way, it becomes 
possible to integrate the attachment relationship into the notions of 
the pleasure/unpleasure principle so central to classical analytic the-
ory and our understanding of infantile sexuality.

ER9359.indb   117 5/17/07   10:51:12 AM



���	 Lissa	Weinstein

Infantile	Sexuality

For Freud, sexuality was an abstract force; the Freudian body was 
a text infused by a constantly evolving grammar of desire. It was 
this text, generated by the needs of the body, that was the focus of 
examination, not as in attachment theory, the body itself (Litowitz, 
2002). However, both attachment and sexuality function to pattern 
and regulate endogenous stimulation. Following Widlocher (2002), 
who interprets Freud’s (1905) suggestion in the “Three Essays” that 
infantile sexuality begins at the moment the child is able to see the 
mother as a separate whole object, attachment and sexuality are 
differentiated not by their purposes, but rather along dimensions 
of cognitive capacity, memorial ability, the ability to articulate the 
object as differentiated from the self, and the ability to localize the 
source of excitement within the self.

With the advent of infantile sexuality, new opportunities for self-
regulation emerge. If attachment relationships are between people and 
not about fantasy, infantile sexuality, in contrast, is a system of fan-
tasy relationships that makes use of environmental experiences to help 
shape and articulate the inner experiences that are driven by bodily 
excitements as the zonal nature of excitement shifts and changes.

It takes up in the imaginary mode what has been dependent on relational 
patterns and the responses of the environment, treating these scenes in 
the mode of illusion. … He thereby seeks to reproduce the initial experi-
ence, transforming a real experience into an imaginary one taken wholly 
out of context and making himself the subject, at once creator and actor. 
(2002, p. 19)

Thus, infantile sexuality always deals with experience retroactively, 
restructuring and reevaluating external events in memory. Once the 
revision of the external event, now reexperienced in the context of 
the child’s own bodily excitement, is laid down as memory, it exerts 
a pressure to reproduce the experience in the external world, to 
seek, in Freud’s words, an “identity in perception.” With increasing 
structure, new tasks are overlaid upon old tasks, and what was once 
pleasurable might later become a source of anxiety as new structures 
evolve and intersystemic conflict becomes ubiquitous (Pine, 1970).

However, the child’s fantasy offers him or her an opportunity to 
actively rework earlier unresolved issues with a greater capacity for 
self-reflection and ownership. Further, as Widlocher (2001) proposes, 
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infantile sexuality is not an immature form of adult sexuality later 
to be supplanted by true genitality, but rather continues to exist as 
a potential creative playground throughout life, providing an arena 
where the events of the environment can be transformed or mas-
tered with the aid of fantasy. The question remains, however, how do 
these two regulatory systems influence each other?

One obvious possibility is that the attachment relationship, because 
it leaves a permanent mark on the bodily experiences of pleasure and 
anxiety, will determine the later developed sexual fantasies. Such a 
model would lead to experimental strategies aimed at classifying the 
extent to which sexual fantasies along with attitudes toward sexu-
ality and sexual behaviors are correlated with different attachment 
styles (see Mikulincer & Shaver, this issue). However, such investiga-
tions fail to explain the fluid nature of sexual fantasies, for example, 
their demonstrated shifts due to regression in the transference or the 
activation of defense. Nor do they explain the demonstrated insta-
bility in attachment status or the frequent fluctuations in attention, 
stress responses, and reflective functioning when environmental or 
interpersonal conditions shift. Further, there are significant differ-
ences in the memorial conditions governing the retrieval of sexual 
fantasies, which make it impossible for infantile sexuality to be a 
mere transcription of attachment. The neuropsychology of memory 
and its clinical implications have been described in detail elsewhere 
(Davis, 2001; Rustin & Sekaer, 2004; Schacter, 1996; Siegel, 1999), 
and the reader is referred to these papers for a fuller account of the 
different types of memory, the conditions for their retrieval, and 
their neuroanatomical locations. In brief, the memorial conditions 
present during the first year of life suggest that central aspects of 
the mother–infant relationship are incorporated in implicit memory 
(Rustin & Sekaer, 2004), often in procedural routines that may never 
be available for conscious reflection. Finally, privileging the attach-
ment relationship as causal would ignore Freud’s notion of Nachtra-
glicheit, so central to the ideal of infantile sexuality, that meaning, 
once symbolization has developed, also feeds back to change the set 
point for anxiety. The most famous example of this is, of course, little 
Hans (Freud, 1909), whose mother’s comment at age 3 and a half that 
she would send him to Dr. A. to cut off his widdler if he continued to 
touch it, initially led him to respond only that he would “widdle with 
his bottom.” However, once the phallic stage of organization was 
reached, and the penis, newly valued both as the locus of sensation 

ER9359.indb   119 5/17/07   10:51:12 AM



��0	 Lissa	Weinstein

and as a central part of his self-definition, her comment engendered 
severe anxiety. Thus, the relationship between attachment and sexu-
ality is bidirectional, although not necessarily equally so.

Beyond	the	Pleasure	Principle:	The	Uses	of	Repetition	in	the	
Building	of	Structure	and	in	Managing	Overstimulation

Freud introduced the concept of the repetition compulsion in Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle (1920) and an earlier related paper on “The 
Uncanny” (1919). This “demonic power” (Freud, 1920, p. 25) is some-
thing that “seems more primitive, more elementary, more instinc-
tual than the pleasure principle” over which it takes precedence, 
particularly in cases of trauma. Freud defined trauma operationally 
as a degree of stimulation that breaches the ego’s protective barrier 
and floods an unprepared organism with quantities of excitation that 
cannot easily be processed. Noting that the task of the higher strata 
of the mental apparatus is to bind instinctual energy (defined here as 
a change in its capacity for, or speed of, discharge), Freud states:

A failure to bind this energy would provoke a disturbance analogous to 
a traumatic neurosis and only after the binding has been accomplished 
would it be possible for the dominance of the pleasure principle (and of 
its modification, the reality principle to proceed unhindered). Till then 
the other task of the mental apparatus, the task of mastering or bind-
ing excitation would have precedence—not, indeed, in opposition to the 
pleasure principle, but independently of it and to some extent in disre-
gard of it. (1920, p. 35)

Until the traumatic stimulation is mastered, the other tasks of 
the organism are neglected. Repairing the breach will always take 
precedence.

How then is this first task of the psychic apparatus accomplished? 
Citing as an example the repetitive dreams common to traumatic 
neurosis, Freud implies that repetition serves in the attempt to bind 
anxiety and aids in the building of structure. This point was later 
taken up by, among others, Wilson and Malatesta (1989) as well as 
serving as the core of the notion of habituation that successive rep-
etition eventually decreases a need for the deployment of conscious 
attention.

There are several obvious parallels between the repetition com-
pulsion and the hypothesized role of the attachment relationship. 
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Freud (1920) himself connected the compulsion to repeat with the 
proneness to overstimulation and the lack of defenses against stimuli 
(apart from the most primitive instinctual vicissitudes) that exist in 
infancy:

The manifestations of a compulsion to repeat (which we have described 
as occurring in the early activities of infantile mental life as well as 
among the events of psychoanalytic treatment) exhibit to a high degree 
an instinctual character and when they act in opposition to the pleasure 
principle, give the appearance of some daemonic force at work. (p. 35)

Repetition, both in trauma and in attachment, is used in the ser-
vice of warding off anxiety and managing overstimulation, and both 
forms of repetition are relatively stable once established, functioning 
as what Darwin (1872/1965) termed an “acquired instinct.” Freud, 
too, noted the resistance to change inherent in defensive repetition, 
a point later taken up by Loewald (1971) in his distinction between 
active and passive repetition, and also by Coen (1992), who notes 
that a central feature of repetition is “the avoidance of change, pro-
tection against danger and clinging to what or who is safe” (p. 272).

This latter statement of course echoes the emphasis of Bowlby and 
other attachment theorists on the infant’s innate proclivity to seek 
proximity to the caretaker under conditions of danger or threat, and 
the extent to which the survival-enhancing aspects of the attachment 
behavioral demands gives it primacy over other behavioral systems.

Finally, another way of reading “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” 
is not that Freud is struggling to understand a type of memory that 
is not based on language, nor is it necessarily subject to repression 
proper as it has never been conscious. At the same time, these mem-
ories, in whatever form they exist, continue to have a driving power 
for the individual. Harking back to his earliest speculations with 
Breuer (1893/1955) where Freud postulated that an altered cerebral 
threshold underlies the acquisition of hysterical symptoms, as well as 
his writing in the “Project for a Scientific Psychology” (1900/1954), 
Freud now suggests that this driving force, which later partners with 
wishes, is not itself part of a dynamic unconscious. A similar inter-
pretation is suggested in his paper on “Repression” (Freud, 1914) 
when he implies that primal repression consists of the affective, pre-
linguistic representations of the drive, organized in some way that 
will structure later developed systems based on linguistic represen-
tation. So defined, the repetition compulsion would be Freud’s term 
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for what we presently call procedural memory (Smolen, 2002), which 
has in numerous papers (e.g., Clyman, 1991; Davis, 2001) been con-
nected to early object attachments.

When Freud talks of the object’s role in binding the destructive 
energy of the death instinct by diverting it outside of the self, he is 
articulating the way in which the object is protective and aids in the 
management of stimulation, a container for irregular affects and 
the source of predictable rhythms. If we then detached this compul-
sion to repeat from its source in the death instinct (with its aim of 
restoring all life to it original inorganic form against all the interfer-
ing forces of the environment forcing change and adaptation), then 
Freud’s conception of the role of the object in early development 
is very similar to that of the attachment relationship. This bind-
ing, achieved through repetition, ensures that not all stimuli need 
be treated as new and requiring attention and allows the infant to 
increasingly formulate a series of expectancies in his or her relation-
ship to the external world, which will make the world reliable and to 
some extent ordinary. This process becomes a precondition for the 
development, or more precisely the apperception, of more complex 
patterns that deviate from exact repetitions, as well as the organis-
mic striving after pleasure.

Freud’s model of the traumatic neurosis and the altered relation-
ship between the need to repeat and the pleasure principle provides 
a template for the relationship between sexuality and the attachment 
relationship. The attachment relationship has the primary role of 
binding excitation; in doing so it changes the way the infant assesses 
his or her own state. These shifts then become stabilized and sub-
ject to their own repetitions and reproductions. The set points deter-
mined in the earliest relationship leave their mark on the individual’s 
capacity for pleasure throughout life. Until the energy is sufficiently 
bound, the pleasure principle cannot be operative. The entire energy 
of the organism is devoted to repairing the breach in the organ-
ism’s protective shield against stimuli. Thus, the need for stability, 
achieved through repetition “overrides the pleasure principle,” or, 
in other words, becomes a precondition for pleasure. As implied in 
Freud’s discussion of the Fort-Da game (1920), as the self develops, 
the function of repetition changes and allies with the increasing shift 
from passive to active.

The advantage of the model Freud proposes is its fluidity. Thus, 
the need for repetition will have both statelike and traitlike aspects, 
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rather than the strict categorization implied in attachment theory. 
A person can move, depending on both internal and external fac-
tors, between the need to repeat and the desire for pleasure, hence, 
the reason that as Freud points out, one never sees a pure case of the 
repetition compulsion, as the repetition compulsion always partners 
with wishes.

The final section of this paper looks at a specific case of sexual-
ity—sadomasochistic perversion—to show that what is sought in 
sadomasochistic ritual, perhaps as a precondition for pleasure, are 
the regularity, stability, and availability that are the hallmarks of the 
attachment relationship. Although an extreme form of sexuality is 
used as an example, it is assumed that the need for regularity exists 
on a continuum in all sexual relationships.

Preconditions	for	Pleasure:	Sadomasochism	
and	the	Need	to	Regulate	the	Object

The notion that earlier problematic object relations contribute to 
the genesis of sadomasochistic perversion has a long history in psy-
choanalytic theory. Payne (1939) and later Greenacre (1967, 1968) 
both suggested that the split in the ego in response to castration that 
Freud (1940) saw as central to all perversions served to bolster an 
already weakened ego, due either to constitutional insufficiency or 
early trauma. Similarly, Bach (1994), while accepting Arlow’s (1971) 
hypothesis that the traumatic sight of the female genital is semi-
nal, notes that it is unclear why this sight (almost ubiquitous in the 
course of development) should be traumatic for some and not others. 
He suggests, in response, that

one may surmise that in some cases the whole mother and not only her 
genitals has been traumatic or, to put it more concretely, that some of 
those children who find the sight traumatic have discovered not only a 
fantasied gap in the genital area but also an actual gap in relatedness, and 
that the child’s entire psyche has been mobilized to deny and to patch 
over this gap. In certain cases, one can regard this fantasy of a frighten-
ing genital nothingness as the ultimate body metaphor for a series of 
developmental losses culminating in the fear that there is no one there to 
love or be loved by. (Bach, 1994, p. 12)

Thus, the genital comes to symbolize the absent relationship. Each in 
their own way, Benjamin (1988), Ghent (1990), and Wrye and Welles 
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(1994), among others, have noted difficulties in early object relations 
as finding expression in sadomasochistic fantasy and behavior.

A second line of inquiry suggests a relationship between the 
attachment relationship and sadomasochistic perversion. Freud 
(1940), in his seminal paper on the splitting of the ego in the process 
of defense, notes a problem in reality testing where on one hand an 
unpleasant reality (that of the female genital) is acknowledged, but 
at the same time denied and covered by an enhanced focus on a sub-
stitute perception that covers the traumatic “lack.” Zimmer (2003), 
similarly writing on perversion from the perspective of cognition, 
notes problems of reality testing and dependence that emanate from 
a defensive splitting of the object. Both of these papers suggest a 
failure in reflective function, which involves, at later developmen-
tal stages, the ability to know and integrate objective and subjective 
perceptions of the self and of reality (Bach, 1977). Reflective func-
tion (Fonagy et al., 2002) is developed initially in the cauldron of the 
attachment relationship.

A rich literature already exists on the study of sadomasochistic 
perversion from the perspective of fantasy. For example, Bach and 
Schwartz (1972) masterfully integrate explanatory notions of early 
object loss and narcissistic injury in the behavior of the Marquis de 
Sade. However, numerous authors (e.g., Celenza, 2000; Kernberg, 
1991) have noted that sadomasochistic fantasies are nearly ubiquitous 
both as a dimension of the self and as an aspect of enlivened erotic 
play. What separates healthy erotic play from a sadomasochistic per-
version is to be found in the “degree of flexibility, affective range, 
vitality and freedom inherent in the overall experience” (Celenza, 
2000, p. 529).

Thus, it is worthwhile to note the formal qualities of the sado-
masochistic relationship as well as its content, for the effects of a 
problematic attachment relationship will manifest in the behavior 
of the participants, particularly its ritualistic, repetitive aspects, as 
they most closely approximate the central task of the attachment sys-
tem—namely, the promotion of regularity, predictability, and avail-
ability. As Kahn (1958; quoted in Litowitz, 2002) notes, “Repressed 
wishes lend themselves all too readily to symbolic processes, where 
as deprivation of needs seek actualization before the symbolic pro-
cess can begin to operate” (p. 184).

Evidence for the hypothesis that the promotion of regularity and 
predictability are essential to sadomasochistic perversion is easily 
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found. In addition to the obsessive ordering of The 120 Days of Sodom 
(four sections composed of 150 perversions each carefully placed as 
to their progression in the Marquis’ overarching schema, with stories 
being told by each of four narrators who alternate by months), note 
the complex instructions given to the participants in the beginning 
Statutes:

The company shall rise every day at 10 o clock in the morning, at which 
time the four fuckers who have not been on duty during the night shall 
come to pay the friends a visit and shall each bring a little boy; they shall 
pass from one bedchamber to another successively. They shall perform 
as bidden by the friend’s likings and desires, but during the preliminar-
ies the little boys shall serve only as a tempting prospect; for it has been 
decided and planned that the eight maidenheads of the little girls’ cunts 
shall remain intact until the month of December. … as shall the asses of 
the eight little boys, until the month of January. (De Sade, 1785/1966, p. 
241)

Every detail of dress, demeanor, lighting, temperature, and food is 
carefully spelled out. More mundane, less literary treatises of sado-
masochistic behavior provide a similar picture of the need for pre-
dictable behavior. For example, a popular press article describing a 
long-term sadomasochistic relationship:

They wrote a contract describing their expectations of each other, and 
he started teaching her how his coffee should be readied in the morning 
and what kind of clothing she would wear. If she wanted to sit down at 
the dinner table or take a bite of her food when they were at a restaurant 
she had to wait for his permission. (Fairfield County Weekly, Slaves and 
Masters, p. 3)

The lack of spontaneity and creativity is noteworthy in the carefully 
detailed instructions given by the participants in the form of sado-
masochism known as pony boy and girl play (Gates, 2000). Similarly, 
the need for the partner to be ultimately available is noteworthy: 
“Her mind her body, let’s say her spirit has been committed to me 
100 percent. Whether it is in this house or walking down the street” 
(Fairfield county Weekly, Slaves and Masters, p. 4).

The Marquis notes, as well:

Moreover, do not simply wait for us to specify the orders we would have 
you execute; a gesture, a glance, often simply one of our internal feelings 
will announce our desire, and you will be as harshly punished for not 
having divined it as you would be were you after having been notified, to 
ignore that desire or flout it. It is up to you to interpret our movements 
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our glances, our gestures, to interpret our expressions, and above all not 
to be mistaken as to our desires. (De Sade, 1785/1966, p. 252)

This obsessive ritualistic regularity has often been interpreted as a 
defense against aggression, but in keeping with the notion of multiple 
function (Waelder, 1936), it can be seen as an attempt to recapture 
belatedly those aspects of the attachment relationship that would 
allow development to proceed successfully, following a binding of 
overwhelming excitation through the development of structure. This 
perspective is suggested by a statement by Bach & Schwartz (1972) 
that the motivation of the fantasy is the restitution of a lost object 
who was once idealized, no matter how the content of the fantasy is 
denied, projected, displaced, or in other ways disguised.

The idea that sadomasochistic relational scenarios and fantasies 
provide routes to attachment security along with the binding of 
libidinal excitation is supported by evidence from research investi-
gations on attachment disorganization in infants and adult trauma-
tized/unresolved states of mind with which it has been associated 
(Hesse & Main, 1999). There is an interesting parallel between the 
obsessive ritualistic regularity in sadomasochistic relationships 
and the behaviors and fantasy constructions of children classified 
with disorganized attachment, that is, those who show collapse of 
any coherent strategy in a strange situation (Ainsworth et al., 1978), 
resorting to chaotic and contradictory behaviors such as freezing, 
stilling, alternately approaching the parent and moving away, or 
playing dead upon reunion with the mother. Follow-up studies of 
children who are classified with disorganized attachment at 1 year 
show that at age 6 they exhibit rigid, controlling, and hostile behav-
iors in parent–child interaction tasks, which are thought to represent 
more organized but brittle behavioral strategies for controlling a 
parent who is at once the source of comfort and fear (Hesse & Main, 
1999). Controlling 6-year-olds were observed after reunion with the 
parents following a 1-hour separation, to manipulate, humiliate, and 
denigrate their parents, sometimes harshly ordering the parents to 
do their bidding (“Sit down! I said, sit down!”) (Hesse & Main, 1999), 
or “actively attempt to control or direct the parent’s attention and 
behavior, and assume a role which is usually considered more appro-
priate for a parent with reference to a child” (Main & Cassidy, 1988, 
p. 418). Further investigations involving semistructured interviews 
with parents of disorganized/controlling children indicated that 
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they felt helpless, frightened, and unable to control their children 
who were perceived as all powerful and unmanageable (Jacobvitz & 
Hazen, 1999). Similar scenarios of dominance and submission char-
acterized the play interactions of controlling 6-year-olds and their 
peers (Jacobvitz & Hazen, 1999). Themes of violence, punishment, 
and catastrophic destruction were prominent in the play of control-
ling 6-years-olds, who in response to pictures depicting parent–child 
separations presented stories about suicide (that the child would 
hang herself), parental death (in car accidents or plane crashes), or 
total destruction (earthquakes) (Hesse & Main, 1999; Main & Cas-
sidy, 1988). These findings suggest that the rigid, punitive relational 
scenarios characteristic of parent–child and peer interactions repre-
sent the disorganized child’s attempts to create a sense of attachment 
security in the face of both underlying disorganization in his or her 
own representational processes (Solomon, George, & DeJong, 1995) 
and the child’s parents’ own lack of resolution of loss or trauma, evi-
dent in frightened/frightening/seductive/withdrawn or misattuned 
parental responses and behaviors (Hesse & Main, 1999; Lyons-Ruth, 
1999).

If the child’s researches and journeys in the personal arena of 
infantile sexuality are unable to successfully retranscribe his or her 
experiences, than subsequent sexual behavior will demand aspects 
of the regularity, exclusivity, and predictability of the attachment 
relationship that have not been sufficiently internalized as structure, 
rather than sexual pleasure itself. The acting out of these desires in 
the sexual arena turns passive to active, as well as coalescing these 
diffuse self-states in the sexual act and making them part of a mean-
ing structure, which, in itself, relieves anxiety. The Marquis, with 
his usual trenchant wit, notes this capacity of sexuality to overcome 
anxiety and pain when he states that horror can produce an erec-
tion: “This thing, however frightful you wish to imagine it, ceases to 
be horrible for you immediately it acquires the power to make you 
discharge” (De Sade, cited in Coen, 1991, p. 124).

Conclusion

In Fonagy’s seminal article in 1993, he proposed that it was the 
mother’s capacity for reflective function, rather than the mother’s 
actual behavior, that most strongly predicted the infant’s attachment 
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category. It was through the mother’s capacity for reflecting on and 
understanding intentional mental states in self and other that inter-
generational trauma was transmitted or muted. These investigations 
by Fonagy (Fonagy et al., 2002) and others (Main, Kaplan & Cas-
sidy, 1985; Main et al., 1995; Slade, 2005) have helped to shift our 
conceptualization of the attachment relationship from being about 
what people did to being about what people thought. The greater the 
parent’s capacity to think about the mind of another (a quality that 
cannot be unrelated to the openness to thinking about how one’s 
own mind functions), the more likely the child is to have a secure 
state of mind with respect to attachment. Once we understand that 
the attachment relationship has to do with how we think, then a 
space is opened to include fantasy and sexuality as a way of further 
patterning bodily stimulation, now experienced not as part of the 
environment, but as part of the self.

To the extent that the attachment relationship or behaviors are 
retrieved throughout childhood, so too will they also be, to some 
extent, altered by increasing cognitive capacities and shifting zonal 
excitements. As Siegel (1999, p. 37) notes, “Consolidation may make 
new associational linkages, condense elements of memory into new 
clusters of representations, and incorporate previously unintegrated 
elements into a functional whole. Thus, as Siegel (1996) notes, retrieval 
is “a memory modifier,” the act of reactivating a representation can 
allow it to be stored again in a modified form.

Thus, sexuality and attachment inevitably form a complex, bidi-
rectional matrix whose parameters shift as an individual attempts to 
find the best compromise between pleasure and safety. As the child 
develops capacities for mental time travel and the ability to know his 
or her own body boundaries, and later with narrative, there will be 
continuing restructuring of the sense of self in time, culminating in 
the oedipal narrative, which incorporates earlier themes and infan-
tile value systems within its resolution. However, the richness of a 
self-narrative is mediated through the attachment relationship as 
the communication with parents, and their shared communication 
(including but not exclusively reflective function) allows the child to 
develop an autobiographical awareness.

It was Freud’s discovery of the hidden text of symptom, dream, 
and joke that expanded our vision of the self, so that relationships 
were not simply relationships between people. His work demon-
strated that the precious and potentially subversive, anticonformist 
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aspects of sexuality are its ultimate subjectivity, its ability to translate 
what is experienced externally and offer transcendence with the aid 
of fantasy and narrative. Although there has been a move to the 
level of representation in attachment research (Main, Kaplan & Cas-
sidy, 1985), the emphasis of these investigations is on the ways that 
the individual’s attachment representations are crystallized out of 
early parent–child attachment transactions, rather than on the dis-
continuities between early experience and the representation of it. 
Infantile sexuality, on the other hand, emerges from a relationship 
between the excitement of the body and language, a piece of which 
can never be fully reclaimed as an interpersonal experience. It is this 
capacity of sexuality to be free of the environment that also gives it 
its generative potential—to retransform the world and to potentially 
reconfigure that which has not been successfully traversed earlier. 
However, the mutative power of sexuality is also limited by its roots 
in the body, and sexual behavior will bear the markings of the pat-
terning of bodily rhythms, time, and the predictability of gratifica-
tion and solace that grew from the first relationship. If these primitive 
regulations have been inconsistent or unpredictable, the body itself 
bears testimony and seeks, in sexuality and elsewhere, to repair that 
need. A conceptualization of clinical phenomena that incorporates 
the relationship of the attachment system to procedural memories 
stored within a bodily context, and their later retranslation through 
the medium of infantile sexuality, allows us to integrate both the 
contexts of external observable behavior and private subjectivity 
encoded within the pleasure/unpleasure continuum, to both observe 
the behavior that points to earlier difficulties in attachment and its 
later transformations, as well as attempts at creative repair through 
the medium of fantasy and infantile sexuality.

Attachment research cannot explain to us the fantasies, the shifts 
in identification between self and other and the elevation and degra-
dation of body parts, or the shift from active to passive, all of which 
comprise the building blocks of sexuality. And our understanding 
of infantile sexuality, no matter how profound, cannot, by itself, 
help us build ties to underlying neurobiological dispositions, such as 
temperament, or their interconnection with interpersonal parent–
child transactions. Nor is infantile sexuality easy to verify experi-
mentally. Thus, the time has truly come for a marriage of these two 
only seemingly disparate perspectives, in our quest to understand 
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psychopathology, enhance therapeutic efficacy, and reclaim the rela-
tional and bodily metaphors that emerge from sexuality.
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chapter 5

Sense and Sensuality
Hedonic Intersubjectivity and 
the Erotic Imagination

Jeremy Holmes

Contemporary psychoanalysis has, it seems, deemphasized sex. In 
a recent broadside against psychoanalytic pluralism Andre Green 
(2005, p. 630) bemoans the current emphasis on the “role of attach-
ment which supposedly replaces infantile sexuality; the conceptions 
of memory based on neuro-scientific findings rather than repres-
sion, and so on.” Meanwhile, Fonagy and Target (2005) chart the 
waning number of publications on sexuality in psychoanalytic jour-
nals, and Budd (2001) notes the curious reversal in which sex is now 
viewed merely as the manifest content of a psychotherapy patient’s 
difficulties, concealing “deeper” issues such as maternal deprivation 
and other attachment-related themes, as opposed to Freud’s belief 
that sex is the latent theme concealed in every psychiatric symptom 
and dream.

In one sense Green’s concern is justified. Infantile sexuality and 
the oedipus complex are central planks of psychoanalytic theory—
take them away and what remains? It is also true that attachment 
theory was devised by Bowlby (1971) in part to provide an account 
of parent–child relationships in which security, rather than sex, was 
the central theme (Holmes, 1993).

In this paper I suggest that attachment theory does indeed offer 
a radical challenge to the theory of infantile sexuality. Despite this, 
given that secure attachment arises out of mutually pleasurable care-
giver–child interactions, I argue that that the two approaches can 
in part be reconciled. As a bridging concept I propose the notion 
of hedonic intersubjectivity. By this I mean a playful, self-affirming, 
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interactive sensuality that can, however, only tendentiously be 
described as sexual. This in turn links with the erotic imagination, a 
concept with Winnicottian overtones, which, I argue, has its origins 
in the “transitional” phenomena of hedonic intersubjectivity. Finally, 
I apply some of these ideas to different patterns of insecure attach-
ment seen in the consulting room. (Note that although this paper is 
written from a heterosexual perspective, I hope that its contentions 
are equally applicable to same-sex relationships.)

Theorizing	Sex

One of the difficulties in discussing sex is that the word itself encom-
passes such a variety of meanings and connotations: a reproductive 
act; a manifestation of love and communication between two par-
ticipants; a solitary or pseudorelated masturbatory, instrumental, 
exploitative, or masochistic pastime (as in prostitution, for exam-
ple); sex as an observable fact (à la Masters and Johnson) versus the 
experience of sex as an unobservable but reportable fantasy (as per 
Kinsey, erotic literature, and the analytic couch); and sex as a moral 
category (“good”/“bad,” satisfying/disappointing, healthy/perverted, 
erotic/pornographic).

Sex is a quintessentially psychophysical experience. Theorizing sex 
needs to take account of this, yet it is hard to theorize in a way that 
does justice to both mind and body. Despite Freud’s often-quoted 
statement that “ultimately the ego is a body ego” (Freud, 1923), and 
occasional references to children’s and babies’ erections and vaginal 
sensations, psychoanalytic discussion of infantile sexuality is pri-
marily at a mental level. Until recently mental experience necessarily 
relied on self-report—mainly on clinical experience in psychothera-
peutic work, with extrapolations and speculations about the mental 
life of infants. Now, however, modern neuroscience enables expe-
rience to be directly studied in ways that can usefully advance the 
discussion (Bartels & Zeki, 2004).

Freud’s theory of infantile sexuality had two main building blocks: 
(a) his contention that adult patients’ neurotic problems could ulti-
mately be traced back to sexual repression, and (b) a developmen-
tal perspective that saw early childhood experiences as the kernel 
of adult mental life. If adult neurosis is essentially sexual and this 
reflects a developmental continuity from childhood into adulthood, 
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then sexuality must be as salient for infants and children as it is for 
adults.

Classical psychoanalytic theory therefore sees attachment rela-
tionships as a manifestation of the sexual instinct and its vicissitudes. 
Infantile sexuality—initially the oral pleasure derived by the infant 
from sucking at the breast—is the glue that binds children to their 
parents, and this continues, through the developmental pathway 
from polymorphous perversity to genital sexuality, to be the funda-
mental force that both holds human society together, and, with the 
inherent ambivalence of the oedipal situation (“the mother whom I 
love is possessed by another”), contains the ever-present possibility 
of disruption.

Freud saw the psychological vulnerability of humans as arising 
from the contrast between physical immaturity and “adult” psycho-
logical impulses (love, hate, the desire to possess) together with their 
physical manifestations (excitation of the various body parts). To 
oversimplify, the little boy cannot “possess” his mother because he 
is not big enough to do so nor strong enough to defeat his father in a 
battle for her possession. Love and hate, attachment and separation 
can ultimately be traced to infantile sexual desire and its inescapable 
emotions of envy and castration anxiety.

Attachment theory, by contrast, as an ethological account of secu-
rity provision and protection from threat, sees the prime motiva-
tional force holding families and societies together as the need for 
security: together we stand, divided we fall. The attachment and sex-
ual behavioral systems are distinct and separate, each with its own 
releasers, timing, and, to use Freud’s terminology, aims and object.

Attachment theory starts from the need for parents and other 
caregivers to provide security for their helpless infants in the face of 
a hostile and potentially predatory environment. Like Freud, Bowlby 
homed in on the helplessness of the human infant as a crucial devel-
opmental factor. As with psychoanalysis, attachment theory might 
agree that the ultimate biological purpose of life is self-reproduction. 
But rather than instating the sexual impulse as omnipresent through-
out the life cycle, attachment theory encompasses sexuality through 
the fact that infants need to survive to sexual maturity in order to be 
able to reproduce. Physiologically, sex hormones and the immune 
system have little in common, but unless the immune system is 
intact there will be no one for the sex hormones to drive toward mat-
ing. The same applies to the psychological immune system provided 
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by attachment relationships (Holmes, 2001). In addition, successful 
reproduction and child care require complex interpersonal skills, 
based on the sensitivity and mentalizing (Holmes, 2006) that good 
attachment relationships make possible.

Although Bowlby (1971) was insistent that attachment and sexual-
ity should be seen as distinct systems, he also acknowledged the close 
links between them. The difficulty in disentangling sex and attach-
ment is that although they demonstrably involve separable behav-
iors, emotions, and constructs, it is clear too that they are intimately 
and bidirectionally related. In adult sexuality, as courtship proceeds, 
sexual attraction ushers in attachment feelings; once established, a 
close cohabiting attachment relationship between adults provides 
the usual context for quotidian sexuality. For established couples, 
sex and attachment are usually mutually reinforcing.

Sex, even within one couple, takes many and varied forms. From 
an attachment perspective one might speculate that for each of the 
defined patterns of attachment there could be a corresponding pattern 
of sexuality (Feeney, 1999; Hazan & Shaver, 1994). Perhaps securely 
attached couples make love freely, spontaneously, safely, excitingly, 
harmonically, tenderly, and empathically; insecurely enmeshed cou-
ples clingingly, desperately, reassurance-seekingly, endlessly; avoid-
antly attached couples’ sex might be distant, mechanical, emotionless, 
violent, inconsiderate, and infrequent; disorganized couples might 
make love controllingly, inconsistently, dissociatedly, self-destruc-
tively. At the extreme ends of human behavior, although most sex 
takes place in the context of an attachment relationship, attachment 
is clearly neither necessary nor sufficient for sex: rape represents sex 
devoid of attachment, and vice versa in unconsummated marriage.

Sexual	and	Attachment	Arousal—A	Source	of	Confusion

Moving from sexual behavior to sexual experience, there may be 
confusion surrounding sexual and attachment arousal. In order to 
become sexually aroused, couples, especially the more vulnerable 
and necessarily biologically more choosy female partner, need to feel 
safe. People almost never make love in public. In a hostile savannah, 
a couple having sex would have been vulnerable to predation, and 
in a modern environment they are subject to envious and judicial 
censure.
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One of the fundamental tenets of attachment theory is the incom-
patibility of exploration and attachment seeking. Exploration is 
inhibited in the face of threat as a secure base is sought. This applies 
equally to sex, and, therefore, since every act of sex is an exploration 
of one’s own and the other’s body and mind, if attachment needs are 
unassuaged, sexual arousal will be compromised. What complicates 
the picture, however, is that sexual behavior and attachment behav-
iors may look from the “outside” very similar, even through they feel 
very different from the “inside.” If one partner feels unsafe she or he 
may seek out the other’s proximity in a way that may be misread as 
wanting sex. A classic source of resentment in couples is the scenario 
that when one partner (usually the woman) seeks out a reassuring 
hug, the other partner (correspondingly, therefore, the man) takes 
this as a go-ahead for sex.

This may be overcome (if that is the appropriate perspective) 
by various forms of dissociation, benign or self-destructive, to be 
explored further in the clinical section below. “Good sex,” especially 
for women, is predicated on secure attachment—the combination of 
extreme excitement and absolute relaxation and trust. This theoreti-
cal and experiential view is supported by neuroimaging studies that 
show that orgasm in females—but not simulated orgasm—involves 
deactivation of hippocampal regions of the brain associated with 
anxiety (Bartels & Zeki, 2004). Comparable neuroimaging data for 
males have been thus far less informative.

Attachment	Versus	Infantile	Sexuality

Are these attachment-derived ideas compatible with the psychoana-
lytic notion of infantile sexuality? From an attachment perspective it 
makes little sense to use the word sexuality to characterize the physi-
cal proximity of caregiver and infant (a) because its purpose is pri-
marily security providing rather than reproductive and (b) because 
the genital aspects of the contact are nonexistent or minimal. Freud 
gets around the latter objection via the concept of “polymorphous 
perversity,” but from a philosophy-of-science perspective (Lakatos, 
1970) this can be seen as an arbitrary addition of an unfounded 
supernumerary concept to buttress a fundamentally questionable 
theory.
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Nevertheless, pleasurable, touch-mediated interaction between 
caregiver and infant is clearly central to good care giving. Although 
the experience for mother and infant of lusty breastfeeding may be in 
some ways only analogous to (rather than a homologous antecedent 
of) enjoyable love making, pleasure is inescapably the appropriate 
word to apply to kissing, cuddling, tickling, holding, mutual gazing, 
stroking, playing, patting, and all that goes on to cement a secure 
attachment bond between parents and their infants and small chil-
dren. What makes a secure base secure is in large measure its physi-
cality: the warmth, holding, feeding, reassuring heartbeat, soothing 
words, and gentle touch that proximity to the parent gives to the 
infant, and that is something desired by both child and parent.

The mutuality, responsiveness, and empathic attunement of 
such interactions provide the foundations of secure attachment. 
The experience of bodily pleasure, in a playful, respectful interper-
sonal/intersubjective environment, makes for secure attachment, 
and conversely, secure attachment makes such playfulness pleasur-
able. Bodily stimulation that lacks interpersonal sensitivity quickly 
becomes unpleasant—an everyday example would be when tickling 
gets “out of hand.” Similarly, there is something essential missing 
from an unembodied verbal or visual relationship with a held-at-a-
distance infant.

Thus although the classical psychoanalytical concept of infantile 
sexuality is questionable, the residuum of infantile sexuality, in what 
Widlocher (2002) calls “hedonic capacity,” remains crucial. This 
reemphasizes the significance—paradoxical only from a now-out-
moded Cartesian perspective—of bodily experience as a component 
of mental life. In addition, relationships, usually thought of in rather 
abstract terms, are in fact psychophysical phenomena, mediated by 
an interactive bodily “dance”—whether this be patterns of eye con-
tact, posture, gesture, voice timbre, or touch. There is an invariable 
physical component in the metaphors used to describe relationships: 
we feel, close or distant, in tune, in or out of touch, on the same 
wavelength, can’t keep our hands off each other, are sparring all the 
time, and so forth.

Fonagy and Target (2005) also preserve the idea of infantile sex-
uality by considering the contribution made by the parent in this 
infant–caregiver “dance.” Although the infant is sexually naive, the 
parent necessarily brings sexual resonances into the relationship. 
These include the sexual feelings described by some, but by no means 
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all, women while breastfeeding, and the father’s occasional erections 
while handling their infants. There is thus a mysterious disjunction 
between the parent’s and the infant’s experience of mutual bodily 
interaction. Fonagy and Target argue that the infant senses in some 
way this area of mystery and that the inherently disturbing aspect 
of adult sexuality has its origin here. Attachment-organized inter-
actions provide a “platform” out of which fantasies associated with 
infantile sexuality arise. This is a slightly different, albeit related, idea 
to Widlocher’s (2002) suggestion that infantile sexuality and attach-
ment are associated in the child’s mind only in retrospect. The argu-
ment here seems to be that the fantasies we call “infantile sexuality” 
are an inherent property of the human organism, which then come 
to be linked with external attachment experiences in the course of 
development.

From this point of view, the apparently abstract subcategories 
of attachment can be seen as mental representations of physical 
relationships, characterized by fluidity, clingingness, distancing, 
bizarreness of posture, and so on. Since longitudinal studies show 
that the quality of parent–child interaction in infancy and child-
hood predicts the quality of young people’s romantic relationships 
(Grossman, Grossman, & Waters, 2005), it follows that the nature of 
the early adult’s sexual relationships is likely to be built on the foun-
dations of childhood capacity for playfulness and mutually pleasur-
able physical interactions.

From	Drive	Theory	to	Intersubjectivity

The history of psychoanalysis can be seen as progressive trajec-
tory from intrapsychic theorizing, through the interpersonal, to 
the intersubjective (Atwood & Stolorow, 1984). Attachment theory 
is interpersonal in that its central focus is the child–caregiver rela-
tionship, but not strictly intersubjective in that the experience of the 
subject is not fully brought into focus, perhaps because Bowlby felt 
constrained to confine himself to what could be observed and objec-
tively researched. Since sex is reportable but not observable—pace 
Masters and Johnson—this may go some way to explaining its rela-
tive neglect by attachment theorists.

Classical psychoanalytic drive theory focuses on the individual 
and his or her inner world. Object relations incorporates the object 
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and the self ’s relationship with it, but still as played out within the 
psyche, rather than between psyches. Winnicott’s (1971) ideas form 
a bridge from Kleinian object relations toward an interpersonal 
perspective, and between attachment theory and mainstream psy-
choanalysis. His seminal paper “The Capacity to Be Alone” centers 
around the image of a securely attached child happily playing “alone 
in the presence of the mother.” The mother’s background presence 
as a secure base allows the child to be (with) him- or herself. Win-
nicott explicitly includes sex as an adult analog of this situation, but 
remains intrasubjectivist rather than intersubjectivist in the sense 
that while he conceptualizes each participant in sex as needing, 
postcoitally, to be able to “be alone in the presence of the other,” he 
does not address the mutuality of sex itself.

Yet “good sex” is hard to conceptualize other than from an inter-
subjectivist perspective, albeit one that can usefully incorporate 
Winnicottian notions. When sex “works” (the repeated parenthe-
ses are an acknowledgment of the normative implications of what is 
being conveyed) each partner incorporates (literally, as well as psy-
chically) the other’s body into his or her inner world and makes it 
his or her own. The pretend/equivalence mode distinction (Fonagy, 
Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2002)—the separation between fantasy 
and reality—is temporarily obliterated. The barrier between self and 
other is in abeyance. Each partner is, momentarily, both alone and 
fused with the other.

Sex here becomes a form of everyday creativity. In Winnicott’s 
model of the origins of creativity, a mother anticipates her child’s 
needs so that the infant has the temporary illusion of having “cre-
ated” the breast that appears, as though by magic, just at the moment 
that he or she begins to imagine it. Similarly, in satisfying sex, each 
partner “knows” before the subject her- or himself is aware, just what 
feels good and not so good.

Note that the view of the developmental origins of sexuality sug-
gested here is in a sense a mirror image of the Kleinian perspec-
tive espoused by Britton (2005). The attachment model suggests a 
sequence running from (a) secure, playful, psychophysical mutu-
ally mentalizing interaction with caregiver, (b) leading to general 
imaginative competence, (c) leading in turn to the capacity for eroti-
cally imaginative intercourse. By contrast, Britton sees the existence 
of “good primal scene phantasy” (i.e., an inner imago of satisfying 
parental sex) as a precondition for the imaginative function itself, 
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including, presumably sexual imagination. Kleinian psychoanalytic 
theory requires everything, in the end, to come back to sex and the 
primitive Oedipus complex. From an attachment perspective good 
sex follows from and is a manifestation of imaginative freedom; 
for Britton imaginative freedom is only possible in the context of a 
“good” primal scene (i.e., a fantasy of parental intercourse) neither 
obliterated by splitting nor damaged by envy.

The	Erotic	Imagination

Hedonic intersubjectivity can now be linked to Denman’s (2004) 
notion of “the erotic imagination.” Like all imaginative activ-
ity, erotic imagination can be seen as a form of “free association,” 
expressed not in words but in the image/emotion/sensation/proprio-
ceptive amalgam that comprises sexual experience. But how do we 
distinguish the essentially unsatisfying nature of masturbatory sex 
(whether practiced alone or with a partner) from good intercourse? 
Both involve the imagination, albeit in pornography in a debased and 
potentially harmful form. Devoid of the mutual excitement inher-
ent in good intercourse, the need for stimulus in masturbatory sex 
often becomes more and more extreme, and ultimately grotesque. 
The protective barrier between fantasy and reality remains unpen-
etrated, the postorgasmic outcome ultimately a vacuous tristesse.

What makes good sex different is that it involves two erotic imag-
inations feeding, playing, sparking, and gyrating off one another. 
Good sex is “thinking with the body” in tandem. When a couple’s 
sex life works well, each partner can freely follow his or her sen-
sual/sexual feelings with the help of the other’s body, which becomes 
a medium, each to each, like the sculptor’s clay, the poet’s words, 
the musician’s instrument. Good therapy has a similar quality, what 
Malan (1979) calls “leapfrogging,” where the patient’s association 
sparks off a thought in the therapist, whose interpretive response 
enables the patient to leap one place further and so on. Note too 
that just as in sex the partners adopt different and often mutually 
exchangeable roles—containing/contained, exploratory/subsuming, 
and fierce/tender—so too in therapy the different roles of patient and 
therapist facilitate the associative process. The therapeutic impli-
cation of this suggests that learning to associate freely in therapy 
might enhance sexual capacity, just as we imagine the foundations 
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of enjoyable sexuality to lie in the hedonic intersubjectivity of parent 
and child in infancy.

That in turn takes us back to a consideration of possible barriers to 
the full expression of the erotic imagination. As suggested, from an 
attachment perspective, the crucial impediment is the lack of a sense 
of security, since, in the absence of a secure base, exploration and 
imagination, including sexual imagination, are necessarily inhibited. 
It is impossible to trust fully the object if there is an ever-present fear 
of losing it, and good sex is predicated on trust. In insecure attach-
ment the avoidant child never fully locks into the mother because he 
or she runs the risk of being pushed away; ambivalent infants cling 
to mothers whose inconsistency activates fear of losing her attention. 
In these organized forms of insecurity the object at least exists, albeit 
as one with whom ambivalence is never fully overcome. In disorga-
nized insecurity the object as a separate entity with a life of its own 
cannot be fully formed in the mind (Fonagy et al., 2002), making 
mutuality even more problematic. Here survival strategies such as 
controllingness, dissociation, exploitation, or malevolent aggression 
come to occupy the interpersonal field (c.f. Holmes, 2003). In each 
case hedonic intersubjectivity is compromised.

The notion of hedonic intersubjectivity is offered as a bridge 
between psychoanalysis and attachment theory. Infantile sexual-
ity lives on in the concept of hedonic capacity; intersubjectivity and 
the ability to mentalize involve the capacity to see the other from 
the inside, which is the precondition of good care giving, and also 
characterizes successful adult romantic relationships. Barriers to 
hedonic intersubjectivity will inhibit or distort sexual life in ways 
that need both psychoanalytic and attachment theory for a full 
understanding.

Psychoanalytic	Approaches	to	Sexual	Difficulties

It is beyond the scope of this paper to review the vast psychoana-
lytic literature on sex and sexuality. The following list summarizes a 
variety of possible psychoanalytic views on impediments to the full 
expression of erotic imagination.

Difficulty in expressing “healthy aggression.” Psychoanalytic 
writers (e.g., Green & Kohon, 2005; Stoller, 1979) emphasize the 

•
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importance of aggression in sexuality, perhaps because they wish 
to preserve Freud’s binary concept of life and death instincts as 
primary, and bring both into play in eroticism.
Fear of “transgression.” Oedipally, the mother “belongs” to the 
father and, therefore, to explore her body is to excite paternal 
wrath and potential castration. Feminist psychoanalysts have 
revised the female version of Oedipus, which is no longer seen 
as a mirror image of the classical oedipal situation with the sex 
roles reversed. A girl does not have to abandon her link with her 
mother in order to find her sexuality. Nevertheless, she needs to 
feel that her father adores her and finds her beautiful, while at the 
same time seeing her sexuality as sacrosanct, and that she has her 
mother’s blessing for this “platonic” love affair with her father.
Physiological difficulty in tolerating mounting excitement. The 
mother’s ability to regulate her infant’s affective storms via con-
tainment and mentalization might be a prototype of the combina-
tion of excitement and security needed for satisfying sex.
Fear of engulfment. Successful sex requires the ability to allow the 
self to merge into another, secure in the knowledge that a trusted 
other will not harm or control or enslave the yielded self. “Smother-
mothering” might be a precursor of this sort of anxiety.
Inability to tolerate separation. Both Winnicottian and Kleinian 
perspectives imply that the capacity to tolerate loss is, paradoxi-
cally, an essential ingredient of intimacy. To “have” an object 
inevitably implies the possibility of losing it. Losing the intimacy 
of sex has, postcoitally, to be tolerable.
Fear of rejection by the object. Narcissistic anxiety means that inti-
macy may be avoided for fear that one will be found wanting, not 
adequate enough to please the other.
Failure to differentiate healthy and unhealthy regression. Sex is 
necessarily “regressive” in the sense that it involves a move from 
mind to body, from rationality to emotion, from verbal to physical 
communication. If regression is felt to be dangerous (e.g., a fear of 
not being able to recover oneself intact), or conversely addictively 
alluring (a fear of returning to the mundane of “normal” life post-
coitally), then sexuality may be inhibited or overvalued.
Lack of a good “primal scene” imago. Ultimately, for successful sex 
there needs to be a sense that coupling is “good” and that procre-
ation is productive—that they are infused with love rather than 
hate and destruction. This in turn links with the oedipal idea 
that in successful resolution of the oedipal situation the child has 
to be able to allow her or his parents to have sex, and not to feel 

•
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unbearably excluded or frightened when faced with a closed bed-
room door.
Failure of healthy idealization. Money-Kyrle (1956) argues that 
there needs to be a sense that the embodied other remains beauti-
ful and intact despite one’s angry or envious attacks. The healing 
quality of sex is testament to this process, although sometimes 
it may lead to an unhealthy cycle of rows and rages followed by 
reparative sex, only to trigger further rows with further disillu-
sionment following the temporary bliss of pleasurable sex.
Difficulty in accepting of ones bisexual nature. Rycroft (1985) links 
psychological bisexuality with creativity in that most artists com-
bine in some form feminine receptiveness with masculine creative 
potency. Sexual empathy involves imaginative erotic identifica-
tion with one’s partner, drawing on and not being afraid of one’s 
sexual shadow self.

Clinical	Examples

Contemporary psychoanalytic psychotherapy—in contrast to behav-
ioral influenced sex therapy, or possibly to classical psychoanalysis—
does not focus on sex as such, but rather sex as part of the totality of 
a person’s relation to others: parents, partners, friends, children, and 
therapist. Those relationships may be more or less sexual, but unless 
the patient is specifically sexually dysfunctional, sex will be discussed 
mainly as a manifestation of relationships in general. Some patients 
talk a great deal about sex, others hardly at all. In this section I will 
illustrate the manifestations of sexuality in the therapy of the three 
main varieties of insecure attachment. In each case this was a clini-
cal appraisal rather than the result of formal testing. In ambivalent 
attachment I argue that attachment needs often masquerade as sex-
uality, and that the therapeutic strategy is to help the patient dif-
ferentiate one from the other. In avoidant attachment I suggest that 
the problem lies either with repression or exaggeration of aggression 
in relation to intimacy, both of which can compromise sexual rela-
tionships. The patient needs to be helped to healthy assertiveness, 
which in turn may have consequences for sexuality. In disorganized 
attachment imaginative activity, including the erotic imagination, 
is not clearly bounded off from reality, leading either to degraded or 
grossly inhibited sexuality. Here helping the patient to “mentalize” 
(Holmes, 2006) and thus to differentiate action from imagination 
can in time lead to less sullied sexuality.

•

•
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Case 1: Enmeshment/Mild Disorganization: 
Sex as an Attachment “Hook”

Celia (pseudonyms have been used in all cases), 26, an unmarried 
junior attorney working in the family division with divorce and 
child-care clients, had been depressed since her student days, and 
sought help, she said, to “keep her going” through her stressful career 
choice. In addition, she had “sexual problems” with her long-stand-
ing boyfriend. Intercourse was often painful, and she was subject to 
recurrent bouts of vaginal thrush. They had had behavioral “sensate-
focus” type therapy for this, but with little benefit.

The older of two sisters, she was the family high-flyer, a parentified 
child, keeping, as she saw it, the family in order, and strongly identi-
fying with her workaholic father, also a lawyer, and, like him, an Ivy 
League graduate. She saw her mother as a rather weak and insipid 
character, always trying to please others, with little identity of her 
own, suggestive of the frightened-withdrawn pattern of mothering 
seen in some children with disorganized attachment (Lyons-Ruth & 
Jacobvitz, 1999). She envied her younger sister who seemed to have 
escaped the family pressure to succeed. Celia was a self-appointed 
second mother to this feckless sibling whom she felt had found the 
elusive secret of enjoying herself and doing as she pleased.

Celia had been depressed at least since high-school days and 
described how she would binge on chocolate while sitting for hours 
in front of the television in a vacant state.

She presented in a mildly flirtatious way, as though saying “I’m an 
attractive girl, in a bit of mess, please come and rescue me, I’m sure 
you would know how to overcome my sexual difficulties, unlike these 
inexperienced young men,” while at the same time appearing quite 
unresponsive to my therapeutic interventions. It seemed as if once 
she had “gotten” me as a therapist, she could immediately distance 
herself from the process. It was not quite clear what she wanted; she 
did manage to evince a mild sense of rivalry and inadequacy.

A couple of months into once-weekly therapy, she starting talking 
with worryingly clear plans about suicide when, having split up with 
her boyfriend, she almost immediately took up with another man, 
and, as she had feared, once more developed a vaginal infection that 
prohibited sex. Before that she had been to several parties where she 
had, as she put it, “pulled a bloke”—using macho vernacular of sex-
ual liberation that somehow did not ring true. As we explored this, 
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it became clear that the idea of being alone was unacceptable to her. 
Her only hope was to have a man, but, in her mind, the only way to 
keep one was to offer sex: no sex meant no man, which meant being 
alone, which meant that she would be better off dead.

Together we tried to formulate her difficulties in a number of 
ways:

 1. Celia’s ambivalent attachment meant that she was not primarily 
in search of sex, but security. Her dyspareunia was a manifesta-
tion of her inability to trust her boyfriend as a secure base. Con-
stantly fearful that he would find her wanting and leave her, she 
could not relax sufficiently to enjoy penetration. Her thrush, to 
the extent that it was a somatization symptom, was also a way of 
testing whether her boyfriend could offer her the absolute security 
she craved without the reward of sex.

 2. There were suggestions of disorganized attachment and some 
borderline features: her suicidality, and turning to food and the 
television as substitute caregivers (c.f. Holmes, 2003), typical 
strategies used in disorganized attachment to deal with an absent 
caregiver at times of threat and stress. Both soothe the self but at 
the expense of relatedness, precluding the possibility of the secure 
exploration of her sexuality.

 3. Celia’s controllingness was also a typical disorganized strategy in 
which, via role reversal, she managed her own vulnerability by 
telling her mother, sister, and legal clients how to lead their lives 
and loves.

 4. Celia’s fragile feminine identification, despite superficial attrac-
tiveness, could be understood in relation to a mother whom she 
envied for having a father whom Celia, at an unconscious level, 
felt rightly belonged to herself. Her split-off rage about this 
underlay her affective dissociation, and suicidality. Her reintro-
jected hatred, uncontained or metabolized by an anxious mother, 
emerged as intense self-dislike.

 5. Celia’s fear of sex related directly to her oedipal feelings of long-
ing for her father. The transgressive nature of these feelings meant 
that she constantly feared retaliation—thrush is the punishment 
sent to her for being her father’s favorite woman. Her masculine 
identification then comes to signify castration rather than feisty 
femininity.

 6. Celia’s sexual anesthesia illustrates Britton’s (2005) notion that in 
hysteria the sufferers vicariously identify with the parental couple 
from and of whom they feel so excluded and envious. Her own 
feelings got lost: in sex she played the part of a rapacious father 
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or yielding mother, but was in reality self-estranged. Through sex 
she was able to make contact with the feelings of the other, as a 
substitute for being in touch with her own.

 7. Celia’s desire to die, or rather her fear of her desire to die, could be 
seen as a fantasy of erotic union in which the irreconcilable emo-
tions of hatred and love reach a pseudoresolution.

From the viewpoint of psychotherapy integration (Gabbard, Beck, 
& Holmes, 2005), it is not necessary to select from this list one domi-
nant perspective. All are valid in their own way. The therapist, like a 
securely attached child, needs to have a fluid attentional inner gaze 
enabling him or her to adopt whichever model is most appropriate 
any given moment.

The main initial task was for Celia to develop a more trust-
ing relationship with the therapist; this in turn would release her 
exploratory imagination as her need for security diminished. Her 
enmeshed/ambivalent attachment style meant that she had to hook 
me via a kind of little-girl “sexiness,” probably without realizing she 
was doing so. In the transference, as in her external life, attachment 
needs were masquerading as sex.

Her borderline features, based on a putative disorganized attach-
ment arising out of a frightened/withdrawn caregiver, meant that I 
needed actively to engage her through a combination of reassurance 
(“if you are feeling really desperate you can phone me between ses-
sions”), challenge (“if he drops you just because you can’t make love 
for a while, is he really worth having?”) and humor (“realistically, 
exactly what odds would you put on your ending up barren, loveless, 
and in a nunnery?”) (c.f. Holmes, 2006).

As therapy progressed, Celia began to relax, and my uncomfort-
able countertransferential feelings of erotic manipulation and affec-
tive distancing receded. Her narrative competence (Holmes, 2001) 
took off, and she began to talk more fluently, vividly, and meaning-
fully about her feelings, including her sexual life. She was angry and 
sad when holiday breaks meant missed sessions; I became a person 
whom she missed rather than an object she needed to control. Para-
doxically, as she began to feel that her boyfriend cared about her as 
a person and not just a body, their sexual relationship improved and 
she was able to cope with her tendency to develop thrush infections 
without being plunged into despair.
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Case 2: Avoidance: Sex and Aggression

Peter, a teacher in his mid-forties, came for help following the break-
up of his marriage. His wife had had an affair many years before; 
he had “forgiven” her, but remained secretly resentful and dimin-
ished, and when he met another woman, herself married, he began 
an affair, which led him eventually to leave his wife. His stated aim in 
therapy was to make sense of what had happened to him.

He was an illegitimate child, and although his father had sup-
ported his mother financially, Peter had never met him, although 
Peter had made a few half-hearted attempts to track him down. His 
early childhood was spent alone with his hardworking mother, who 
frequently left him with babysitters, providing a safe but tough home 
routine in which there was little time for fun or cuddles. Later his 
mother married; Peter felt rejected by his stepfather, especially when 
two half-siblings were born. Eventually Peter’s mother and stepfa-
ther broke up, by which time Peter had joined the army and found 
a similar regime of uncozy security in its routines and man-to-man 
relationships.

Peter was a friendly, apparently easy patient who nonetheless 
often left me feeling uncomfortable, as though something was miss-
ing from our sessions. It took him a long time to come clean about 
his relationship with the married woman, about which he felt deeply 
ashamed. He lived in hope that she might leave her husband and 
children and come to him, but felt unable to claim her as his own. He 
spoke about their exciting sexual relationship, but was clearly both-
ered by his need to dominate and his feelings of triumphant aggres-
sion while they were making love.

Two related themes, one classically psychoanalytic, one attach-
ment-related, came through in our work together. The first was his 
lack of identification with a strong father and, therefore, his difficulty, 
despite his unequivocal heterosexuality, in asserting his masculin-
ity. There was always a question hanging over his maleness—did he 
have a right to a wife who would be faithful, who would abandon all 
for his sake? Peter remained deeply ambivalent about his aggression, 
which he saw as impossibly destructive. To achieve healthy asser-
tiveness, a boy needs to be able to hate and wish to eliminate his 
father, and for the father to survive and remain loving and proud of 
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his son. He needs to be able to hate not just the breast, as Winnicott 
(1997) conceives it, but also the rival: “Hello object, I just destroyed 
you.” This played itself out in therapy, as Peter tentatively, and with 
encouragement, revealed his anger and disappointment with me 
at my various failings, particularly when I inadvertently missed a 
scheduled session.

The attachment-related theme had to do with Peter’s brusqueness 
and mild aggression typical of those with avoidant attachment states 
of mind. Peter felt safe with his mother, but had always felt held at a 
distance by her. In his sex life his avoidant strategies became eroti-
cized in his dominance-submissive sexual fantasies and enactments. 
At a conscious level Peter agonized over whether he and his lover 
would ever properly be together, or whether he was doomed, as with 
both his parents, always to take second place.

In one session he spoke about how he and his lover had spent 
the weekend on a botanical ramble. Apparently inconsequentially 
he then described how the tutor had focused on lichens and their 
biology—a symbiotic evolution from fungus and alga, which even-
tually results in the emergence of a new free-standing organism. I 
suggested that this was a beautiful symbol of his situation: if he and 
his lover could allow themselves to get truly close, and be able to 
trust the outcome, then something genuinely new in his life would 
arise.

This comment struck home, and he told me in the next session 
how he had told his lover of my remark, and how they had laughed 
at my convoluted and “off the wall” interpretations. Musing I won-
dered (a) if this was a Britton-like (2005) intervention referring to 
an inviolable “combined parent” emerging into the psyche of this 
boy who had never had a mother and father who were close for any 
length of time, or (b) whether it represented the mutuality of secure 
attachment. Either way, the imaginative leap from botanical expedi-
tion into bedroom and/or nursery was pleasurable both to me and 
Peter and his lover. All three of us were caught up in hedonic inter-
subjectivity, harking back to an all-too-infrequent childhood playful 
interaction between Peter and his mother, with whom he reported 
the relationship had become more relaxed and less constrained 
recently.
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Case 3: Severe Disorganization: Sex as a 
Perverse Route to Attachment

As implied in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders criteria for borderline personality disorder (BPD), patients 
suffering from personality disorders at the severe end of the spec-
trum almost invariably have concomitant major disturbance in their 
sexual lives (Fonagy & Target, 2005). This can be conceptualized in 
attachment terms as follows. A developmental precursor of BPD is 
disorganized attachment. Severe disorganization is associated with 
a frightened/withdrawn or intrusive/self-referential caregiver. The 
bizarre posturing and dissociative responses to stress seen in these 
children can be seen as attempts to create some sort of coherent 
strategy for self-soothing, often involving splitting of the self into a 
distressed part and a care-giving part (Fonagy et al., 2002; Holmes, 
2006).

The self-destructive behaviors of people suffering from BPD, 
including risky, debased, unpleasurable, perverse, or shame-induc-
ing sexual activity can be understood in a number of different ways: 
(a) it is a way of engaging the other, albeit by resorting to domi-
nance/submission rather than mutuality; (b) it is a routine that is 
better than a sense of total chaos; (c) the bringing together of sex 
and aggression means that the sufferer feels something at least, even 
if it is pain, and so escapes from feeling less dissociation; (d) being a 
victim ensures a role, and some sort of protection, at the expense of 
pleasure or self-respect; or (e) the shame of vulnerable neediness is 
re-enacted through degraded sex in a repetitive way, that gives the 
subject an illusion of mastery.

All this was evident for Andrea, an unemployed, single, childless 
woman in her mid-forties who came for help wanting to overcome 
her drug addiction and lack of a positive direction in her life. She 
had had a pitiful childhood history of care-giver neglect and worse, 
being passed from pillar to post as her mentally ill mother, alcoholic 
father, rejecting grandmother, and sexually abusive stepfather each in 
their turn provided insecure attachment environments. Her positive 
attachments were to various half-siblings and to an English teacher 
at school, on whom she developed a crush, who saw her intelligence 
and potential and encouraged her to go to college. Once there, how-
ever, she succumbed to a drug culture and her twenties and thirties 
were characterized by frequent moves and sexual relationships with 
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both men and women, including several episodes of rape and sexual 
exploitation.

She soon developed a crushlike attachment to therapy, and gradu-
ally and very painfully she began to describe the ways in which she 
had been sexually harmed. The only loving relationships had been 
with women, but these did not really engage her sexually. She had 
felt that her father loved her and provided some sort of secure base 
to which she could retreat when in distress, but he had been too 
neglectful and cruel to her at times.

She found it hard to relax in therapy, often experiencing the 
sessions as an ordeal to be undergone rather than an opportunity 
for safe exploration of feelings, rather like her experiences of sex. 
The transference could be described as a fused attachment/sexual 
impasse. The sense of hedonic intersubjectivity was painfully elusive. 
Typically for borderline patients, she could play with her beloved pet 
rodents—she had a large collection of rats and guinea pigs—but not 
with the unpredictable and panic-inducing propensities of people.

She confessed that she “loved” her therapist, and then, one day, 
almost as a clumsy sexual invitation, blurted out “I haven’t had sex 
for 4 years now” (roughly the length of time she had been in therapy). 
I tried to respond to her comment in terms of attachment security 
as the necessary precursor of sexual enjoyment. I said “perhaps that 
is the length of time it has taken for you to begin to feel that to be 
close to someone would not inevitably mean a descent into misun-
derstanding, exploitation and degradation.”

For patients such as these sex is a stark manifestation of self-nega-
tion. Therapy will be about “the negation of the negation,” holding 
back from the lure of self-destructiveness. In her statement Andrea 
was affirming the possibility that she could feel safe and sexual at the 
same time.

Eventually she did find a partner through the drug-reducing pro-
gram she attended, and their relationship had positive qualities of 
mutual support, but their sexual life was restricted and rarely plea-
surable, although at least not exploitative.

Coda	and	Conclusion

One of the key differences between attachment theory and psycho-
analysis is that the former makes a clear distinction between normal, 
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suboptimal, and potentially pathogenic developmental lines. In psy-
choanalysis, by contrast, the boundaries between normal and abnor-
mal are much less clear-cut. In the classically analytic worldview we 
are all to a greater or lesser extent neurotic, and this applies espe-
cially to sexual life, with the inherent ambivalence of the oedipal sit-
uation. Fonagy and Target (2005) continue this line of thinking with 
their original suggestion that sexual relationships and borderline 
personality disorder have much in common, in that in both there is 
an encounter with an alien part of the self located in the other. In the 
spirit of normalization of nonproblematic sexuality, I end with the 
happily married, albeit at times depressive, Georgian poet Edward 
Thomas’s poem about conjugal sex.

After You Speak

After you speak
And what you meant
Is plain,
My eyes
Meet yours that mean,
With your cheeks and hair,
Something more wise,
More dark,
And far different.
Even so the lark
Loves dust
And nestles in it
The minute
Before he must
Soar in lone flight
So far,
Like a black star
He seems—
A mote
Of singing dust
Afloat
Above,
That dreams
And sheds no light.
I know your lust
Is love.
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The poem can be interpreted as follows. The poet’s wife in a simple 
and sexual way invites him to bed. But he sees/feels beyond mere 
sexual desire something wider and wiser—a feeling not just of lust, 
but love. His poetic/erotic imagination shifts to the lark, nestling in 
a corporeal way in the dust—a lust rhyme, symbol of bodily/inter-
personally hedonic need—before soaring from below to above. Their 
sexual love is the sublimation of dust, a composite of song and dream 
and darkness.

Psychoanalytically the poem might be read as saying that our 
highest feelings—love, the capacity for poetry and song, the sub-
lime—cannot be divorced from the baseness of lust and dust. Freud 
accused Jung of trying to obliterate the importance of the “bottom 
story” in the house of the psyche. Fonagy and Target (2005) might 
suggest that despite the comfortable domesticity of conjugal sex, 
there are questions nestling in the kernel of the poem—does she 
really love him; is hers a lust that could be satisfied by any man? The 
unanswerableness of this leaves the poet in the dark (Thomas suf-
fered from serious depressions)—no light can be shed on the ques-
tion: when it comes to sex, he is no better off than the borderline 
personality patient who has no knowledge of the other.

An attachment reading of the poem starts from the security of a 
good marriage. The fact that the poet knows his wife, nestles with 
her, enables his poetic and sexual imagination to be released. With 
his feet on the ground, dust is the secure base from which he soars 
to explore his feelings. Their marital sexuality is as much above as 
it is below. Instead of an impasse that cannot separate attachment 
needs from sexuality, sex and love (which encompasses attachment) 
are two sides of a coin, held like a kite by its earth-bound flyer. They 
are linked each to each in a fluid, three-dimensional, flexible, inter-
changeable way, releasing the creativity that comes with secure 
attachment, and which, can, with the help of good developmental 
experiences, poetry, or, when necessary, psychotherapy, sometimes 
be achieved.

In sum, at its best, sex is a manifestation of the creativity that 
comes with secure attachment, which, can, with the help of good 
developmental experiences, poetry, or, when necessary psychother-
apy, sometimes be achieved. 
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chapter 6

“My Dog Is Dying Today”
Attachment Narratives and Psychoanalytic 
Interpretation of an Initial Interview

Anna Buchheim,  
Carol George,  
and Horst Kächele

Background

Psychoanalysis acknowledges the importance of animals on the 
human psyche, although, notably, there is only a small literature 
basis in this area. Searles (1960) is one of the most prominent authors 
to address nonhuman objects and environments. Akhtar and Brown 
(2005) discussed children’s use of animals as part of normal devel-
opment. Freud (1913/1958) speaks about children’s fairy tales in 
which animals talk or think like human beings. Indeed, they “have 
not scruples in allowing to rank animals as their full equals” (Freud, 
1913, p. 127). Animals are thought to represent courage and power 
for children because of their sexual organs and reproductive lives; 
animals readily become the object of projected libidinal derivatives. 
They become substitutes for emotionally absent parents because they 
are unconditionally available when needed (Akhtar, 2005). Emotions 
and fantasies not verbalized with human figures in the environment 
are often mastered through enactment with animals. The formula-
tions about the use of animals in the psychotherapeutic context have 
helped us to gain a better understanding of the clinical interaction. 
In choosing the title of this paper, we point to our patient’s experi-
ence with her animal (dog) as a highly invested libidinal object.
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The	Clinical	Situation

On a hot day in July 2002 a casually dressed, attractive, 30-year-old 
woman came to see me (AB) at the psychotherapeutic outpatient 
clinic for her initial psychoanalytic interview.1 She began the inter-
view by saying, “My dog is dying today, that is why I look this way,” 
and her eyes became teary. It seemed to me that she needed this sad 
event as the “ticket for admission” to talk about herself. She tried 
to cover her sadness with a cheerful laugh. Her eyes were moving 
remarkably fast and I was asking myself what the patient might be 
thinking right now. The patient reported that she had been treated 
by a psychiatrist with antidepressant medication 2 years previously. 
She described her complaints as mood disturbances that “paralyse” 
her without warning. She described withdrawing at such times, not 
wanting to speak to anyone, not going to work, and staying in a 
darkened room, depressed, desperate, and pretending to be “dead.” 
She reported also that she had suffered from migraines for the past 
15 years, for which she tried a variety of different interventions (mas-
sage, acupuncture, medications). Then she said something new that 
caught my attention. She complained that her relationships were 
being lost in a manner that others would describe losing their cane 
or their hat. Suddenly the patient asked me curiously, “Can I talk 
about sex with you?”

Without allowing me to inquire why she asked that, she contin-
ued speaking of “troubled relationships.” It had been 1 year since 
her last intimate relationship, a relationship that had fallen into the 
same pattern as her other relationships. She said that, at first, she was 
completely fascinated by her partners. She idealized them and felt 
“sky high.” Then, “suddenly the feeling for that human is lost.” She 
then abruptly drops the relationship and her partner is left confused 
and abandoned. She cannot feel the pain she inflicts on them. Mak-
ing the transformation from a romantic (sexual) relationship to a 
stable, committed adult partnership seemed to be a central problem 
for her.

Let us now add an attachment perspective to our thinking about 
this case. John Bowlby (1980), in the third volume of the attachment 
trilogy, Loss, articulates explicit suggestions concerning therapeu-
tic work. He suggests that the patient should make corrections in 
semantic memory by working with detailed episodic memories dur-
ing the therapeutic process.
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In the 1980s, Carol George, Nancy Kaplan, and Mary Main 
(1984–1996) at the University of California at Berkeley developed a 
measure to capture an individual’s semantic and episodic memories 
of childhood experiences. Their original aim was to explain and pre-
dict the development of attachment in children through linguistic 
analysis of verbatim protocols of the childhood attachment memo-
ries of their parents. George et al. developed the now well-known 
Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), which focuses on the memory 
of early attachment relationships, the accessibility of these memo-
ries to consciousness, and the individual’s willingness to cooperate 
with the interview and describe attachment-relevant thoughts and 
feelings. The interview also captures the individual’s evaluation of 
the influence of attachment experiences and interpretation of how 
past experience has influenced his or her personality development. 
Thus, in its entirety, the AAI provides a comprehensive picture of 
the individual’s current mental representation of past attachment 
experiences with each attachment figure (prompted by instructions 
to select five adjectives that describe the childhood relationship) and 
the individual’s memories of specific attachment events, including 
separation, rejection threat, loss, and abuse.

The AAI is attachment specific. It elucidates the construction of 
“attachment-representation” and its linguistic characteristics. Its 
strength is that it does not generalize to representations or men-
tal strategies related to other relevant areas of life. That is, the AAI 
captures representation of attachment and not the mental repre-
sentation of sexuality, aggression, or vocation (see also Crowell et 
al., 1996). Similar to Kernberg’s (1981) structural interview, which 
involves clarification, confrontation, and interpretation, the AAI 
uses specification and concretization as the questioning technique 
to produce stress (see also Caligor et al., 2004). In the AAI, the stress 
is specifically attachment-related stress; the AAI is said to activate 
the attachment behavioral system through questions that “surprise 
the unconscious” (Main, 1995).

From a conversational stance, an interview is a dyadic event. 
In the AAI, the interviewer’s questions and specifications are not 
considered as a component of the text analysis of the transcript. 
The working assumption, an assumption that has been supported 
empirically, is that the interviewee’s answers and way of speaking 
are not understood as an individual reaction to the interviewer 
probing. AAI questions and probes are carefully designed to activate 
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the interviewee’s attachment system, thus produce memories, with-
out interference from the interviewer. AAI probes are neutral, and 
interaction with the interviewer does not include interpretation, 
exploration, or reflection; therefore, the interviewee’s memories are 
“uncontaminated” by the interviewer-interviewee interaction.

The coherence of the discourse provides the leading criterion for 
the evaluation of the AAI (Main, 1995). Main defined coherence for 
the purpose of evaluating the AAI transcript following linguistic 
communications maxims as formulated by Grice (1975). Following 
these maxims, coherence in the AAI assesses the extent a speaker is 
able to respond cooperatively to the interviewer’s questions and is able 
to give a true (quality), adequately informative (quantity), relevant 
(relevance), and comprehensible (manner) portrayal of childhood 
experience. Therefore, the central interest in the AAI is evaluation 
of the story as a coherent whole versus only fragments of that story. 
The AAI also evaluates the interview discourse using rating scales 
for reported real experience (e.g., parent as loving, rejecting) and 
representational transformations of experience (e.g., idealization, 
involving anger of the attachment figure). The final product of the 
AAI, derived from evaluations of the interview patterns of these 
three categories of discourse evaluation (coherence, real experi-
ence, transformations) results in a classification that represents the 
individual’s representational status regarding attachment: secure, 
dismissing, preoccupied, unresolved, or cannot classify (Main & 
Goldwyn, 1996).

The “unresolved” classification is designated based on evaluations 
of the interviewee’s transient mental disorientation when describ-
ing experiences of loss through death or physical/sexual abuse. This 
discourse pattern suggests that these experiences are accessible to 
memory but not yet integrated to create a whole sense of self-repre-
sentation. Sometimes references to or descriptions of elements per-
taining to these traumatic events literally “erupt” during portions of 
the interview in which these memories are not relevant. Sometimes 
these memories have a spectral quality in which events are described 
as if the interviewee has returned to the scene, so to speak. Some-
times descriptions contain irrational convictions of the interviewee’s 
own guilt or confusion (e.g., speaks as if the deceased is alive) (Main 
& Goldwyn, 1996; see case studies from Buchheim & Kaechele, 2001, 
2002, 2003). With this summary of the AAI, we now return to the 
clinical situation.
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The	Supervision	of	the	Initial	Intake	Interview

During supervision, I presented the above-mentioned clinical situ-
ation: “Yesterday a seemingly lively young woman came to see me 
and she surprised me at the beginning of our intake session with the 
sentence: ‘My dog is dying today.’” The supervisor (HK) and I did 
spend time discussing this remark. We agreed during our discussion 
of the case that this woman created distance in intimate relation-
ships, and the way she terminated them was painful for her partners. 
We were mutually astonished by her intrusively testing me with the 
question, “Can I speak about sex with you?” I reported my surprise 
and interest in what she had in mind and that I had asked her to 
explain what she meant when she had finally finished speaking. She 
flushed, refused to elaborate, and started to describe the details of 
her many symptoms and unhappy relationships with men, success-
fully avoiding inquiry about the question she had asked me. As a 
consequence, I was then not sure about how to interpret the patient’s 
enthusiasm about starting therapy with me. I mentally noted that it 
was premature to begin therapy at this time. While reporting this to 
my supervisor in our subsequent supervision meeting, I proposed 
that she idealized me too quickly and was splitting bad and good by 
dividing male and female. My counter-transference response told me 
that I was positioned to become her “partner.” In order to understand 
her response, I felt that I needed to have a better understanding of 
her past family relationships and decided to use the AAI to organize 
our conversation during our third session. My supervisor shared my 
interest in her past attachments. We agreed that our inability to get 
a clear picture of the patient’s object relations was a good reason to 
use a more structured interview that was based on a theoretical and 
methodological background.

The	Patient’s	Representation	of	Her	Parental	
Attachment	Figures	in	the	AAI

The AAI2 provided the following biographical facts about our patient. 
She grew up in modest circumstances with a brother, who was 2 
years younger. Her father was an alcoholic. He was self-employed in 
an alcoholic beverage distribution business. Her mother was mostly 
at home. Her parents separated when the patient was 6 years old.
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When asked about her relationship with her parents as a child, 
the patient described her mother as “very affectionate,” with whom 
she had a “super relationship.” She described the relationship with 
her father as a “none-relationship,” as he was never present. She 
was afraid of him, yet she also had a “tremendous respect” for him. 
When asked to concretize the relationship with her mother by select-
ing descriptive adjectives that describe the relationship plus episodic 
memories to support these characteristics, the patient stressed posi-
tive memories: “affectionate,” “she was always present,” “we did much 
together.” These statements, first of all, say nothing about the mental 
processing strategies of the patient concerning the attachment qual-
ity of the relationship. Global positive descriptors such as these are 
superficial and have been shown for many subjects in AAI research 
to not be supported by autobiographical episodic memories.

We wish to point out here that coding the AAI transcript allows 
systematic analysis of the text (Main & Goldwyn, 1996), especially 
with regard to defensive processing (George & West, 1999, 2003). 
The key to AAI discourse analysis is to determine if the patient can 
support these positive characteristics of a past relationship with vivid, 
credible, and relevant childhood memories. Our patient was not able 
to do this. She repeatedly told about generic, superficially pleasant 
situations with her mother at adventure playgrounds. However, in 
other segments of the AAI, our patient’s positive generic memories 
were countered with the details of arguments with her mother, argu-
ments stemming from her mother’s jealousy about her developing 
womanhood during adolescence, and the attention she was getting 
from her mother’s boyfriend. She also discussed her mother’s “clean-
ing obsession” and “unhappiness.” The negative memories were not 
integrated into positive and negative aspects of the object descrip-
tion; rather, they stood in contradiction to each other. When asked 
to characterize the relationship with her father, our patient immedi-
ately remembered that she was afraid of him. She remembered how 
anxious she was when her father put her on top of a high kitchen 
closet in order to frighten her. She described a time when he extin-
guished a cigarette on her thigh. She did not elaborate on the threats, 
which carry the character of screen memories. Rather, she changed 
the topic to describe scenes that put her father in a charming light 
without appearing to notice her shift. She observed that he was 
popular with his friends. She recalled thinking that he was hand-
some and she was proud to accompany him as a girl when he went 
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into bars for a drink. Then again, without noticeable transition, her 
memory shifted back to frightening situations, this time to violent 
scenes in which the father tore down shelves, threatened her mother, 
and was drunk and unpredictable. When the parents divorced when 
she was 6, she had to decide whether she wanted to move in with her 
father or her mother. Deciding to live with her mother, our patient 
reported that she found it difficult to make that decision because she 
was afraid to disappoint her father.

Up to this passage in the AAI, our attachment-based analysis led 
us to conclude that the patient could not provide a coherent picture 
of her memories of both parents. She leapt back and forth between 
positive and negative assessments of parents, and traumatic memo-
ries seemed to be neutralized.

Distress,	Separations,	Threats,	and	Trauma

The AAI next focuses on the interviewee’s memories of being dis-
tressed, separations, parental threats, the individual’s understanding 
of parental behavior, and, finally, loss and physical abuse. If the pri-
mary attachment figure has been described positively, here again 
there is a chance to evaluate the individual’s memories and convinc-
ing examples that would help to complete the picture of the inter-
viewee’s experience and inner representation of attachment. When 
asked to describe how she responded when she was feeling badly as 
a child, she remembered sleeping for hours pretending “to be dead,” 
something that she continued to do as an adult. When asked how 
her mother responded to her when she was sick, the patient said that 
her mother “just took care of her.” The patient could not describe the 
details of this memory—what the mother did, what she said, how she 
provided care. It appeared to us then that the patient was continuing 
to cling to a portrayal of a positive and responsive mother, but did 
not experience sensitive care and comfort. When asked about sepa-
rations and feelings of possible rejection, the patient’s response con-
tinued to confirm this impression. She said only that they “certainly 
called each other when separated,” and she insisted, that, “under no 
circumstances has she ever felt rejected by her mother.” However, she 
again could not provide concrete episodes concerning these facts. 
Her credibility (i.e., coherence) was further weakened when she 
described her parents’ response when she was hurt: She fell off the 
back of her father’s truck and suffered a concussion. Upon arriving 

ER9359.indb   167 5/17/07   10:51:21 AM



���	 Anna	Buchheim,	Carol	George,	Horst	Kächele

home, she felt she could not tell her mother about the event and her 
injury because she did not want to trouble her mother.

At this point in the interview, the patient began to describe expe-
riences and her evaluations of events with an increasingly negative 
voice. When asked to think about why her father had acted as he did, 
the patient replied: “He should have realized that he would wreck 
his life and his family with his alcoholism. … I could hit him … one 
cannot be that stupid. … I am getting so angry, people who do not 
let themselves be helped and who ruin their surroundings.” In this 
passage, the patient clearly verbalized her current anger.

When asked about the loss of important people in her life, the 
patient first spoke for nearly 10 minutes about the loss of her pater-
nal grandmother when she was 9 years old and maternal grandfa-
ther at age 25. What was interesting was that although she dwelled 
on describing these events for this lengthy time, she also stated that 
the losses “affected her little.” The representational contradiction 
between memory and affective appraisal was striking.

Her father had died 3 years previously but she could not directly 
describe her experience of this important loss of an attachment fig-
ure. Rather, when asked about the loss, she shifted to describing her 
father’s intrusiveness regarding her sexual behavior and his implica-
tion that she was promiscuous. The following passage is a shortened 
version of her reply.

P: Yes, we have not had any contact for quite a while. Sometime on the 
street I called him to account after he did me, well: When I wore a wide 
coat then “I was pregnant”; “when I wore a wide pullover I was preg-
nant,” because if someone grows up without him, it only can be, that the 
girl dissipates totally and that she immediately will be pregnant at once. 
When I was baby sitting and had a child on the back of the bicycle, such 
a child’s seat, the first call to my mother was: “To whom does this child 
belong, who is the father?”

In the same passage, she then described her father’s violent behavior, 
which led to a break in the relationship:

P: Yes, and then he has once again hit on me at the side of the street and 
then I have really told him, “keep your hands off me, just leave me at 
peace! Do not talk to me anymore, I just want to be left in peace!” He 
then—I do not know any more concerning the course of events—kicked 
in my door, well I used to have such a safety chain in my parents’ flat that 
is mom’s flat. So he then has kicked in the door because he absolutely 
wanted to get inside and I did not want to let him inside. Ultimately I do 
not know what he wanted at all because he then simply went away. Yes, in 
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any case and because of these incidents and because of our non-existing 
relationship, which we had with each other, the matter completely came 
to nothing. I did not go to him anymore, he did not ask about me. He was 
really stubborn in my direction, he did not want to know anything about 
me anymore, did not look at me on the street, did not greet me, and so. 
And I too was then stubborn.

Without transition, she then talked about another encounter with her 
father. This one occurred after there had been no contact for 6 years. 
In this memory, a dog plays an important role as a “mediator”:

P: I took my dog for a walk, I had thought already from time to time, 
yes should I walk by the garden, perhaps he [father] is there, perhaps 
one could exchange a few noncommittal words, well somehow he has 
always been in the back of my head. And sometime I then walked by the 
garden, he was actually inside, and then I have greeted him and said, 
“Hello Mr. S.,” as I did not even know how to address him; he said, “So 
Hallo.” I said, “Yes you do not know now where to put me?” Then he 
said: “No sorry, at the moment I cannot place you” [laughs]. I said: “Yes 
it’s me, your daughter.” He “Ah yes, come on in,” then he was very nice, 
very polite, also invited me to drink something, admired the dog, we had 
some small talk.

In summary, when asked about loss of loved ones in the AAI, the 
patient’s immediate response was to describe three scenes with her 
father when he was still alive. These scenes read like interspersions 
and reach an amazing intensity—sexual intrusiveness, violence, and 
downcast reunion at the garden fence—as if she must prolong keep-
ing her father alive before being able to think about his death.

Finally, she spoke about the death of her father and the funeral:

P: Yes, and then we went to the funeral, oh I was so very much afraid, my 
brother too, how the relatives would react … and then we went outside to 
the grave and then there stood there such a bucket with flowers, all red roses 
and two yellow ones. I believe that his wife bought them intentionally.

Asked about whether her father’s death has changed anything in 
her life, she answered hesitantly:

P: Nope. I first thought that would be maybe, I would not think about 
him so often anymore. Well, it is not so, it is like that I always think 
about him, but somehow yes, as if it would not be so; conscious reflect-
ing, as if he is always present and alive. That I, well I do not think about 
him at all.
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Her description of the detail of the burial scene, including the 
details about the roses, demonstrates in the AAI how fresh this 
experience still is for her. The patient’s mental disorientation became 
strongest when she finally was asked to think about the influence of 
her father’s death. It is not clear in this passage whether she is still 
thinking about the father or not, and implies that she is thinking 
about him as if he were still alive. The latter feature is seen as an indi-
cator that mental processing with respect to his death is not finished 
and, therefore, “not resolved.”

Animal	Symbolism

Our psychodynamic hypothesis regarding this patient was devel-
oped based on the clinical intake interview combined with the AAI. 
We hypothesized that the patient was showing symptoms of depres-
sive breakdowns in conflictual situations. These breakdowns were 
manifest as “pretending to be dead” and led to chronic migraine 
attacks and hostility and withdrawal from close relationships.

“My dog is dying today, that is why I look this way,” she said when 
we first met. This initial scene pointed to the fact that the patient 
unconsciously used her dog’s impending death to initiate contact 
with me and as the springboard to talk about herself. “Can I talk 
about sex with you,” she asked next. This statement pointed to the 
patient’s inability to integrate the sexual and attachment compo-
nents of relationships, and substitute sexual memories for attach-
ment memories.

As we have discussed earlier, the introjection of pets may be loaded 
with multiple meanings ranging from early cuddling to sexualizing 
experiences. During the psychotherapeutic process, she learned to 
feel emotionally close to her father and see him as a human being. 
This occurred when she remembered the suffering he experienced 
when his pet dog died. We learned from the AAI how her dog was 
the mediating link for reunion with her father after 6 years of silence. 
She took her dog for a walk hoping to see her father in the garden. 
Her wish was fulfilled and her dog subsequently served as the vehi-
cle to initiate and maintain a conversation. Their relationship was 
renewed. She tried to convey this to me by saying, “My dog is dying 
today.” What she really might have meant by this statement was “My 
father is dying today.”
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Attachment	and	Sexuality

We still have to discuss more fully the relation between attachment 
and sexual memories for this patient. In attachment theory, attach-
ment and sexuality are not considered to be “bed fellows.” Bowlby 
(1969), following the tenets of behavioral biology, regarded sexuality 
as a separate biologically based behavioral system. We felt that this 
distinction between behavioral systems would provide a new and 
insightful way to think about this case that could be integrated into 
traditional psychoanalytic concepts.

From our psychoanalytic perspective, our understanding was that 
the patient identified with her father’s sexualized relationship toward 
her. The patient’s description of her mother during childhood dem-
onstrated that she was not a reliable attachment figure. The patient 
was afraid of her violent father on the one hand; on the other hand, 
she needed and admired his charm and she seemed to be “his little 
girl” when he took her to bars in the evenings. The father, therefore, 
might have served as a substitute for an unavailable mother, though 
this substitute was unfortunately neither satisfactory nor appropri-
ate. Integrated into the psychoanalytic perspective, this leads us to 
the assumption that her pseudo-oedipal development would result 
in a maladaptive competition between attachment needs and sexual-
ization in her past and present relationships.

Following psychoanalytic thinking, it makes sense to connect the 
father’s death 3 years previously with the patient’s depressive break-
downs. Based on the AAI, we see that she still is unresolved about 
her father’s death. Her depressive episodes began in childhood with 
a strong tendency to withdraw, denouncing all contact with the rest 
of the world, pretending to be dead. The mental organization around 
her father’s death was “frozen,” that is, unprocessed. From a psy-
choanalytic point of view, the AAI served as a useful diagnostic tool 
to elicit descriptive information, which was helpful in formulating 
our psychodynamic hypothesis. The patient’s evaluation about the 
mother was one of pseudoavailability. While talking about the loss of 
her father, first she violated coherence maxims in talking extensively 
about less significant losses. Subsequently, marked affective, threat-
ening, and sexualized themes with respect to her father appeared. 
Hence the patient unconsciously “kept the father alive” during the 
interview process until she was finally able to talk about the funeral 
and the effects of his death on her, again in a highly incoherent 
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manner. At the end of her discussion, she was not able to face the 
fact that he was dead. This discourse pattern itself gave the psycho-
analyst interesting information about how the patient had dealt with 
her father’s loss.

An attachment theory interpretation takes us in a different direc-
tion. Oedipal conflicts per se do not have a role in the attachment 
model. What is important from the attachment point of view is this 
patient’s inability to integrate the core biologically based behav-
ioral systems in her adult relationships. According to attachment 
theory, the attachment behavioral system is only one of many rela-
tionship systems, each of which has a separate goal (Bowlby, 1969). 
The attachment behavioral system and the sexual behavioral system, 
combined also with the affiliative-peer system, are core components 
of relationships (George & Solomon, 1999). The attachment system, 
the goal of which is proximity to the parent for protection and care, 
is the first behavioral system to develop. It emerges in the first weeks 
of infancy and reaches a mature organized form by the first birthday. 
The goal of the sexual behavioral system is sexual intimacy for the 
purpose of reproduction. Early behaviors associated with the sexual 
system are visible during childhood; however, mature adult sexual 
interests and behavior consolidate during adolescence. Thus, behav-
ioral systems are thought to emerge separately during the immature 
years and the normal developmental task is to integrate these and 
other behavioral systems (e.g., peer affiliative system) by the time the 
individual becomes an adult (George & Solomon, 1999).

This attachment-theory approach would lead us to the hypoth-
esis that the patient’s experiences with her unavailable mother, com-
bined with the childhood spousification by her father and her father’s 
intrusive inquiries about her sexual behavior and hostile attributions 
of promiscuity during adolescence, interrupted the developmental 
integration of the attachment and sexual behavioral systems (George 
& Solomon, 1999). The patient also literally lost her father when she 
cut off their relationship. Psychologically, her father was dead to her. 
These threats would have led to a phenomenon analogous to what 
Bowlby (1980) called “segregated systems.” Bowlby developed this 
term to describe the individual’s representational inability to inte-
grate anger, sadness, disappointment, and fear associated with the 
attachment figure following death. We indeed saw this type of rep-
resentational segregation in the patient’s discussion of her father’s 
death (see George & West, 1999, 2001; Solomon, George, et al., 1995). 
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Thus, our hypothesis regarding the confusion of attachment and 
sexuality in this patient is that her attachment and sexual behavioral 
systems remained segregated. That is, she had not fulfilled the devel-
opmental task of integrating and differentiating attachment-based 
and sexual-based interactions because of her father’s continued 
threats to attachment and his sexualization of their relationship. His 
violence and her fear of him blocked her from seeking care and pro-
tection from him on the one hand; on the other hand, his charm and 
sexual intrusiveness appeared to her as if he were interested in her as 
a woman and not as a daughter. Neither of these two incompatible 
positions was adequate in and of itself; together they blurred protec-
tive care with sexualized interactions. It is likely that our patient’s 
attachment status in childhood was disorganized (see, for example, 
Kretchmar & Jacobvitz, 2002), although AAI-based descriptions of 
the past are not valid assessments of the “real” childhood attach-
ment. The strength of this interpretation, though, lies in the fact that 
it is the individual’s current evaluation of those experiences that 
provide the strongest insight into mind and behavior in the present. 
We propose, then, that the patient’s problems in her sexual relation-
ships with men in adulthood were derived from her confounding 
experiences of attachment and sexualization with her father, expe-
riences that mutually combined the feelings of fear and attraction. 
This may have led our patient to confuse and misinterpret her wish 
to trust (i.e., seek care and protection) with her sexual interests. She 
described sexual attraction as the impetus for her romantic relation-
ships, but she ended them abruptly feeling frightened, isolating her-
self and withdrawing from the world, a pattern that mirrored her 
childhood response to distress and fear. “Unresolved” (i.e., her dead 
father’s continued “living” presence in her adult life), we hypothe-
sized too that she would not be able to maintain relationships with 
men due to her continued unconscious fear of her father’s chastise-
ment and humiliation.

Conclusion

These perspectives shed new light on our patient’s presentation 
and our approach to the patient during her 3 years of psychoana-
lytic therapy. Our case emphasizes that the clinical use of attach-
ment concepts by clinicians, based on formal attachment assessment 
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and theoretical concepts, was important to establish our therapeutic 
course. We stress that the assessment followed validated scales and 
constructs that cannot be “intuited” from the interview without these 
guidelines. The prima facie analysis would lead to a faulty and fuzzy 
attachment judgment based on the face value of the interview that 
could not be considered valid from a research perspective and would 
not be rewarding from a clinical point of view. Intuitively, one would 
have classified this patient as dismissing based on her descriptions of 
her unstable relationships and her diagnosis of narcissistic person-
ality structure; her withdrawal mechanisms could make one think 
about attachment-avoidance. The dismissing-avoidant impression 
was validated by the supervisor’s first counter-transference reaction 
in response to this patient as distant in relationships. The detailed 
transcript of the AAI showed that this discourse was the product of 
mild idealization of the mother. In addition, the transcript analysis 
showed entangled anger with the father and lack of resolution of the 
loss of her father. The patient was, thus, judged as unresolved with 
underlying angry preoccupation, and the prima facie classification 
would not have correctly identified the patient’s mental representa-
tion of attachment.

In our roles as analyst and supervisor, both involved in attachment 
research, we found that knowledge about the patient’s unprocessed 
experience of loss, the preoccupying anger about her father, and her 
vital attempt to defend her mother was helpful for understanding the 
symbolic power of her symptoms. For example, during the course 
of psychotherapy, she reported interruptions (e.g., due to vacations, 
weekend) to be “pleasant,” but her symptoms and her desire to “pre-
tend to be dead” reemerged. After years of therapeutic work, the 
patient finally arrived at a new assessment of her past. She began 
to understand her long-standing parentifying role-reversal behavior 
toward her mother. Together, we concluded that the patient had a 
tendency to somatize when she was trying to help and understand 
her mother, rather than facing or confronting her conflicts with her. 
She then remembered that her mother was frequently ill, requiring 
our patient’s care when she was a child as well as an adult. Step by 
step she was able to allow herself to become angry about the fact that 
her mother was not able to take care of herself and had neglected 
her as a child. Finally, she gained more insight into her suppressed 
negative episodic memories about her mother’s unprotectiveness and 
helplessness. Here the analyst was helping her to realize that positive 
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generalized portrayal of her mother served as a divergence from 
negatively affect-laden memories. Over the course of treatment, rep-
resentations moved from descriptions of self and significant figures 
dominated by polarization and splitting to representations involving 
the emergence and consolidation of object constancy.

Further, her rage with the father was transformed as she got to 
know him as a person at the representational level (Blatt & Auerbach, 
2001; Schafer, 1976). She had needed this rage to avoid painful mem-
ories of her father. Rage served as a stable defense against her fears of 
attachment and her realization that her father was unavailable and 
not truly interested in her as a child. She realized over the course of 
our work together that she had never mourned her long-lost father, 
neither the longed-for father from her childhood nor the father who 
had died when she was an adult. In fact initially she did not cry, and 
in treatment, she discovered how liberating open mourning and cry-
ing could be. The analyst interpreted that crying was an appropriate 
reaction to the painful realization of neglect, threat, or “misuse” by 
a caregiver or partner. Her associations about the father in these ses-
sions became more vivid. She started to talk about her father in a 
more rational manner, saying, for example, “He really did not make 
the best of his life and this is sad.” She was able to realize that she was 
both fascinated and afraid of him and that the “inner death of her 
father” in her representation had occurred long before he actually 
died. During the psychoanalytic process, she experienced that close-
ness and constancy in relationships did not need to be threatening 
anymore. Fears about relationships (e.g., with the analyst, thinking 
about a long-term relationship with her current partner) decreased.

Psychoanalytic interviewing varies from unstructured, to semis-
tructured, to structural interviews (Thomae & Kaechele, 1987). We 
would like to stress the usefulness of validated attachment measures 
like the AAI and the recently established Adult Attachment Projec-
tive (AAP; George & West, 2001; George, West, & Pettem, 1999) as 
fruitful diagnostic tools in the clinical and psychotherapeutic con-
text (e.g., Buchheim, West, Martius, & George, 2004). By means of 
a systematic text analysis on standardized attachment-assessment 
instruments, the traumatic genesis of a disorder can be understood 
more precisely. Moreover, the analyst’s combined use of clinical 
observation of patients’ coping behavior and validated interview 
assessment—especially to evaluate past or present traumatic abusive 
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or loss experiences—provides an important perspective of the way 
patients put their unconscious conflicts on stage.

Although the AAP was not available for use with this client, it has 
recently proven to be a useful tool in clinical settings (Buchheim & 
George, in press). The AAP is a projective assessment during which 
the client is asked to tell hypothetical stories in response to a set of 
seven attachment-derived scenes. In addition to designating classi-
fication group and lack of resolution of loss and trauma as assessed 
using the AAI, the AAP can be used to examine the interaction of 
attachment with sexual and affiliative (i.e., friend, peer) relation-
ships. Our patient suggested through her response to the AAI and 
over the course of psychotherapy that she felt isolated and alone in 
confronting her attachment fears. The AAP would have been help-
ful, for example, in evaluating her relative sensitivity or perhaps 
hypersensitivity to dysregulation (by examining evidence of poten-
tial lack of resolution in response to mild versus severe attachment 
scenes) and in determining what situations, if any, she viewed herself 
as seeking solace in attachment figures or friends. The AAP might 
have also helped us to understand more clearly our patient’s ten-
dency toward self-isolation. By comparing the “abuse” AAP scene to 
her other story responses, we could have examined if she was likely 
to withdraw into isolation in response to relatively nonthreatening 
situations or only in response to abuse. All of these specifications, 
which are beyond the scope of the AAI, could have helped frame the 
initial stages of our psychoanalytic work.

Notes

 1. AB was the therapist and attachment researcher; HK was the supervi-
sor of the case.

 2. The AAI was rated and classified by an independent blind reliable 
AAI judge.
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chapter 7

“Passionate Attachments” and 
Parental Exploitations of Dependency 
in Infancy and Early Childhood

Alicia F. Lieberman,  
Maria St. John,  
and Robin Silverman

Critical theorist Judith Butler (1997) asserts that “No subject emerges 
without a passionate attachment to those on whom he or she is fun-
damentally dependent” (1997, p. 7). This statement, reflecting the 
far-ranging influence of attachment theory on contemporary think-
ing, can be read as an elegant condensation of the extensive litera-
ture describing attachment as a persistent affectional bond with a 
specific, emotionally significant person whose defining attribute is 
that the child turns to her or him as the primary source of protec-
tion from the dangers and discomforts posed by the young child’s 
helplessness. The by-products of this primary protective role are 
that the attachment figure is not interchangeable with any other 
person; evokes in the child a sense of security and comfort; indel-
ibly shapes the child’s mental representation of the self in intimate 
relationships; is the person with whom the child wants proximity 
and contact in situations of uncertainty and fear; and is the person 
from whom separation elicits intense distress that is transformed 
into grief and mourning when the separation becomes permanent 
in the form of loss. Although infants routinely become attached to 
more than one person, they establish an emotional hierarchy that 
places a unique and irreplaceable someone at the center of their love 
life (Ainsworth, 1969, 1972, 1989; Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980). Butler’s 
seamless incorporation of the central concept of attachment theory 
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into the framework of psychoanalytic and broader philosophical 
discourse suggests that we are witnessing the later manifestations 
of a paradigmatic shift that has followed with remarkable precision 
the stages from initial rejection to eventual assimilation described by 
Kuhn (1962) as characterizing a change in theoretical perspectives.

New paradigms are influenced by contemporaneous theoreti-
cal frameworks but attempt to explain observations that are not 
accounted for by existing explanatory models. The new paradigm, 
however, may omit explanatory mechanisms for phenomena that 
were convincingly explained by the preexisting models. Butler’s now 
seemingly self-evident statement contains the seeds of controversy 
because attachment theorists have gone to considerable lengths to 
explicate the incompatibility of the concepts of attachment and 
dependency, preferring the term “helplessness” instead (Ainsworth, 
1969, 1972; Bowlby, 1969, 1979, 1988). In this paper we propose that 
the infant’s dependency on the parent, rather than an outmoded 
concept to be discarded, may become a useful bridge between attach-
ment theory and psychoanalysis through its role as a potential trig-
ger for parental physical and sexual maltreatment of the child, an 
area that remains insufficiently explored within the core of attach-
ment theory and research.

Butler (1997) establishes an appropriate continuity between nor-
mative developmental processes and pathological patterns of relating 
by observing that “the formation of primary passion in dependency 
renders the child vulnerable to … exploitation” (p. 7). We use this 
position as the point of departure in developing our thesis. Adopt-
ing the Webster Dictionary definition of exploitation as “co-action 
between organisms in which one is benefited at the expense of the 
other,” we ask what it might be in the young child that is, in Butler’s 
words again, “pervasively exploitable” (p. 7), explore why some par-
ents are vulnerable to exploiting their children’s dependency, describe 
some forms of parental exploitation, and ponder the intersubjective 
consequences of such patterns of interaction. We consider a range of 
instances, beginning with normative relationships in which paren-
tal impingements on the child are mild and occur in tandem with 
benign facilitating processes, so that the child’s attachments provide 
a safe context in which a range of affective and sexual experiences 
are an integral and enriching part of relational integrity (Lieberman, 
1996). These instances are compared and contrasted with patterns of 
parental exploitation that may lead to disorders of attachment and 
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relationality including disorganized attachment (Main & Solomon, 
1990; Solomon & George, 1999) and attachment disorders (Lieber-
man & Pawl, 1990; Zeanah, Mammen, & Lieberman, 1993). Charac-
terological disorders have at their core disturbances of attachment. 
The construct of “relational perversion” (Filippini, 2005) is invoked 
to elucidate parental predilections toward exploitation, as well as 
problematic coping strategies engendered in infants and children. 
We close with a case that illustrates how children can, in the face 
of rigid, chronic, and extreme exploitations of dependency, marshal 
their affective and sexual resources and use them in the service of 
sustaining the necessary attachment with an exploitative caregiver.

Infants	and	Parents:	A	Brief	Overview	of	
Attachment	and	Dependency

Human infants require inordinate amounts of care for what may seem 
unduly long periods of time in order to survive. Helpless in compari-
son to other creatures, they can neither forage nor flee, neither cling 
to a belly nor scurry behind, but must be held, carried, and brought 
along in every sense lest they perish. Many have remarked on, specu-
lated about, and studied this strange situation of human infancy that 
Jacques Lacan (1949/1977) described in terms of the “prematurity of 
birth in man” (p. 4). Freud’s accounts of human sexuality and hallu-
cinatory wish fulfillment, his descriptions of the pleasure and reality 
principles, and his incipient delineations of what was to become object-
relations theory are all imagined in relation to a vulnerable infant. 
Melanie Klein (1986) focused on a fantasy-based, overly instinctual 
infant, while Anna Freud (1966) addressed the rigors of working to 
bring id impulses under the sway of the reality principle. In contrast, 
John Bowlby (1969) envisioned a survival-oriented infant, motivated 
in the early years not by sexuality and aggression but by a biologically 
based need for safety in the face of physical vulnerability to preda-
tors. Placing the child’s bond to the parent within an evolutionary 
framework is an essential contribution that restores humans to their 
biological niche, but it is insufficient by itself to explain the range of 
individual differences, intersubjective processes, and cultural adap-
tations characteristic of the infant–parent bond. Attachment theory 
illuminates with particular clarity issues of safety and protection and 
their distortion, but it has yet to become a comprehensive personality 
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theory by integrating other motivational systems, including aggres-
sion and sexuality (Lichtenberg, 1989; Lieberman, 1996). Attachment 
theory is often rendered in idealized terms in discussions of secure 
attachment and maternal sensitivity. We propose that aggression and 
sexuality are part and parcel of any attachment system, and that the 
handling of dependency in each child–parent attachment system has 
a central bearing on whether that care-giving system embodies true 
relationality or functions as a template for relational perversion.

An important phase in the evolution of the field of infant men-
tal health has involved a developing awareness of the capacities that 
very young infants bring to the world and to relationships (Stern, 
1985). Infants are not blank slates or lumps of clay. From the very 
first days of life, they cope, communicate, explore, and cooperate 
(Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 1999). They are not passive but interac-
tive. Still, wired, equipped, and ready to relate though they may be, 
infants are utterly dependent upon the care of others for their sur-
vival. “If the child is to persist in a psychic and social sense, there 
must be dependency and the formation of attachment,” as Butler 
(1997, p. 8) elaborates. Indeed, infants may not persist even in the 
physical sense in the absence of an attachment figure, as was poi-
gnantly documented in the classical studies of infants in institutions 
by Rene Spitz (1945), which provided powerful empirical impetus 
for the inception of attachment theory as a point of view that makes 
survival of the species a central organizing focus for understanding 
species-specific behavioral repertoires.

Bowlby rejected the term “dependency” in spite of his view 
that the biological function of attachment is to compensate for the 
infants’ helplessness by enhancing their survival through behaviors 
that promote proximity and contact with the parent in situations 
of perceived danger (Bowlby, 1969, pp. 228–289; 1979, pp. 116–170; 
1988, pp. 24–25). He stressed that in his writings:

[T]he terms “dependence” and “dependency” are avoided, although they 
have for long been in common use by psychoanalysts and also by psy-
chologists who favor a theory of secondary drives. The terms derive from 
the idea that a child becomes linked to his mother because he is depen-
dent on her as the source of physiological gratification. Apart, however, 
from their deriving from a theory that is almost certainly false, there 
are other strong reasons for not using these terms. The fact is that to 
be dependent on a mother-figure and to be attached to her are very dif-
ferent things. Thus, in the early weeks of life an infant is undoubtedly 
dependent on his mother’s ministrations, but he is not yet attached to 
her. Conversely, a child of two or three years who is being looked after by 
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strangers may show the clearest evidence that he continues to be strongly 
attached to his mother though he is not at that time dependent on her. 
Logically, the word “dependence” refers to the extent to which one indi-
vidual relies on another for his existence, and so has a functional refer-
ence; whereas attachment as used here refers to a form of behavior and 
is purely descriptive. … Whereas dependence is maximum at birth and 
diminishes more or less steadily until maturity is reached, attachment is 
altogether absent at birth and is not strongly in evidence until after an 
infant is past six months. (Bowlby, 1969, p. 228)

We propose that dependency and attachment are not as extricable 
as Bowlby would have it, and that dependency retains theoretical 
and intersubjective legitimacy as an internal state that represents the 
passive counterpart of attachment. Whereas helplessness describes 
a state a person occupies all alone, dependence implicates the other. 
Our point of view is that the child’s biological helplessness and reli-
ance on the parent for survival generate a range of responses and 
internal states in the parent. The attachment behavioral system 
describes the infant’s rich repertoire of active responses (such as 
crying, reaching, clinging, clambering, following, and searching) 
that compel the parent to attend to the child and relieve the child’s 
need. The attachment bond that is manifested through this behavior 
system is an expression of the love that emerges in part from the 
reassuring reciprocity established between parent and child around 
issues of danger and protection. Dependency, on the other hand, is 
the internal state evoked by the child’s emerging awareness that his 
or her efforts to elicit the desired parental response work only inso-
far as the parent is willing to respond. The ultimate power to help 
or ignore the child’s pleas resides in the parent, and the child’s age-
appropriate competence is predicated on the parent’s cooperation. 
Winnicott (1965) suggests that as a child matures in the context of an 
adequate care-giving matrix, he or she moves from “absolute depen-
dence” through a stage of “relative dependence” to embark on a path 
“towards independence” (p. 84). Winnicott states that “In absolute 
dependence, the infant has no means of awareness of maternal provi-
sion.” This first stage—“dependence that is quite beyond the infant’s 
ken”—is distinguished from the next stage: “dependence that the 
infant can know about” (p. 87).

The attachment bond is secure when the child signals need and the 
parent tends as a rule to respond promptly and effectively, generating 
in the child an internal sense of competence and an expectation that 
the parent will be reliably available both physically and emotionally 
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(Ainsworth & Bell, 1974). The infant’s or toddler’s emerging aware-
ness of dependence is titrated so as to be manageable. Attachment 
becomes tinged with varying degrees and manifestations of anxi-
ety when the infant has not developed a reliable expectation that 
the parent will be available when needed. In dire situations where 
unpredictability of parental sensitive response may be intertwined 
with frightening parental behavior, the child’s anxiety and efforts 
to establish and maintain a coherent relationship strategy give way 
to a collapse of coping mechanisms, generating an emotional bond 
known as disorganized attachment (Main & Solomon, 1990). Depen-
dence in these situations constitutes a serious liability for children, 
and awareness of it is consequently associated with intolerable psy-
chic pain. In such situations, the infant must find ways, at any cost, 
of either making the parent respond or transforming the intolerable 
state by other means.1

In situations of “good enough” parent–child relationships the 
twin experiences of attachment and dependency become intricately 
bound with the experience of loving and desiring. As Butler (1997) 
writes, “there must be dependency and the formation of attachment: 
there is no possibility of not loving, where love is bound up with 
the requirements for life” (p. 8). In this sense, neither attachment 
nor dependency is ever outgrown. Rather, they remain defining psy-
chological features of intimate relationships throughout adulthood, 
closely intertwined with experiences of being recognized, responded 
to, protected, provided for, and cherished. In adult sexual intimacy 
the subject is reliant on another at a basic bodily level that is reminis-
cent of the infant’s physical reliance on the parent.

Bowlby’s rejection of the term “dependency” can be interpreted 
at one level as a necessary step in the process of staking new theo-
retical territory and establishing clear distinctions between his own 
conceptual framework and other theoretical vantage points preva-
lent at the time of his writing. At another level, however, his criti-
cal stance toward the concept can also be read as a repudiation of 
the difficult experiential state involved in being dependent. Butler 
(1997) notes that “no subject can emerge without this attachment, 
formed in dependency, but no subject, in the course of its formation, 
can ever afford fully to ‘see’ it” (p. 8). Not seeing the full extent of 
dependency leads to the result that “the posture of the adult subject 
consists precisely in the denial and reenactment of … dependency” 
(p. 9). Winnicott (cited in Abram, 1996) argued that the repressed 
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adult knowledge of early dependency is disguised in the form of “fear 
of WOMAN,” which represents the first primitive stage in the indi-
vidual’s acknowledgment of his complete early dependency on the 
mother figure. He pointed out that the fear of woman is a powerful 
societal structure that, in his view, triggers the societal oppression 
of and aggression against women that are pervasive across differ-
ent cultures (Abram, p. 125-1292). Building on the theme of repres-
sion of primary dependency, we suggest that certain manifestations 
of perversion may be understood as sequelae of dependency expe-
riences that are repudiated within the attachment relationship. As 
Filippini (2005) notes, “Perversion is … a relational pathology.” She 
elaborates, “The pervert cannot act on his own; he needs another per-
son, someone he can use for his own purposes, exploit and destroy” 
(p. 761). Filippini is here discussing adult pathological relations. Our 
inquiry applies some of her seminal ideas in the situation of the par-
ent–infant relationship.

Toward	Partnership:	Dependence	in	the	Service	of	Maturation

What exactly is it in infants and small children that is, in Butler’s 
words, “pervasively exploitable”? As may be clear by now, we sug-
gest that the answer lies not in infants’ helplessness per se, but in 
their dependence, a state that with awareness becomes a psychologi-
cal one and implicates the other and thus is implicitly interpersonal. 
Within the predominant social structures “the other” who is most 
profoundly implicated by an infant’s dependence is a parent. The 
infant’s helplessness means he would perish on his own. His depen-
dence means it is incumbent upon his parent(s) to see that he is fed. 
The fate of the child is thus tied to the significance that the specter of 
dependence holds for the parent. In ordinary circumstances, depen-
dence is on the whole a bearable phenomenon for the parent. And 
thus the call to action it signals inaugurates a growth-promoting 
chain of interactions. In such situations, a parent not only tolerates a 
child’s dependence, but relies on and makes use of it in order to meet 
life’s demands in general and to foster sociality in the child.

Administering to infants’ needs in fundamental ways so that 
they survive is the most basic level of reciprocity between par-
ent and child. Yet even these exchanges are suffused with parental 
considerations that make use of the child’s dependency to forge a 
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compromise between the child’s and the parent’s individual needs. 
Bowlby (1969) conceived of a “goal-corrected partnership” as the 
highest stage in the evolution of attachment, describing it as a stage 
where the preschool-age child and the parents are able to negoti-
ate, problem solve, and find compromises that allow them to pursue 
their individual agendas while remaining mindful of the needs of 
the other. This achievement is a work in progress that continues to 
evolve in well-functioning intimate adult relationships. In caring for 
a baby, parents are continuously balancing their wishes and duties 
toward the baby with their other social roles and with their own pri-
vate needs and desires, taking often unilateral action to do things for 
the baby in the service of a goal that does not involve the baby but 
must accommodate the baby’s presence.

When a parent brings the baby along for grocery shopping, for 
example, this action is taken independently of the baby’s often 
unfathomable desires in the moment and is preceded by preparations 
such as timing the outing so that it does not coincide with the baby’s 
sleeping or feeding schedule, dressing the baby for the prevailing 
weather, and packing a bottle and diapers. Shopping is interspersed 
with attention to the baby’s signals and needs. In this normative sce-
nario, the infant’s dependency forces the parent to include specific 
ministrations into a routine chore that would look very different if it 
did not include the baby. At the same time, the parent is able to make 
use of the infant’s dependency to take the initiative in deciding how 
to include the baby in the daily routine.

Children’s dependency is used by the parent not only in the service 
of including the child while the parent fulfills other roles, but also to 
bring the child into social relationships with others. Jean Laplanche 
(1970) asks, “Why does one so often have to force children to eat, to 
offer them ‘one spoon for daddy, one spoon for mommy’—i.e., one 
spoon for daddy’s love, one spoon for mommy’s love—were it not 
that appetite is sustained, supplemented, and, to an extent, replaced 
in the human child by love?” (p. 48). We would replace the verb 
“force” with “entice” precisely because mothers and fathers who pro-
mote secure attachments engage in sensitive responsiveness to the 
infant’s signals of needs. However, Laplanche’s main point stands: 
namely, feeding and other tending interactions are simultaneously 
relationship-building interactions, lessons in sociality. They are not 
experienced by the baby as “lessons,” but simply as the way things 
are. They turn out to have been lessons, however, as the child makes 
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use of them in building and revising working models of attachment, 
of the self, and of the other for navigating sociality and the world.

Attachment theory and psychoanalysis converge on the point 
that children’s autonomy is built on the sturdy foundation of the 
care giver’s availability. Winnicott (1965) observed that the capacity 
to be alone is a paradox because it is made possible by the experi-
ence of being alone in the presence of the caregiver. A 3-year-old 
boy articulated the paradox Winnicott describes by calling one 
morning from the bathroom, “Mama, keep me company; I need 
some privacy!” This child’s apparently impossible demand bespoke 
the paradoxical nature of the developing capacity, the alchemy of 
deriving sociality from dependency. Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and 
Wall (1978) offered an empirical foundation for this conclusion by 
providing research evidence that securely attached infants are more 
competent in autonomous exploration than their anxiously attached 
counterparts.

The optimal condition allowing a baby to have an active and vital 
relationship (i.e., hopeful and open and flexible) to the experience 
of dependency and for creating in the baby the capacity to trans-
form ordinary disappointments into healthy self-reliance is not per-
fect attunement (Beebe & Lachman, 2002). Rather, it is the parent’s 
accompaniment of the infant-then-toddler through varying degrees 
of distress and helplessness, getting it right enough to protect the 
child from repeatedly visiting extremes of despair or encounter-
ing physical jeopardy. The parents lend themselves and their own 
abilities to the infant in an active and tender way; the parents pay 
attention.

A clear example of parental accompaniment toward indepen-
dence is illustrated in this vignette related by a mother who followed 
behind her physically precocious 7-month-old as he scampered on all 
fours in fits and starts up the stairs in their home. When he arrived 
at the landing, she would hold his arms up over his head in a gesture 
of victory and say, “All right!” The baby laughed with his whole body 
and gave clear indication that he wanted to do it again—and again. 
This became a favorite activity of theirs for a brief period of time and 
then disappeared. When this same boy was 18-months-old, he ran 
up a small hill in the park by their home. When he got to the top, he 
spontaneously threw his arms up over his and said, “All right!” and 
then laughed with his whole body in sheer joy. The toddler repeated 
the sequence of running up the hill, getting to the top, tossing up 
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his arms, saying “All right!,” and then laughing with delight several 
times before this mother made the connection between this experi-
ence and the game they had played together on the stairs 9 months 
prior, a game that had occurred when this same child was ostensibly 
preverbal.

Incorporated into these two moments are secure attachment 
behaviors, genuine dependency realized into healthy self-reliance, 
affective responsiveness, mutuality toward reciprocity, language and 
the parent–child partnership, lending to newly discovered indepen-
dence and competence. This toddler liked to climb, so his mother 
allowed him to occasionally turn the stairs into a climbing struc-
ture and ensured that he had a safe and successful experience in 
using them that way. His exploration was permitted to the level of 
his competence, while being made safe and rewarding for him. The 
toddler climbed the stairs knowing that his parent was behind him. 
In fact, he waited at the foot of the stairs for his mother to come 
and only then proceeded to climb. The baby experienced the edges 
of his physical abilities with pleasure and thrill as he made his way 
up. Both parent and toddler felt and demonstrated pride and delight 
when he accomplished his mission as expressed through a bodily 
marker (arms up in victory) and her exuberant “All right!” This pair 
of scenes demonstrates the way not only sociality in general but lin-
guistic exchange in particular emerges in the context of dependency; 
the mother gives language to their shared moment and the words 
she chooses become some of the first ever uttered by the child as he 
emerges as a speaking subject.

Freud delineated one way children’s dependency is channeled into 
sexuality, becoming the foundation for sexual as well as affection-
ate love. In Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, he described the 
excitation and satisfaction from the erotogenic zones that a child 
derives from the mother’s affection and from her care of his body. He 
stressed that “the sexual instinct is not aroused only by direct excita-
tion of the genital zone. What we call affection will unfailingly show 
its effects one day on the genital zones as well” (Freud, 1905/1950, 
p. 223). Subsequent observational studies by Roiphe and Galenson 
(1981) confirmed and extended the importance of early interactions 
in the development of infantile sexuality. What we might call “sexu-
alization” of the child, as well as socialization more broadly, occurs 
via care giving. As Adrienne Harris (1998) has written:
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[T]he child’s body is densely textured in meaning and affect for the par-
ents; the child’s material life offers itself profoundly to parental battle, 
parental excitement and to the family’s—and probably also the cul-
ture’s—conscious and unconscious fantasies. (p. 43)

Children are brought into the family and the culture via these fan-
tasy-riddled, sexually charged, dependency-responsive care-giv-
ing actions, and their own collective trajectories as subjects with 
libidinal investments are made possible by these universal processes, 
while their individual styles are given unique configurations by the 
specificity of their experiences.

Thus far we have delineated ordinary, inevitable parental impinge-
ments on infantile dependency that allow for everyday life to unfold, 
regulate and socialize the child, and build the interpersonal founda-
tions of the child’s sexuality. The following section describes the realm 
of pathological exploitation of the child’s dependency.

Toward	Relational	Perversion:	Parental	
Exploitations	of	Infant/Child	Dependency

In his book Alienation in Perversions, Masud Khan (1979) argues 
that perversion represents a defense against a relationship through 
an appearance of intimacy (p. 245). An infant’s dependence creates a 
situation of forced intimacy, in which parents must navigate the ter-
ritory of intimacy (including cohabitation, constant physical prox-
imity, familiarity, bodily contact, bodily fluids, sounds and smells, 
raw emotion, nakedness, and need) regardless of whether they have 
in fact developed the capacity for true intimacy. An infant, of course, 
knows nothing of her rights, her separateness, or her personhood, 
but relies on her parents to imagine and honor these domains of 
selfhood.

The extreme power imbalance implicit in the parent–child rela-
tionship and the fact that parents have not only the ability but the 
responsibility to control many aspects of children’s lives mean that 
when parents bring certain psychological vulnerabilities or charac-
terological dispositions, the stage is set in the parenting situation for 
relational perversion (Lieberman, 1999; Silverman & Lieberman, 
1999).

The long-term repercussions of early relational perversion find 
expression in Jessica Benjamin’s (1988) observation that “domination 
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begins with the attempt to deny dependency” (p. 48). Many 
researchers have demonstrated links between adult psychopathology, 
problematic attachment patterns, and emotional, behavioral-regu-
latory, and relational difficulties in children (Goodman, 2002). In 
her trenchant review of the psychoanalytic literature on perversion, 
Filippini (2005) notes that according to Coen (1992), “The exploita-
tion of another person in order to put one’s conflict outside of one’s 
self may be considered perverse.” In such relationships, “the other 
person is ‘dehumanized’ and degraded to a part object, a receptacle 
of the subjects projective identification, of his omnipotent manipula-
tion and exploitation” (Filippini, 2005, p. 761).

The two scenes that follow (drawn from different cases) offer 
snapshots of some of the specific dynamics whereby children are 
manipulated and made use of in perverse parent–child relations. 
Many dependency-related elements of infancy and childhood can be 
exploited by troubled parents. One of the most basic of these is the 
child’s physical presence and the fact that the parent has potentially 
unlimited access (and claim) to the child’s body, responsibility for 
organizing the child’s time, and control over the child’s whereabouts 
and contact with the wider world. The following two vignettes illus-
trate some specific mechanisms of parental exploitation of children’s 
physical presence/accessibility. Both of these scenes occurred in rela-
tively public settings implicitly endorsed by other adults. Both were 
educated, upper middle-class white parents who relayed the scenes 
incidentally in the course of discussing other matters.

Vignette

Ms. Waters, a bulimic woman, is convinced that her 4-year-old 
daughter Tina is too chubby and too focused on food. She enrolls Tina 
in a gymnastics class that Tina does not enjoy but the mother insists it 
is necessary for her. Ms. Waters often sits at the edge of the mat during 
the lesson, eating a pastry and instructing Tina to look at the teacher 
and not at her.

The symptoms that led Ms. Waters to seek treatment for Tina 
included her complaints that Tina “whined” constantly that she was 
hungry and that Tina masturbated frequently and indiscreetly, both 
of which Ms.Waters found “embarrassing” and “enraging.”

As we learned, Ms. Waters was in a perpetually embattled rela-
tionship with her own body. She believed that her infinite appetite 
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would destroy her if she did not constantly deprive herself and force 
herself to exercise. This internal drama had become a two-person 
drama when Tina was born and Ms. Waters found herself respon-
sible for feeding and tending to a second body. She exploited Tina’s 
dependency-based physical presence to externalize her long-stand-
ing battle with her own physicality. Under the guise of providing a 
healthy enrichment experience for Tina, Ms. Waters made use of her 
responsibility for organizing Tina’s time and whereabouts, enrolling 
Tina in the exercise class that the child did not enjoy.

Ms. Waters benefited unconsciously from this scene. She used 
Tina’s dependency to ensure the success of her own need to merge 
with her child, experiencing Tina’s body as an extension of her own. 
Her vigilance around exercise gave her a modicum of relief from her 
own anxiety associated with food. “We are exercising,” she told her-
self, relaxing unambivalently into the pastry. It was as though Tina 
were burning the same calories that Ms. Waters was consuming. As 
a complementary mechanism, Ms. Waters relied upon projective 
identification to transmit her anguish around bodily processes to 
her daughter, allotting to the child the task of experiencing helpless-
ness over intense bodily urges. Tina was coming to associate physi-
cal exertion with deprivation, and to experience her own hunger as 
a problematic distraction from engaging in potentially stimulat-
ing and enjoyable activities. Hunger was then being pitted against 
pleasure and health. The child was developing a conflicted attitude 
toward wanting and not wanting food that manifested itself in the 
patterns of hostile/helpless relational and intrapsychic states of mind 
associated with disorganized attachment (Lyons-Ruth, Bronfman, & 
Atwood, 1999).

Tina’s excessive masturbation served multiple purposes for her in 
the context of this problematic attachment relationship. At moments 
such as the one described in this vignette, genital stimulation was 
a direct attempt to comply with Ms. Waters’ directive: “Pay atten-
tion.” Ms. Waters was distracting her, drawing Tina’s attention away 
from her experience in the class; masturbation was Tina’s attempt to 
gather her attention in, engage her body, and physically drown out 
Ms. Waters’ distracting presence. Beyond this circumscribed situa-
tion, masturbation had become thoroughly worked into Tina’s cop-
ing strategies, so she used it routinely to regulate herself affectively 
and to maintain a sense of aliveness in and possession over her own 
body. Furthermore, because of the reaction masturbation inspired in 

ER9359.indb   191 5/17/07   10:51:25 AM



���	 A.	F.	Lieberman,	M.	St.	John,	R.	Silverman

her mother, Tina also used masturbation to engage her mother in 
emotionally charged exchanges. Although Ms. Waters was repelled 
by this behavior, she also found it riveting. Finally, the activity of 
masturbating was saturated with anxiety at this point, so that Tina 
was preoccupied with it, which fueled her compulsion.

In the following vignette, a much younger child’s emerging sense 
of the interface between privacy and sexuality is undermined by her 
father’s callous use of her body.

Vignette

Mr. Johnson, a young father who is studying chiropractics, prac-
tices on his 6-month-old daughter Sunflower. He massages her on the 
living room floor while some of his classmates are visiting. Sunflower 
is naked. Mr. Johnson discusses with his friends the happy opportu-
nity this presents for “studying physiology.” He celebrates the child’s 
flexibility by moving her legs in great circles, demonstrating the ideal 
range of motion of the ball-and-socket joint.

In this scene, Mr. Johnson exploits his daughter’s dependency-based 
physical presence, as well as her dependency-related readiness to 
trust. Mr. Johnson was raising Sunflower on his own because the 
child’s mother was seriously incapacitated due to mental illness and 
chemical dependency. Mr. Johnson was invested in seeing himself as 
something of a hero for assuming the single-parent role. He sought a 
great deal of attention around his parenting role from professionals, 
friends, and strangers in the grocery store alike, categorically dis-
missing any input except expressions of admiration. He had severely 
underdeveloped capacities for empathy or for delaying gratifica-
tion. Sunflower was a notably mellow baby who did not challenge 
her father’s narcissism and low frustration tolerance as much as a 
baby with a more sensitive or active temperament might have. Even 
very young and mellow children, however, can show social initia-
tive, preferences, and protests that when respected and responded to 
develop into a sense of agency and self-possession. These capacities 
had been routinely overridden in Sunflower to the extent that she 
was a troublingly passive 6-month-old.

A 6-month-old infant does not yet have a fully established sense of 
self with the attendant capacities for connectedness, being alone, and 
personal privacy discussed earlier in this paper. Instead, in healthy 
parent–infant relationships, parents create the conditions for such 
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socially elaborated concepts as dignity, pride, and privacy as part 
and parcel of recognizing the otherness of the infant. In other words, 
a dependent infant is a biological being whose humanity is bestowed 
first and early on through the eyes of others and then actualized 
through the maturational process in an intersubjective context. Mr. 
Johnson was instead exploiting the presubjective state of infantile 
dependence and overlaying an objectification of the child’s body.

These vignettes illustrate some of the specific mechanisms of 
parental exploitation of the dependency-based physical presence 
of the child. The parent’s access to the child’s body and his or her 
control over the child’s time, whereabouts, and access to the wider 
world are all readily put to the service of the parent’s own needs, 
establishing a “co-action” where the parent benefits at the expense of 
the child. Children in their dependency are at risk of being treated as 
extensions of their parents, and the fact of their dependency enables 
routine enactments that would be impermissible in most other inter-
personal relationships. When experienced in the realm of sexuality, 
parents’ unresolved conflicts can be manifested in their interactions 
with their children in ways that range from overstimulation of the 
child’s age-appropriate sexual explorations to downright sexual 
abuse. The following example illustrates the plight of a 15-year-old 
struggling to find a core identity around issues of relatedness and 
sexuality.

Case	Example

Angela’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Clarke, asked for a referral to a thera-
pist specializing in the treatment of adolescents because their daugh-
ter complained of recurrent episodes of depersonalization, panic 
attacks, and suicidal ideation. They also reported that she engaged 
in indiscriminate sexual involvements that always left her feeling 
“dirty” and “worthless.”

This young girl’s current predicament had its roots in much ear-
lier experiences. When Angela was 3 years old, she and her parents 
had been treated for 3 months with Child-Parent Psychotherapy 
(CPP) (Lieberman, 2004) because of the child’s intense separation 
anxiety and excessive curiosity in her father’s genitals. At the time, 
Angela’s parents looked like a picture-perfect representation of the 
American dream: wealthy, sophisticated, with a keen interest in 

ER9359.indb   193 5/17/07   10:51:25 AM



���	 A.	F.	Lieberman,	M.	St.	John,	R.	Silverman

literature and the arts, and physically beautiful. Angela’s father was 
a philanthropist who met his much younger third wife when she was 
working for a national organization that he helped to fund. Angela’s 
mother had stopped working after marriage and devoted herself to 
her mothering role while pursuing her interests in horseback rid-
ing and photography. The couple traveled often for 1 or 2 weeks at 
a time, leaving Angela in the care of her live-in nanny, a warm and 
affectionate older woman. Although Angela had a close and trusting 
relationship with her nanny, her mother was clearly the center of her 
emotional life, and she was constantly worried about the possibility 
of an impending trip that would take her mother away from her. This 
pervasive anxiety made her simultaneously clingy and controlling. 
She often asked, “Will you be here?” and “Are you coming back?” 
and clung to her mother when Mrs. Clarke was getting ready to leave 
even for a brief outing. Angela’s anxiety was a major irritant for her 
father, who had grown children and grandchildren and felt weighted 
down by the child’s needs. He dismissed Angela’s separation anxiety 
as a form of manipulativeness and refused to curtail the frequency or 
length of his trips with his wife. Mrs. Clarke, on the other hand, felt 
torn between her desire to please her husband, her own pleasure in 
the trips, and her guilt about her child’s separation anxiety.

By the time they came for CPP, Mr. Clarke had found a way of 
relating to his daughter that circumvented his constant criticism of 
her for being a “needy” and “manipulative” child. He relished his 
daughter’s beauty much as he celebrated his wife’s physical attrac-
tiveness, and referred to mother and daughter as his “two women.” 
He asked Angela to dance for him and videotaped her while she did 
so, telling her to “shake her bottom” for the camera to “show how 
sexy” she was. During the therapy sessions, he caressed Angela’s hair 
and bottom in a seductive manner and often commented that she 
would soon “drive the boys crazy.” Angela insisted on going to the 
bathroom to watch her father while he urinated and asked to touch 
his penis. He routinely allowed her to do so but occasionally yelled 
at her to get out of the bathroom when he was not in the mood for it. 
Mr. and Mrs. Clarke described these scenes matter-of-factly, without 
any sense that they might be inappropriate.

The therapy consisted in a combination of sessions with the par-
ents for developmental guidance and joint sessions with Angela and 
her parents to enable the child to express her anxieties about loss of 
love, fear of body damage, and efforts to please her father by behaving 
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in a precociously eroticized manner. The sessions ended abruptly 
when Mrs. Clarke’s increased self-assurance led her to decline one 
of her husband’s invitations for a month-long trip abroad without 
Angela. Mr. Clarke felt it was intolerable to continue a therapeutic 
process that would, in his view, “gratify” Angela’s dependency needs 
by curtailing his own freedom to travel, and decided that therapy 
was no longer necessary.

The request for a referral 12 years later highlighted the develop-
mental trajectory that Angela and her parents had followed after the 
termination of therapy when the child was 3 years old. Angela’s sex-
uality had continued to be the place where father and daughter could 
find reprieve from Angela’s separation anxiety and the rage it evoked 
in the father. Mrs. Clarke had participated in the sexualization of 
the daughter–father relationship at least partially because it allowed 
her the illusion that father and daughter were getting along when 
the father videotaped Angela while dancing, celebrated her preco-
cious interest in boys, and praised how she looked in body-reveal-
ing clothes. In the telephone conversation to request a referral, Mrs. 
Clarke reported that at about 5 years of age Angela had developed an 
intense interest in her parent’s sexual life, asking them every morn-
ing whether they had had sex the night before. This was a source of 
friction between the parents because Mr. Clarke wanted to answer 
the child’s question while Mrs. Clarke felt it was a violation of their 
privacy. By Mrs. Clarke’s report, the parents eventually agreed to tell 
Angela that sexuality was a private matter, but Mrs. Clarke acknowl-
edged that Mr. Clarke did not always keep to this agreement. By the 
time Angela was 13 years old, she was spending the night with her 
boyfriend and Mrs. Clarke had taken her to get a prescription for 
birth control pills. This sequence of events suggests that the child’s 
precocious sexualization as a substitute for secure attachments with 
the father and mother had continued, with the titillation of the child’s 
beauty serving as the trigger for the exploitation of her dependency 
to fulfill the parents’ emotional needs. The result had been to spur 
Angela to use sex as a substitute for intimacy, making her feel empty 
and worthless in the process.

Conclusion

This case illustrates some of the problematic sequelae of parental 
exploitation of child dependency. As we suggested at the outset, 
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sexuality and aggression are part and parcel of all attachment sys-
tems, frequently animating the process of navigating dependency-
based interactions. Often the influence of these forces is quite muted 
and remote, as in the case of the ordinary mother described by Freud 
(1905/1950) in Three Essays in the Theory of Sexuality whose minis-
trations of the infant’s body lay the groundwork for his sexualization. 
At other moments, they surface in more raw form, such as when a 
parent experiences a flash of anger or registers a feeling of sexual 
arousal in relation to a child. A parent’s own attitudes toward and 
conflicts around aggression and sexuality are often tested as chil-
dren move through developmentally shaped experiences and expres-
sions of aggression and sexuality.

Selma Fraiberg (1974/1987a) noted the way normal parental 
ambivalence toward a child can be not only revealed, but also regu-
lated and relieved through play. She wrote:

Games and play … regulate, through ritual and through the conven-
tional disguises of play, the discharge of forbidden impulses. In the 
case of parent and baby there is a biological contract … which normally 
guarantees that the love bonds will protect the baby against harmful or 
potentially harmful parental impulses, that aggressive impulses will not 
be discharged in physical acts against the body and the person of the 
baby. Normally, the game circumstance permits discharge in ways that 
are harmless to the baby, and the game conventions afford regulation 
and inhibition of hostile motives. (p. 365)

The interactions in the Clarke family, by contrast, were not a game. 
The reality of Angela’s dependency was profoundly problematic for 
the parental system. Mr. Clarke found it intolerable. He experienced 
the child as manipulative and confused dependency with an effort 
to dominate, while Mrs. Clarke felt conflicted in relation to Angela’s 
dependency. On the one hand, she found the maternal role, includ-
ing the narcissistic rewards associated with being wanted and needed 
by her daughter, inherently gratifying; on the other, she was vulner-
able to feeling competitive with the child and was gratified by being 
claimed by her husband at her daughter’s expense, as symbolized, for 
example, by the long trips away from Angela.

As a couple, Mr. and Mrs. Clarke found a solution to the psy-
chological challenge that the ever-present need involved in infant/
child dependency represents—a solution that involved transforming 
Angela into an ever-titillated audience of their sexual connection. 
The prolonged separations kept Angela longing for her parents, and 
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they kept her aware of the fact that their sexual union was the basis 
of these trysts. Angela was not simply relegated to the position of 
voyeur, however; she was invited in the role of play-competitor with 
her mother, as her father’s other “woman.” She was literally shown 
that her father’s penis was within her reach—at his whim. The cou-
ple’s complicity around the objectification and precocious sexualiza-
tion of Angela left the child no alternative but to channel her own 
dependency-based need into sexualized ways of relating. Although 
this afforded her a desperately needed mode of contact, she also reg-
istered the aggressive nature of her parents’ sexualization and inter-
mittent abandonments. Her own self-endangering sexual acting out 
as a young adolescent can be read as her playing out repeatedly the 
drama of her exploitation, misuse, and mishandling as a small child, 
and a depiction of her unconscious knowledge that the path her par-
ents offered her to life-sustaining connection was pernicious and 
destructive.

Note

 1. See Fairbairn’s (1943) seminal paper, “The repression and return of 
bad objects” (with special reference to war neurosis), which describes 
the psychological means by which a child will protect an idea of a care 
provider as loving and available even in the face of extreme neglect 
and abuse. See also Fraiberg’s (1974/1987b) contribution, “Pathologi-
cal defenses in infancy.”
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chapter 8

Oedipal Love and Conflict in the 
Transference/Countertransference Matrix
Its Impact on Attachment Security 
and Mentalization

Diana Diamond  
and Frank E. Yeomans

A recent turn of the kaleidoscope of psychoanalytic theory has 
reconfigured our understanding of oedipal formulations by reveal-
ing the intricate patterning between mentalization, attachment, 
and sexual/oedipal development. Fonagy and colleagues (Fonagy, 
Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2002), Britton (1989, 1992, 2004), and oth-
ers have linked the development of mentalization, or the capacity 
to imagine and reflect on one’s own and others’ thoughts, desires, 
wishes, and motivations, with the emergence and resolution of oedi-
pal issues. Although the capacity to think in terms of intentional 
mental states develops hand in hand with secure internal work-
ing models of attachment relationships (Allen, 2003; Fonagy et al., 
2002), the emergence and resolution of oedipal conflicts and the con-
comitant ability to reflect on one’s wishes and desires in relation to a 
third (Britton, 2004) may also contribute to the anchoring of secure 
attachment. Although a number of empirical and clinical investi-
gations have linked sexual feelings, behaviors, motives, and strate-
gies with attachment style or classification (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
this volume) and with quality of attachment representations (Blatt 
& Levy, 1999), the relationship of the outcome of the oedipal con-
flicts to the consolidation of secure attachment and mentalization 
remains relatively unexplored. The thesis of this paper is that attach-
ment and sexuality are not just interlinked, if distinct, behavioral 
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systems, a point that has been well articulated by Lichtenberg (1989) 
and Eagle (this volume). Rather, they are bidirectional forces that 
reconfigure each other both in early development and in the trans-
ference, albeit in a somewhat different manner. Just as secure states 
of mind with respect to attachment are conducive to the full experi-
ence, expression, and ultimate relinquishment of oedipal wishes, so 
also does oedipal resolution allow for a renegotiation of the condi-
tions for secure attachment and the attainment of the capacity for 
mentalization with which it has been linked.

In this paper we will explore the intricate patterning of attachment 
and sexuality, oedipal strivings, and mentalization as they emerge 
for borderline patients and their therapists over 1 year of intensive 
psychoanalytically oriented psychotherapy as assessed on a new 
instrument called the Patient-Therapist Adult Attachment Interview 
(PT-AAI) (George et al., 1999). Like the Adult Attachment Interview 
(George, Kaplan and Main, 1996) from which it was adapted, the 
PT-AAI is a semistructured interview designed to assess patients’ 
and therapists’ attachment representations of each other and of the 
therapeutic relationship (Diamond, Stovall-McClough, Clarkin & 
Levy, 2003a). We will begin with quotes from the PT-AAI interviews 
of two patient–therapist dyads, who were given the PT-AAI as part 
of an ongoing longitudinal study on changes in attachment, men-
talization, and symptomatology in 1 year of intensive transference-
focused psychotherapy (TFP) for borderline patients.

Therapist 1: My way of looking at it and I say this to her is you know she 
seems to want to have the session as though it’s a Noel Coward play with 
all this sophisticated charm and humor, but under the surface there’s a 
Steven King novel lurking and we can’t forget about that. But you know 
she’s a constant—her—she’s sort of the most constantly seductive patient 
I ever had. And I have to be on guard because it would be easy to just sort 
of go with that.

Patient 1: Well, I sort of fantasize about him. … Not—as much as I did 
with Dr. S … and I should tell him this—I keep meaning to and I keep 
forgetting. But, um, I have imagined like—and this would be terrible of 
course—a tragedy. But, if, only temporarily and with plenty of food and 
water, we were stranded on a desert island, if he would drop the whole 
neutral thing. … And then I thought, well you know he must. I don’t 
think it could continue. You know? If we didn’t know we were going to 
get off, he’d have to just tell me about his life and where he was from. I’d 
like to know. … Because I’d be so thrilled to maybe have the opportunity 
to get to know him.
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Therapist 2: Her favorite fantasy of running a bath of warm water and 
then cutting her wrist and allowing herself to reach the verge of uncon-
sciousness and then having the (therapist) and her psychopharmacolo-
gist appear with desperately worried faces … her gusto in describing this 
and her firm belief that this is what she deeply wanted more than any-
thing else pretty much convinced me that the therapy was done for.

Patient 2: I guess my fantasy about it would be, um, I’d just want her to 
take care of me, you know so I have told her that … if, you know, one day 
… you could have this fantasy about the way you wanted it and that would 
be that someone would, and this came from having a dream similar to 
this um, that I would be … found in a—hot bathtub, you know, bleeding 
and that she (the therapist) and Dr. X my psychopharmacologist, would, 
you know, whether I lived, it depended on them that, I don’t want, there 
are times where I don’t want—myself to be surviving because of me, I 
want it to be because they rescued me, you know took care of me.

It is striking that these quotes, obtained through an interview 
designed to assess state of mind with respect to attachment in the 
therapeutic dyad that does not specifically address issues of sexual-
ity, are laden with erotic, triangular, and oedipal themes. Thus in an 
interview that reliably captures patients’ state of mind with respect 
to attachment relationships, with established predictive validity in 
forecasting parent–child attachment behaviors (Main & Hesse, 1999; 
Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985), we find repeated references to sexual 
feelings, behaviors, and fantasies in our investigations with border-
line patients. Although recent investigations have emphasized the 
ways in which attachment and sexuality are separate and even antag-
onistic behavioral systems (see Eagle, this volume), recent findings 
from neurobiology suggest that they may converge in early devel-
opment to pattern both sexual behaviors and fantasies and internal 
working models of attachment in ways that we have only begun to 
investigate. For example, MRI studies such as the investigations of 
Bartels and Zeki (2000, 2004) have shown that both romantic love 
and attachment activated circuits specific to each system as well as 
overlapping regions in the brain’s reward system that coincide with 
areas rich in oxytocin and vasopressin receptors. Equally interesting 
is that both systems, romantic love and attachment, also deactivated 
two sets of areas associated with negative emotions, social judgment, 
and mentalization: 1) the middle prefrontal, interior parietal and 
middle two temporal cortices largely in the right hemisphere, and 
2) the amygdala, mesial prefrontal cortex, parietotemporal junction, 
and temporal poles. These findings suggest that both attachment and 
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romantic love activate the brain areas and circuitry associated with 
the reward system and deactivate the neuronal circuits that control 
negative affect and critical valuation of others (e.g., mentalizing 
capacities) (Bartels & Zeki, 2000, 2004).

Bowlby (1969/1982, 1973, 1980, 1978) who originally argued for 
separate behavioral systems of attachment, sexuality, care-giving, 
affiliation, and aggression, anticipated these investigations when he 
wrote that in separating the behavioral systems of attachment and 
sexuality and “keeping them distinct, we are able to study not only 
the ways in which they differ, but also the ways in which they overlap 
and interact with each other—as it has long been evident they do” 
(1969/1982, p. 233). Bowlby hypothesized that

Sexual behavior and attachment behavior share certain eliciting and 
controlling mechanisms. It may in fact be that not only do attachment 
and sexual behavior share certain components and causal mechanisms 
but that parental behavior shares some of them as well. … In man over-
laps between attachment behavior, parent behavior and sexual behavior 
are commonplace. (1969/1982, p. 233)

Although neurobiological investigations have identified the dis-
tinctive if overlapping neuronal circuits associated with the behav-
ioral systems of attachment and sexuality, such investigations 
cannot identify the ways in which these behavioral systems become 
increasingly combined with the development and consolidation of 
object relations. In the process of individual development, succes-
sive layers of self and object representations that are infused with 
the affects associated with the different behavioral systems become 
consolidated into overarching integrated views of self and others. 
The process of identity integration, which involves the consolidation 
of multiple layers of self/object/affect units into cohesive, multifac-
eted concepts of self and others, thus presupposes the integration of 
representations from the separate behavioral systems including the 
systems of attachment and sexuality.

The intersection of these behavioral systems at the representa-
tional level is especially evident in individuals with severe personal-
ity disorders where psychic representations of preoedipal conflicts 
are condensed with sexual/oedipal phase representations (Kernberg, 
2004). Furthermore, in individuals with severe personality disor-
ders, as Green (1997) and Kernberg (1995, 2004) have pointed out, 
sexuality may take more primitive, archaic, perverse, and traumatic 
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forms. These more disturbed manifestations of sexuality, which are 
inevitably intertwined with preoedipal and polymorphous themes 
(Kernberg, 1995), may be off-putting or threatening to the analyst 
who may be tempted to minimize them as “contingent or defensive” 
(Green, 1997, p. 346).

In this paper we will explore the implications of the link between 
attachment, sexuality, and mentalization in early development and 
during treatment as it bears on the emergence and working through 
of oedipal stage issues in the transference and countertransference 
in borderline patients seen in TFP. Through a discussion of one case 
we will illustrate how systematic interpretation of the preoedipal 
transference (largely reflecting phases of development that predate 
object constancy) transformed these primitive transferences into 
more advanced transferences of the oedipal stage, and the ways that 
this evolution was accompanied by significant improvements in the 
patient’s capacity for mentalization. We will also situate that case in 
the context of our broader research investigations, which demon-
strate that borderline patients improve significantly in their capacity 
for mentalization over the course of 1 year of TFP. First, however, 
we will provide an overview of contemporary psychoanalytic for-
mulations on the relationship between oedipal development and the 
evolution of the capacity for mentalization.

Mentalization,	Sexuality,	and	Oedipal	Development

The waning emphasis on the centrality of oedipal conflicts (Leow-
ald, 1977; Simon, 1989) has been accompanied by a renewed focus 
on the cognitive and symbolic processes that attend oedipal resolu-
tion. A number of empirical studies have confirmed that at around 
4 or 5 years of age, children develop the capacity to encode interper-
sonal experiences as autobiographical memories, and to construct 
and contemplate multiple representations or models of self and oth-
ers that form the conceptual foundation for oedipal development 
(Fonagy et al., 2002; Perner, 2000). Based on their own development 
studies and those of others, Fonagy and colleagues (2002) observe 
that the ability to hold in mind multiple representations under-
lies “the establishment of an abstract historical causal self concept 
(the autobiographical stance), which integrates memories of previ-
ously unrelated states of self into an organized coherent and unified 
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autobiographical self representation” (p. 247). These formulations 
have helped to reconceptualize the oedipus complex not only as 
the crucible of psychosexual maturation in which diffuse and poly-
morphous forms of infantile sexuality are organized around genital 
strivings, but also as a crucial period of cognitive reorganization in 
which the child becomes fully aware of a unified self embedded in 
a triangular constellation of relationships. As Britton (1989) puts it, 
“The acknowledgement of the child of the parents’ relationship with 
each other unites his psychic world” (p. 86).

Even before sexual/oedipal wishes and desires come into play, self-
development is thought to evolve from triadic processes including 
the recognition that the mother or caretaker is involved in an inti-
mate relationship from which the infant is excluded periodically as 
the mother appears and disappears (Ammaniti, 1991; Green, 1996, 
2004). There is now evidence that triadic patterns of interaction 
and fantasies about them influence the infant’s development from 
prenatal to postnatal periods. In a study that assessed shifts in the 
mother’s representational world through the transition to parent-
hood, Ammaniti and colleagues (Ammaniti et al., 1992) found that 
the representation of the fetus follows a developmental progression 
in that it is increasingly derived more from the mother’s representa-
tions of her spouse than of herself or her own mother as she moves 
into the later stages of pregnancy. In similar fashion, Von Klitz-
ing and colleagues (Von Klitzing, Simoni, & Burgin, 1999) found 
that the triadic relational capacities of the parents, defined as their 
capacity to envision postnatal triadic familial relationships with-
out either the self or the partner being excluded from the relation-
ship with the infant, as assessed before the birth of the first child, 
predicted the quality and success of the triadic play interactions 
between parents and child at 4 months of age. Further, the extent 
to which mothers showed a rich and flexible capacity for triadic 
relationships, both real and imagined, was significantly associated 
with the quality of mother–child dialogue in a modified Ainsworth 
Strange Situation (Ainsworth , Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) sepa-
ration and reunion task.

These investigations suggest that both the actual triangular rela-
tionships and the parent’s own oedipal/triangular representations 
influence the child’s development from birth on and are inevitably 
intertwined with the development of early attachment relationships 
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long before the oedipal period. These studies also speak to the trend 
to deemphasize oedipal wishes, and fantasies, and to focus on how 
parental sexuality and the parental couple are registered internally 
(Britton, 1989, 1994). Widlocher (2002) observes that the child’s 
comprehension of the triadic nature of relationships and his or her 
own realistic role in relation to the parental couple anchors the 
child’s infantile sexual fantasies to the real existence of the parental 
couple; but it also provides a playground for the organization and 
elaboration of infantile sexual fantasies based on autoerotic excita-
tions that derive not only from direct parental stimulation and the 
memories of gratification, but also from excitations linked to knowl-
edge about the intimate relations between mother and father. Widlo-
cher observes that infantile sexuality emerges from the retrospective 
and imaginative elaboration of memory traces that are anchored in 
actual experience with the parents.

The oedipal stage, then, may be seen as the “culminating stage in 
a continuum of triadic experiences” (Britton, 1989, p. 85) in which 
the child’s oedipal wishes and fantasies make him or her a witness 
or observer of the exclusive link between the parents, an object in 
the observations of a third, as well as a participant in dyadic links 
with each parent. These multiple psychic positions are thought to 
constitute a “triangular space,” a mental position that fosters the 
child’s capacity to reflect on his or her thoughts, wishes, and desires 
in relation to the third, and on the mental contents of a third object 
in relation the primary mother–child dyad (Britton, 1989; Fonagy et 
al., 2002). As Britton (1989) puts it, “this third position provides us 
with a capacity for seeing ourselves in interaction with others and 
for entertaining another point of view whilst retaining our own, for 
reflecting on ourselves whilst being ourselves” (p. 87).

In this “triangular space” the child’s psychic reality itself is uni-
fied, in that it is circumscribed in a world shared with both parents 
and in which diverse object relationships exist. The recognition that 
the same parent who is experienced as a hated rival in fantasy is also 
a needed and cherished attachment figure in reality shores up the 
boundary between fantasy derived from the child’s own infantile 
sexual stirrings and reality derived from actual interpersonal expe-
riences of the other (Target & Fonagy, 1996; Zetzel, 1968). The child’s 
disparate experiences of the parent as simultaneously a loved attach-
ment figure, desired oedipal object, and dreaded rival catalyzes the 
capacity to take multiple perspectives on self as well. The experience 
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of such variable perspectives on self and other fosters the integration 
of the parents perceived in love and hate, leading to the emergence 
of depressive anxieties involving remorse about the impact of one’s 
own destructiveness and hostility and desires for reparation to the 
loved object (Britton, 1992).

The oedipal constellation thus fosters a deepened experience of an 
increased distinction between fantasy and reality. Target and Fon-
agy (1996) have elaborated on this point in their concept that the 
full development of mentalization, which both catalyzes and grows 
out of oedipal resolution, enables the child not only to differentiate 
fantasy from reality, but to “play with reality” (p. 471). The child’s 
retrospective re-creation and elaboration of infantile bodily sexual 
experiences in the imagination as sexual desire or longings in the 
oedipal phase is in part a “pretend mode” experience where fan-
tasy may be elaborated without direct consequences in reality. If the 
child’s experience of his or her own mental state in the mind of the 
parent is imprecise, overly embellished, or impoverished, then he or 
she may withdraw from an elaboration of minds, and the capacity 
for mentalization is curtailed rather than catalyzed. Oedipal resolu-
tion thus may be stunted along with the capacity for mentalization 
in the view of Target and Fonagy (1996).

A number of theorists (Britton, 1989, 2004; Fonagy et al., 2002; 
Kohut, 1971, 1977; Loewald, 1977; Searles, 1959; Simon, 1989) have 
stipulated that oedipal desires are relinquished and repressed, not 
only as a result of fears of reprisal or punishment, but as a result 
of the deepening of the child’s sense of reality and specifically of 
the development of more reality-bound representations of self and 
others that are less subject to patterning by libidinal influences and 
associated fantasies. In similar fashion, Searles (1959) hypothesizes 
that the oedipal phase involves a mutual acknowledgment of desire 
and renunciation on the part of the child and the parent. In Searles’s 
view, both parent and child must experience and relinquish oedi-
pal feelings in the interests of a shared reality that acknowledges the 
primacy of the link between the parental couple. The oedipal phase 
normally results, according to Searles, in “enhancement of the ego’s 
ability to test both inner and outer reality” (p. 302) as much as in the 
formation of a forbidding superego.

Similarly Britton (1989) hypothesizes that the oedipal passage 
begins with the child’s dawning awareness of the parents’ relation-
ship, in whatever primitive or partial form, and progresses through 
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the flowering of the child’s rivalry with one parent for possession of 
the other, reaching resolution when the child comes to grips with 
the fact that sexual feelings for the parent must be relinquished not 
only because of fear of punishment but out of recognition of a wider 
consensual reality encompassing the primacy of the parents’ rela-
tionship. As Fonagy and colleagues (Fonagy et al., 2002; Fonagy & 
Target, 2000) point out, where the real experiences with the parent 
have been adequate, that is, neither too erotically stimulating nor 
too sensually impoverished, the child will be free to develop a rich 
fantasy life involving infantile sexual experiences without fear that 
these will be enacted or reciprocated in reality. If the child’s infantile 
sexual strivings and wishes are reciprocated with the mature sexual 
desires and impulses on the part of the parent, as is often the case 
with more severely disturbed patients, they will be experienced as 
frighteningly real, rather than as imaginative constructions. Subse-
quently, the creative elaboration in fantasy of sensual but bounded 
exchanges with the parent in reality will be curtailed. Fantasy may 
be shut down altogether, or the child’s fantasies may be sequestered 
in the “pretend mode” where they may be safely elaborated without 
fear of reprisal or enactment in reality. Such encapsulation in the 
world of imaginative play, without the confrontation with the limits 
of reality, may perpetuate the lingering of oedipal illusions that may 
interfere with their ultimate resolution and relinquishment (Britton, 
1989).

This is the case with many borderline patients who have a his-
tory of abuse and who have been observed to show constriction in 
the capacity to fantasize, persistent erotic longings for the therapist, 
along with and periodic collapse of the differentiation between fan-
tasy and reality (Clarkin, Yeomans, & Kernberg, 2006; Kernberg, 
1995). Kernberg (1975, 2004) has observed the condensation of pre-
oedipal and oedipal strivings in borderline patients whose early 
conflicts around dependency and aggression often lead to flights 
into exaggerated and crudely enacted oedipality. This condensation 
predisposes them to either severe inhibition in their access to erotic 
fantasy and sexual expression or overt and persistent eroticization in 
the transference (Kernberg, 1995; Clarkin, 2006). The early attach-
ment traumata, including abuse and neglect in childhood, that are 
endured by many borderline patients (Paris, Zweig-Frank, & Guzder, 
1993) evoke destructive fantasies that subsume the containing func-
tion of the libidinal or attachment object and stunt the elaboration of 
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infantile sexuality as a wellspring of creative and enriching fantasy 
(Fonagy et al., 2002; Widlocher, 1989).

Implications	for	Treatment

The above formulations have a number of treatment implications for 
borderline patients, many of whom have experienced early attach-
ment traumata. Widlocher (2002) speaks of the seduction of the 
transference as a route to the “infantile sexualization of experience,” 
which enables the child to “create his or her own fantasy” (p. 31). 
Similarly, Fonagy and colleagues (2002) comment that the transfer-
ence functions to reinstate the pretend mode, or to create a poten-
tial space between two minds, that of patients and analyst, in which 
ideas and representations, including those that derive from infantile 
sexual fantasy, may be activated and played with.

The treatment situation, with its dyadic intimacy, its promise of 
being understood, the uninterrupted attention and listening, acti-
vates a welter of transferences, with roots in early attachment rela-
tionships as well as erotic and aggressive impulses that they may 
evoke (Koenigsberg et al., 2000; Lieberman, 1999). Indeed, the trans-
ferences exhibited by borderline patients reflect the chaos of their 
internal world, which is characterized by polarized self and object 
representations often with an intense aggressive and sexual relation 
to one another (Koenigsberg et al., 2000). The oscillations from erotic 
preoccupations with the therapist to an aggressive belligerent stance, 
to an affectionate clinging position, to rigid aloofness represent the 
multiple, often segregated internal working models of attachment 
that characterize insecure or disorganized attachment states of mind 
(Diamond, Stovall-McClough, Clarkin, & Levy, 2003; Fonagy et al., 
2002; Main, 1991). Our investigations with the PT-AAI, described in 
greater detail below, indicate that borderline patients do recapitu-
late such insecure or unintegrated multiple working models in the 
therapeutic relationship. After 1 year of TFP, borderline patients’ 
attachment state of mind with respect to the therapist on the PT-
AAI corresponds to their attachment state of mind with respect to 
the parents on the AAI at admission to the study. For example, if 
the patient showed a secure, dismissing, or preoccupied attachment 
state of mind, or some admixture of these (as is often the case with 
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our patients who show inconsistent attachment strategies [Cannot 
Classify] with respect to childhood attachment relationships on the 
AAI (Hesse, 1996; Levy et al., 2006b), she was likely to show a paral-
lel attachment classification(s) with respect to the therapist on the 
PT-AAI (Diamond et al., 2003a).

The full recapitulation, re-creation, or construction of oedipal 
dynamics may be a crucial factor in the treatment of borderline 
patients as a route to the consolidation of mentalization and attach-
ment security. However, for these patients the oedipal situation finds 
only primitive and partial expression in the therapeutic relationship 
for several reasons: first, because it is colored by the insecure/disor-
ganized internal working models of attachment that often character-
ize them (Diamond et al., 2003a; Fonagy et al., 1995; Fonagy et al., 
1996/1997; Fonagy et al., 2002; Levy et al., 2006); second, because 
it has been truncated by the lack of acceptance or reciprocity with 
early attachment figures who have turned away from or exploited the 
child’s infantile sexual or oedipal strivings (Davies, 2003; Fonagy & 
Target, 1996; Kohut, 1977; Searles, 1959). In such situations an illu-
sory oedipal configuration is formed in which oedipal fantasies and 
longings toward the therapist persist indefinitely, functioning both 
as a real developmental opportunity and as a defense against the 
mourning and depressive anxieties inherent in their ultimate relin-
quishment. In such situations the patient may improve, but remain 
unable to leave treatment because of his or her inability to relinquish 
the oedipal illusion.

Thus, although the emergence and resolution of oedipal erotic 
transference may be particularly important for severely disturbed 
borderline patients, it is fraught with pitfalls that often make cli-
nicians avoid a direct confrontation with the patients’ erotic feel-
ings and strivings. Green (1996), Kernberg (1995), and others have 
observed that the focus on preoedipal aspects of borderline pathol-
ogy has eclipsed “the fundamental conflicts concerning sexuality 
that mark human development in normality and pathology from 
the beginning of life” (Kernberg, 2004, p. 166). Clinicians may tend 
to back away from a full exploration of the primitive, perverse, and 
often bizarre manifestations of sexuality brought by borderline 
patients or to interpret them primarily as residues of earlier attach-
ment issues (Koenigsberg et al., 2000; Green, 1996/1997). As Green 
(1996) has observed:
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[W]e listen to the material presented by some of our colleagues during 
meetings, the manifest presence of sexuality—either through dream 
material or unconscious fantasy, or even in the reports of the patient’s 
life and relationships with others—is interpreted in such a way which 
bypasses the sphere of sexuality to address object relationships of a 
supposedly deeper nature, in a way which intentionally refuses to pay 
attention to the specific sexual aspects that are very often supposed to be 
a mere defense. (p. 873)

This differentiation between the two spheres of attachment and 
sexuality is rendered even more complex by the fact that infantile 
sexuality, in the view of Widlocher (2002) and others, is linked to 
the lived experience accompanying attachment behaviors only in 
retrospect. Infantile sexuality is not instinctually programmed as is 
primary attachment, but “involves pure subjectivity proper to fan-
tasmatic activity” (Widlocher, 2002, p. 19). Yet Widlocher also warns 
that it is often quite difficult to identify what precisely in the sce-
narios of the transference belongs to early attachment interpersonal 
dynamics and what belongs to the fantasmatic sphere of infantile 
sexuality. Our research investigations with the PT-AAI suggest that 
early attachment experiences and relationships find expression in 
the scenarios of the transference, and that when all goes well, the 
transference relationship offers a secure base from which the border-
line patient can imaginatively elaborate rather than reenact infantile 
oedipal scenarios.

In order to illustrate these points we return to the case introduced 
earlier in this paper. This case was selected from a multifaceted lon-
gitudinal study in which changes in attachment representations (as 
assessed by the AAI [George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996]) and mental-
ization, (as operationalized in Fonagy’s [Fonagy, Steele, Steele, & 
Target, 1997] reflective function [RF] scale) have been assessed in 
17 borderline patients over 1 year of psychodynamic psychotherapy 
using TFP. The patients, who met criteria for borderline personal-
ity disorders (American Psychiatric Association, DSM-1V-R, 1994), 
and borderline personality organization (Kernberg, 1996), were 
treated by experienced clinicians (with advanced postdoctoral and 
or psychoanalytic training), with ongoing supervision and monitor-
ing for adherence and competence. The study has been described in 
detail elsewhere (Clarkin et al, 2001, Clarkin et al, 2004; Diamond 
et al,1999; Diamond et al., 2003a). In this paper we will focus on 
the measures and research findings relevant to the current investiga-
tions. As described earlier, the PT-AAI was adapted from the AAI to 
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assess attachment representations within the patient-therapist dyad. 
The first 16 questions of the PT-AAI were adapted from the AAI 
(George, Kaplan & Main, 1996) with slight modifications to fit the 
patient-therapist relationship. The next 14 questions were designed 
to assess attachment and mentalization within the patient-therapist 
relationship (see Diamond et al, 2003a). The AAI was given to our 
patients at the beginning of therapy and at 1 year, while the PT-AAI 
was given at 1 year to both patients and therapists. Both the PT-AAI 
and the AAI were rated for attachment classification (Main & Gold-
wyn, 1998) and mentalization or the capacity to interpret the behav-
ior of self and other in terms of intentional mental states (Allen, 
2003; Fonagy et al., 2002), as assessed by reflective function scale of 
Fonagy et al, 1997). Using an adaptation of Main & Goldwyn’s (1998) 
AAI classification system, patients and their therapists were classi-
fied into one of five attachment categories: Secure, Preoccupied, Dis-
missing, Unresolved for loss and trauma, and Cannot Classify, which 
are described in detail elsewhere (see Diamond, Stovall-McClough, 
Clarkin, & Levy, 2003b for a description of the PT-AAI scoring sys-
tem). In addition, patients’ and their therapists’ AAIs and PT-AAIs 
are assigned a rating of reflective function on an 11-point scale rang-
ing from –1 (negative RF, in which interviews are totally barren or 
rejecting of mentalization, or grossly distorting of the mental states 
of others) to 9, (exceptional RF, in which interviews show unusually 
complex, elaborated, and original reasoning about mental states). 
The midpoint of the scale is 5, or ordinary RF, which indicates that 
individuals hold a model of the mind of others that is fairly coher-
ent, if somewhat one-dimensional, naive, or commonplace (Fonagy 
et al., 1997). A comparison of attachment and reflective function rat-
ings derived from the AAI and PT-AAI allows us to understand the 
extent to which patients demonstrate with their therapists the same 
attachment and reflective state of mind that they hold toward their 
early attachment figures. 

In an initial study of 17 borderline patients the majority showed 
increased capacity for mentalization over the course of 1 year of TFP. 
Over half of the patients shifted from a low or deficient reflective 
capacity in which there was a repudiation of thinking in mental state 
terms or only a rudimentary or banal capacity for consideration of 
mental states of self and other to ordinary capacity for RF in which 
the individual shows clear and explicit, if somewhat commonplace, 
capacity to represent ideas and feelings as mental states on the AAI 
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(Diamond et al., 2003a). In a larger study of 90 borderline patients in 
three different therapeutic groups (TFP, dialectical behavior therapy 
[DBT], and supportive dynamic psychotherapy [STP]), there was a 
substantial improvement in RF for the majority of patients in the 
TFP group only, although all three groups showed improvements in 
symptomatology (Levy et al., 2006b).

In our research investigations, changes in the capacity for men-
talization were accompanied by changes in attachment organiza-
tion. The majority of patients at admission showed disorganized or 
unresolved state of mind with respect to attachment on the AAI, and 
were found at 1 year to show increased organization of the attach-
ment system as evidenced by attachment classifications of organized, 
if in the majority of cases, still insecure (dismissing or preoccupied) 
attachment (Diamond et al., 2003; Levy et al., 2006b). In the major-
ity of patients in both studies, there was also a shift toward security 
of attachment (although very few were actually reclassified as secure 
at 1 year) as evidenced by the improvement in coherence of the AAI 
narratives (Levy et al., 2006b). In previous research the narrative 
coherence subscale of the AAI was found to be the subscale that most 
highly predicted the overall rating of attachment security (r = .96, p 
.001; Waters, Treboux, Fyffe, & Crowell, 2001). Narrative coherence 
involves telling one’s own story in a way that is authentic, credible, 
and convincing. The narrative of the early attachment history is told 
in a “fresh,” spontaneous manner that shows sensitivity to the lis-
tener and to the rules of discourse, including the requirement that it 
be succinct, neither too long nor too short, and told in a collaborative 
manner. Our investigations indicated that for patients in TFP, nar-
rative coherence scores improved to a level just short of indicating 
attachment security (Levy et al., 2006b).

These findings suggest that after 1 year of TFP there is a reorgani-
zation or restructuring of the representational world for the majority 
of patients in our study. Specifically, patients show more organized 
and integrated representations of self in relation to attachment fig-
ures and fuller and more elaborated representation of the mental 
states of others who are seen in a differentiated, complex, multifac-
eted manner.

A qualitative exploration of the AAI and PT-AAI interviews for 
10 patients from our initial study suggests that oedipal/sexual issues 
may resurface in conjunction with the recapitulation of states of mind 
with respect to early attachment relationships and experiences. The 
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working through of issues in both dimensions may contribute to the 
improvement in the reflective capacity or the capacity for mentaliza-
tion. Just as mentalization involves the child’s capacity to represent 
ideas and feelings as mental states and through this capacity to antic-
ipate and act (or refrain from acting) on the beliefs and desires of self 
and other (Fonagy & Target, 1996), so do oedipal wishes and desires 
catapult the child into a third position involving reflection on one’s 
own mind and that of others, since the child is both an observer of 
an exclusive relationship between the parents and a participant in a 
relationship that is observed by a third person (Britton, 1989).

We will now present one case to illustrate how oedipal/sexual 
and attachment issues emerge in the transference and the coun-
tertransference, as reflected on the AAI and PT-AAI, and how the 
management of these issues may have contributed to enhancing men-
talization in the therapeutic dyad. We will focus on a small segment 
of the treatment in order to highlight the handling of the admixture 
of ambivalently experienced erotic and aggressive themes that often 
characterize the oedipal issues in borderline patients.

Case	Illustration

This patient is a composite and all identifying details have been altered 
to protect confidentiality. The patient, who will be called Miranda, 
had a long history of self-mutilation, bulimia, suicide attempts, 
and somatic illness since early adolescence, which led to repeated 
hospitalizations and failed outpatient treatments. When she was 5 
years old the family was in a car accident in which her mother was 
rendered a paraplegic and her younger brother was killed. After the 
accident, her mother was left with severe psychological and physical 
disabilities that required ongoing caretaking. Her father, a successful 
theater producer, was an alcoholic who was physically and also sexu-
ally provocative and abusive to the patient. After drinking binges he 
would sometimes pass out in her bedroom, attempt to fondle her, 
and demand that she put him to bed. The patient showed talent as 
an actress as a child and attended a high school for performing arts 
that allowed her to act in daytime soap operas and commercials 
while at school. She also had a talent for creative writing and had a 
play produced in high school. Before age 18 she had several platonic 
affairs with her directors, one of whom was a friend of her father. 
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She married in her early 20s, and stopped working. She had dropped 
out of college after 2 years. After a series of supportive therapies that 
started in her teens, she began TFP at age 24 after a suicide attempt. 
She was unemployed at that time. She expressed the wish to have a 
child, but believed that she was “too sick” to do so. Despite her self-
destructive gestures and multiple symptoms, she was able to enroll 
in college again, in accordance with her therapy that set engaging in 
some productive activity as one of the treatment parameters estab-
lished through the treatment contract.

During the first 6 months of therapy, the clinical course for 
Miranda was extremely tumultuous with her initial collaborative 
stance broken by parasuicidal gestures, one minor overdose, and 
ongoing urges toward self-mutilation. She had had numerous short-
term hospitalizations previously for these symptoms, but was able 
to adhere to the treatment contract, which stipulated that she go to 
the emergency room if she was feeling impulsively self-destructive. 
In the third month of treatment she began an affair with another 
patient of Dr. B whom she had met in his waiting room. The two 
developed a murder-suicide pact to be carried out in Dr. B.’s office 
that would potentially endanger the therapist as well as themselves. 
When Miranda mentioned this in a session, Dr. B. was forced to inter-
vene by hospitalizing both patients and referring the other patient to 
another therapist. In addressing this situation, Dr. B. focused on a 
particular aspect of the patient’s affect that accompanied her tell-
ing him about the murder-suicide pact. She had described it with a 
certain excitement that bordered on glee, especially with regard to 
her ability to trick Dr. B. as she realized that she could “pull it off,” 
if she wished, and leave him, she imagined, hurt, bewildered, and 
defeated. The exploration of this incident involved naming and link-
ing a series of affects—aggression, erotic desire, and pleasure—that 
Miranda had not previously connected in her thinking, and placing 
them in the context of this imagined violent enactment. In fact it 
was the therapist’s interpretation of the patient’s excitement that may 
have helped to alleviate her aggression by bringing it into conscious-
ness and by placing it in the context of other affects, which led to its 
amelioration.

Following the interpretation of her potential pleasure and excite-
ment in defeating Dr. B., Miranda’s self-destructive acting out dimin-
ished. She began to attend sessions like clockwork and to invest in 
her treatment, which she chose to continue when the research year 

ER9359.indb   216 5/17/07   10:51:30 AM



	 Oedipal	Love	and	Conflict		 ���

ended. Although she did not enact erotic feelings toward Dr. B., she 
made many demands on him including requests that he read her 
plays, that he tell her he loved her, and that he confess his sexual 
attraction to her. These latter themes, which showed much evidence 
of preoedipal issues around the search for an idealized caretaker as 
well as archaic oedipal longings, were verbalized and explored as the 
patient’s acting out behaviors calmed down.

Miranda would refer to plays to illustrate how she was feeling 
and noted from Dr. B.’s facial expressions that he was familiar with 
and seemed to appreciate her literary references. The plays formed 
a network of metaphors to which she could allude when searching 
for ways to describe her internal world and experiences. She elabo-
rated on his subtle reactions by insisting that they were an indica-
tion that the two of them were “soul mates” destined to be together. 
These themes in the transference were accompanied by the patient 
regularly devaluing her husband as uninteresting, oafish, and sexu-
ally repulsive.

Miranda’s transference to Dr. B. appeared to encompass two prin-
cipal representations of him as (a) the ideal “other” who would take 
care of her and make her life endlessly interesting, and (b) the cor-
ruptible caretaker who would break boundaries and exploit her sex-
ually. Miranda experienced Dr. B.’s efforts to discuss these themes 
rather than enact them as a rejection and went through a period of 
stating that she was dropping out of treatment. Dr. B. was then faced 
with another dyad that was active: that of the loved object who was 
indifferent to and rejecting of the patient. Certainly at this phase, 
Miranda’s overt sexual seductiveness and fears of being rejected 
by Dr. B. were more indicative of her split of mutually dissociated 
idealized and persecutory self and object representations and disor-
ganized attachment than of oedipal stage conflicts, involving uncon-
scious repressed oedipal longings and related guilt feelings. Indeed, 
Fonagy and others have identified the patient’s persistent demands 
for gratification of erotic desires for the therapist as the re-creation of 
an internal working model of an undesirable self in interaction with 
an abusive, withholding attachment figure characteristic of disorga-
nized attachment (Target & Fonagy, 1996). Dr. B. reminded Miranda 
that she was in therapy not to find a more fulfilling life in her rela-
tionship with him, but to overcome her difficulties in her experience 
of self and others so that she might establish a more fulfilling life 
outside of therapy. Miranda would stormily reply that he was telling 
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her that she was not worthy of him and that she had to settle for a 
second-rate existence. She sometimes left messages that she was not 
coming back to therapy because it was too painful. Dr. B. would be 
forced to call her and remind her that this was when it was most 
important to come to therapy. He tried to help her understand that 
the position that she claimed was in the name of love and satisfaction 
served only to perpetuate her misery.

Despite Dr. B.’s best efforts, Miranda continued to experience 
him as cruelly rejecting her. She felt compelled to reject him in turn, 
reverting to paranoid-schizoid modes of relating where affects of 
jealousy, rivalry, and love masked attempts at omnipotent control of 
an object perceived as all powerful and potentially dangerous. Alter-
natively she continued to long for the ideal provider in Dr. B. Both 
the boundary violations she proposed as well as her threats to end 
the treatment represented the enactment not only of her attachment 
disorganization and primitive aggression, but also of her rudimen-
tary oedipal strivings. As Klein (1945/1989) and Davies (2003) have 
noted the oedipal position contains an admixture of paranoid schiz-
oid modes of relatedness characterized by themes of idealization and 
denigration with depressive modes of relatedness characterized by 
strivings toward triangular object relations with themes of jealously, 
rivalry, mature love, guilt, and reparative strivings. Oedipal issues 
were evident, for example, on one occasion when Miranda had left 
a message that she was dropping out of therapy and Dr. B. called 
her back. Miranda’s husband answered the phone and said she was 
in the bathtub but that he would bring her the phone, which he did 
before Dr. B. could refuse. For her part, Miranda sounded delighted 
to be talking to her therapist in what seemed like a compromising, 
and triangular, situation. In brief, in this phase of therapy, Miranda 
seemed “stuck in the oedipal illusion” that she could have her thera-
pist as her primary love object and that the relationship would even-
tually be consummated sexually.

Although Dr. B.’s initial response to Miranda included a degree 
of intimidation based on her intensely self-destructive history, he 
was soon also responding to Miranda’s considerable wit and charm, 
and thus participated to some extent in a recapitulation of a mutu-
ally experienced but contained oedipal romance. Initially, Miranda 
tended to experience any positive response from Dr. B. as evidence 
that he might abandon his professional boundaries. When he 
reminded her of the need to work within the established parameters, 
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she continued to feel attacked and rejected, and she had the urge 
to counterattack and leave therapy. As this cycle repeated itself, Dr. 
B. appealed to Miranda to consider if he were in fact rejecting her 
outright. He brought her attention to elements of their relationship 
that did not fit with that experience: first, his consistent effort to 
help her stick with and observe intense affects; second, his efforts to 
persuade her to continue therapy when she said she was dropping 
out; and finally, and perhaps most importantly, the moments when 
their dialogue in sessions had a mutually respectful and positively 
engaged feel to it. Miranda acknowledged these positive aspects of 
their relation but insisted that this was why she wanted to make it 
permanent. When their interchanges became calm enough to allow, 
Dr. B. suggested that Miranda reflect on the implications of her atti-
tude. First, her position was based on an image she held of him and 
did not consider who he might be as a “full-bodied” person—what 
might his life, commitments, investments be. Second, her position 
attacked and undermined a very real and positive aspect of him and 
their relation: that he was accepting of her, engaged with her, and 
could help her in a unique, but limited way. The tragedy would be if 
she destroyed that in the name of a fantasy that not only could not be 
but would not be what she hoped for even if they both acted on it. In 
fact, his responding to her invitations would not be an expression of 
the love she imagined, but rather the re-creation of an abusive use of 
power (with the roles of exploiter and exploitee vacillating between 
the two of them). In other words, her eroticization of the transfer-
ence—her intertwining of libidinal with aggressive affects—was 
an obstacle to clearly understanding her internal mental states and 
being able to integrate them.

Dr. B.’s early focus on the pleasure Miranda could experience in 
aggression, and his effort to explore the mix, helped her to become 
clearer about her internal states. She became able to experience libid-
inal feelings that were less encumbered by their aggressive counter-
parts. She could experience gratitude and accept limitations more 
easily. A manifestation of this was her decision to have a child, a 
decision that represented a gradual acceptance of her husband and a 
decision to try to make a life with him, her new conviction that she 
could commit to a caring relationship without undue ambivalence, 
and acknowledgment of the progress she had made in therapy and 
the fact that she could begin to relinquish the “oedipal illusion.”
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Adult	Attachment	Interview

As the above summary of the course of therapy indicates, Miranda’s 
lack of resolution of traumatic abuse was enacted in the therapeutic 
relationship, quite dramatically in the first 6 months; but these early 
experiences were not talked about directly with her therapist during 
the first year. In fact, Dr. B. became aware of the full extent to her 
traumatic history only after he was given access to the AAI and PT-
AAI data after the research year had ended. Dissociated memories 
or references to early traumatic abuse pervaded her mental processes 
on the AAI, from the initial questions in which she was asked to 
give five adjectives to describe her mother and father. For example, 
her elaboration of the adjectives she gave to describe her mother and 
father included multiple references to the sexualized interactions 
between her and her parents. She gave the words “a little flirtatious,” 
“inappropriate,” and “more like a peer” to describe her relationship 
with her father and elaborated these by stating:

When we did do something together it was always … referred to as a date. 
… And—I know that a lot of times the movies that we went to weren’t totally 
normal. You know, I would be pretty young and we would go see these kind 
of, you know, like—very soft pornish-type movies and stuff. And that was 
like uncomfortable. And he was always like—really disappointed—in the 
way my mom looked, after the accident … so he … focused on me … and 
like for Valentine’s Day he brought me sexy underwear when I was like 
eleven, you know, and I had to model it for everybody.

The lack of resolution of her early traumatic history curtailed 
Miranda’s capacity for mentalization. At the beginning of therapy, 
Miranda showed some minimal awareness and consideration of the 
mental states of others, but failed to elaborate these understandings 
substantially or coherently, placing her in the low range of RF (scale 
point 3). Indeed, much of the material she related on the AAI was 
so overwhelmingly powerful and unmanageable for her that her 
reflective capacities deteriorated, as indicated in her response to the 
question “Why do you think your parents parented the way they did 
during your childhood?”:

Well, I know … they were both really badly abused when they were grow-
ing up. I mean … uh … I mean my mom was molested by her stepfather 
and like—a whole line of other people apparently. I mean, sometimes I 
wonder, it’s like the whole world molested my mother. I don’t know quite 
how it happened. She was really in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
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But, uh, anyway … And my dad, you know, had a really—horrible. They 
both just had really bad childhoods. I—I—you know, they were a lot bet-
ter parents I guess than their parents were. … I just remember my mom 
always complaining about how her stepfather had like molested her and 
her mom had helped him and all this crazy stuff. And then I remember 
when I was like—sixteen and I had had like my first bikini and we went 
to stay at my grandparent’s for a while—somebody mentioned it and all a 
sudden everybody was like “Oh, you know, we’re gonna go take pictures 
in the backyard. Put your bathing suit on.” And I was like “No,” you 
know, “I’m embarrassed.” And uh … and my—my step-grandfather was 
dying already—with cancer—at this point and I just remember, I mean 
… my mom—just turned to me and was like so vicious and said “For 
God’s sake, your step-grandfather’s dying, it’s the least you can do.” So 
I did. And so there are these really horrible pictures of me in a bathing 
suit. So you’d think if she was so upset at him for that she then wouldn’t 
want me to like be in a bathing suit. Well, anyway. She didn’t make that 
kind of connection ever.

In this passage Miranda starts out with an intergenerational perspec-
tive, talking about how her parents were better parents than their own 
parents, but then becomes mired in a specific memory of her parents 
that generates a great deal of disorganizing inchoate anger reflected 
in the fragmenting of her discourse and mentalizating stance. Like 
many patients with a history of abuse and maltreatment, Miranda’s 
capacity to contemplate minds in general, her own and those of oth-
ers, was curtailed by overwhelming feelings of sadness, anger, and 
confusion that arose as she attempted to fully explore and reflect on 
her parents’ intentions and motivations (Fonagy, 1991).

By contrast, after 1 year of treatment, Miranda’s reflective capac-
ity had improved substantially, with clear and explicit references 
to mental states of self and others leading to an RF rating of 5. For 
instance, at 1 year she shows a developed capacity to reflect on mental 
states of caretakers in clear, explicit, and often striking ways as evi-
denced in the following response to the question “Why do you think 
your parents parented the way they did during your childhood?”:

I think because they were—scared and—messed up themselves and 
had had horrible childhoods themselves. … As much as I—I’m furious 
at them for things, I really do think that they just couldn’t do any dif-
ferently. … They didn’t know what they were doing and almost like I 
think that they just, my mom at least just wasn’t—she was smart but—but 
smart as opposed to intelligent—. And that’s what prevented her from 
like learning how to be a better parent when—even after she read books.

In this passage, the patient shows an awareness of her parents’ limi-
tations and a recognition of an intergenerational perspective on 
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mental states evident in the understanding that her parents’ parent-
ing behaviors were fundamentally affected by their own early child-
hood experiences with their own parents. Additionally, she shows 
the capacity to revise her thoughts and feelings about her mother’s 
behavior in the light of current understanding (“I mean, as much 
as I—I’m furious at them for things, I really do think that they just 
couldn’t do any differently”).

In sum, after 1 year of TFP Miranda showed substantial change 
in (a) reflection function (from low to ordinary RF on AAI [RF-3 to 
RF-5]); (b) attachment organization (change from Unresolved/Pre-
occupied [U/E2/E3] to Secure/Unresolved [F5/U] on the AAI); (c) 
personality organization (change in personality organization from 
borderline to neurotic on the Inventory of Personality Organization 
[IPO, Kernberg & Clarkin, 1995; Lenzenweger, Clarkin, Kernberg, 
& Foelsch, 2001]); and (d) symptomatology (marked diminution of 
self-destructive ideation and symptomatology as reported on daily 
diary cards [Shearin & Linehan, 1992]).

In our study, we have hypothesized that one of the mechanisms 
of change in TFP is the increase in mentalization (Clarkin et al., 
in press; Levy et al., 2006b; Yeomans et al., in press). We are also 
exploring the process by which the therapist’s and patient’s reflective 
capacity interrelate. Previously we have hypothesized that change in 
patient’s reflective capacity is most likely to occur when the thera-
pist’s capacity to understand mental states in terms of beliefs and 
intentions is complementary to that of the patient (Diamond et al., 
2003), neither too advanced nor too low, but in the “zone of proximal 
development” (Vygotsky, 1978) of the patient. In this case, Dr. B.’s 
RF rating of 6, which is between ordinary and marked RF, is only 
slightly ahead of that of the patient, whose RF scores ranged from 
low (RF = 3) to ordinary (RF = 5).

The improvement in Miranda’s reflective capacity could be seen 
as intertwined with the shift toward secure attachment at the rep-
resentational level. (As mentioned above, at 1 year Miranda’s AAI 
was rated with a primary classification of secure.) Interestingly, both 
Miranda and her therapist showed a secure state of mind with respect 
to attachment in the therapeutic relationship at 1 year as assessed by 
the PT-AAI, although both were classified with a subtype of “some-
what resentful/conflicted while accepting of one’s own continuing 
involvement” (F5). As Allen (2003) put it:
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[S]ecure attachment is not only conducive to exploring the outer world 
but also conducive to exploring the inner world—the mind of the self 
and the mind of the other. More precisely, and just as pertinent to the 
psychotherapy process as to early relationships with caregivers, secure 
attachment is conducive to exploring your mind in the mind of the other 
who has your mind in mind. (p. 100)

Crucial to the patient’s improvement in reflective capacity in this 
case was Dr. B.’s capacity to mentalize the dissociated erotic compo-
nent of this patient’s experience in the transference. Reflecting the 
chaos of her internal world, in the first year of therapy, the patient 
oscillated between acting out her erotic and aggressive, and at times 
murderous impulses, and a collaborative cooperative stance with 
respect to the therapist. Although she was able to express her aggres-
sive angry feelings toward Dr. B., erotic feelings that were conflated 
with aggression remained split off and repressed and were instead 
enacted through her beginning an affair with another patient of 
Dr. B. Her evolving attachment and erotic connection to Dr. B. 
were expressed in terms of coercive demands and requests that the 
therapist venture outside the boundaries of the treatment to meet 
her needs, including reading her plays, watching her on television, 
and taking numerous calls between sessions. On one occasion she 
threatened suicide if Dr. B. did not comply with her demand, and on 
another cut herself in the emergency room to make a point.

The PT-AAI was curiously devoid of any direct verbal description 
of these dramatic episodes, although she alluded to them obliquely 
in several instances. In line with the idea that the AAI (and the PT-
AAI) “surprises the unconscious,” the patient’s traumatic history of 
eroticized and abusive relationships broke through almost immedi-
ately on the PT-AAI, when she contrasted the reliability of Dr. B. 
with the erotic thrill of her near incestuous relationship with her 
father. When asked at the beginning of the interview to give five 
words to describe her relationship with her therapist, she stated, 
“Oh it’s not as much fun as … as more like, you know, passionate 
things with my Dad … but okay it seems pretty reliable.” Initially, 
on the PT-AAI on the conscious level at least, she focused on Dr. 
B.’s reliability, incorruptibility, and capacity to contain her impul-
sive acting out, while at the unconscious level there was evidence of 
a developing erotic attachment to the therapist. Indeed in the first 
part of the interview she made numerous references to the contain-
ment offered by the treatment, emphasizing the fact that Dr. B. was 
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always on time, consistent with respect to rescheduling and notify-
ing her about vacations and absences, courteous to herself and other 
patients in the waiting room (“a gentleman”), and steadfast about 
the limits of his involvement in extra session contacts. Thus, one 
sees both awareness of the therapist’s reliability and predictability 
on Miranda’s part, and, at the same time, the increasing freedom to 
develop an erotic attachment to him.

It was only later in the interview that more consciously held erotic 
longings and fantasies about the relationship with her therapist 
emerged, although the patient verbalized them with a rueful acknowl-
edgment of the impossibility of their realization. In response to how 
she thinks of her therapist outside of sessions, she initially replied, 
“It makes me realize that I shouldn’t bother being in love with him.” 
She then compared their relationship to that between the psychiatrist 
and the female patient with whom he becomes romantically involved 
and ultimately marries in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night. 
She imagined that she and her therapist might have fallen in love 
like this, echoing words from the novel when she stated, “if I were, 
you know, if—we’d just met … and I was normal, maybe we would 
have fallen in love,” but concluding with a statement that shows her 
recognition that this is an illusion: “I mean for all I know he’s got ten 
children … and I just realized that probably in real life as it happens, 
like so many times with people that I thought I would just end up not 
actually—liking—the same things, and I might be bored.”

In this passage she acknowledged her erotic desires toward her 
therapist, along with her encapsulation of these longings in fantasy 
and her ultimate renunciation of them in reality. She then wound up 
talking about a relationship with another actor who reminded her 
of her therapist, a relationship that she compared to the movie Brief 
Encounter, a film about a tragically brief but passionately intense 
affair between a doctor and a woman he encounters by chance on 
a street one afternoon when he removes a cinder from her eye. Like 
the couple in the movie, she described her relationship with the actor 
as “just perfect” but stated that she renounced it when she met her 
husband through him.

And ... I don’t know, it happened with somebody who reminds me of him 
anyway. This guy who—actually is doing really well now—I probably 
wouldn’t be so bored—he’s acting in a really successful show that he 
wrote. But, um—he’s like the same age as Dr. B. I think. … And um, 
he still isn’t married and we were involved briefly—in fact, I was on a 
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date with him when I met my husband. Um, and I thought he was so 
amazing—I mean just like the—the wind moved faster around him, you 
know? And we met the first time at a train station for a date. So, it was 
just perfect. And he had a long trench coat on and like a hat. And it just 
seemed like, you know, Brief Encounter or something. But then actually 
we got involved and I had fought so hard for it—I’d had to try so hard. 
And then I just realized that—I liked him—I mean, I still like him. But, 
I wasn’t at all in love with him. You know? And he was just pretty much 
a regular person. And, we’re still friends and we always wound up laugh-
ing in the goofiest way when we had sex.

In the above statements from the PT-AAI Miranda articulates 
both fantasies of oedipal victory, comparing herself to the patient 
who successfully seduces her psychiatrist in the Fitzgerald novel, and 
fantasies of oedipal defeat and renunciation, implicit in her mention 
of the film and the friend whom she alternately idealized (“I thought 
he was so amazing—I mean, just like the—the wind moved faster 
around him, you know?”) and then deidealized (“He was just pretty 
much a regular person”).

On the PT-AAI, Dr. B. showed a rueful and frank recognition of 
the erotic feelings and fantasies evoked by the patient and showed a 
tolerance for exploring these feelings toward the patient:

Yeah, I think more than any other patient—it’s something a colleague 
said just yesterday—in the short-term there can be such an attraction 
to the borderline patient’s combination of an eroticism and aggression, 
or you know that sort of erotic kind of vibe that’s a combination—and 
she’s affected me by sort of, you know, touching that chord in me that 
responds to that.

The above passage shows Dr. B.’s acknowledgment that the conflu-
ence of eroticism and aggression touched a chord in his own fan-
tasy life. Other statements on the PT-AAI reveal a somewhat playful 
attitude toward his own erotic countertransference, indicating that 
perhaps the pretend mode was at work. This was evident in Dr. B.’s 
response to the question of whether he thinks of the patient outside 
of the session:

Yeah, occasionally. Like—um I thought a couple of times about that funny 
story she told me two days ago since then. Because—it was very funny. 
… But, you know, I’ll find myself thinking, “my patient said the funniest 
thing,” you know. “Talk about transference,” you know. “She said she’s 
writing this play about a patient who poses as her therapist on the internet 
and then winds up starting her own treatment program based on Dr. B.’s 
techniques. … So, yeah, uh, that’s how she gets me to think about her. She 
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says things that I find amusing and sometimes and I find myself wanting 
to talk to her more about it or tell the story to another colleague.

Target and Fonagy (1996) and Davies (2003) have emphasized 
the importance of the therapist lending him- or herself to such a 
fantasied elaboration of an erotic transference/countertransference 
as part of the process of breaking through the impasses that such 
a matrix may create. That the therapist was able to mentalize the 
patient’s eroticization of the therapeutic relationship, even while he 
lent himself to corresponding fantasied elaboration of it, is evident 
in his response to the question “Why do you think M. behaves the 
way she does?”:

I think she behaves the way she does because she’s craving approval and 
love … she had pretty crazy parents and uh I think she’s left yearning 
for—for um—somebody … you know she—has put me on a certain kind 
of pedestal—to um—bestow on her the love and attention that she’s 
lacking, that she doesn’t find within herself. So I think she behaves in 
the seductive way because … the other side of it is that she’s so enraged 
at, you know, the object who didn’t provide for her that then you’re likely 
to get it, you know, in return. And she’s also certainly internalized some 
of the aggressive uh—sadistic stuff that she seems to have been subjected 
to so I think she behaves seductively to get the attention and approval … 
but then, you know, you have to watch out for what comes next.

Discussion

Our investigations with the PT-AAI and the AAI indicate that in 
the tapestry of psychoanalytically oriented treatment of borderline 
patients, sexual themes including archaic oedipal struggles in which 
sexuality converges with aggression, and more advanced oedipal 
conflicts involving repressed oedipal longings and their relinquish-
ment, evident in both the patient’s behaviors and in fantasy produc-
tions on the PT-AAI, form a coherent strand that is inextricably 
interwoven with the movement toward secure states of mind with 
respect to attachment and the capacity for mentalization. Recent 
formulations of attachment and sexuality build on Bowlby’s origi-
nal notions that these are separate behavioral systems with their 
own distinct, if overlapping, representational structures and routes 
to object relationships, internal and external (Eagle, this volume; 
Weinstein, this volume). Although a conceptualization of these two 
behavioral systems as distinct allows us to envision their respective 
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contributions to the therapeutic relationship, our investigations of 
the PT-AAI narratives of patients and therapists reveal that these 
two systems continuously converge in the configuration of the trans-
ference-countertransference matrix. There is some research evidence 
that secure internal working models of attachment create the pre-
conditions for the resolution of oedipal conflicts in childhood, and 
conversely that insecure working models preclude oedipal resolution 
(Eagle, this volume; Mikulincer & Shaver, this volume). However, our 
data suggest that in adults the recapitulation and working through of 
oedipal conflicts and illusions may also set the groundwork for the 
attainment of attachment security and full reflective capacity. In her 
evolving relationship with Dr. B., we saw that Miranda’s expressions 
of erotic desire and oedipal wishes, and Dr. B.’s responses to them, 
alternately impeded and fostered the development of an increasingly 
secure state of mind with respect to the therapist. The patient’s initial 
acting out of the eroticized transference in the murder-suicide pact 
with a fellow patient of Dr. B., which endangered Dr. B.’s safety as 
well as her own, showed the ways that attachment disorganization 
may converge with sexual excitement and lead to perverse, aggres-
sion-laden enactments (Clarkin et al., 2006). The patient’s immersion 
in fantasies of being the therapist’s “soul mate” and her reluctance 
to relinquish this oedipal illusion appeared to coexist with the evo-
lution of an increasingly secure state of mind with respect to her 
attachment figures including the therapist, as evidenced by her rat-
ing secure/autonomous on the AAI and PT-AAI at 1 year.

The retrospective reflections of Miranda and Dr. B. on the PT-AAI 
at 1 year indicate that she moved from a highly eroticized transfer-
ence (Blum, 1973), characterized by demands for sexual gratifica-
tion and dangerous sexual acting out, which was interlinked with 
the disorganization and hyperactivation of her attachment system 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, this volume), to an erotic/oedipal transfer-
ence, characterized by alternations between persistent idealization 
of the therapist as a perfect, if unattainable, oedipal object. The lin-
gering persistence of these oedipal illusions may also represent the 
residues of traumatized unresolved states of mind evident also in the 
fact that Miranda’s secondary attachment classification on the AAI 
was unresolved, although her primary overall attachment classifica-
tion was secure. Her gradual relinquishment of these illusions was 
evident both in her comparison of the therapist to a former lover 
with whom she became disenchanted as well as her decision to have 
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a child with her husband. The making of meaning through the inter-
pretation of the transference creates the conditions for attachment 
security in part because it provides a containing structure for the 
wishes, desires, fears, and affects at the same time that it provides for 
their symbolic elaboration.

Dr. B.’s candid acknowledgment of the extent to which the 
patient’s confluence of aggression and sexuality struck a respon-
sive note in his own internal world showed the reciprocation of the 
patient’s oedipal love and desire even while he created a safe and 
bounded therapeutic space in which her oedipal fantasies could be 
experienced, explored, elaborated, and contained. We may hypothe-
size that three interrelated factors contributed to Miranda’s substan-
tial improvement in reflective function after 1 year of TFP: (a) the 
combination of the therapist’s somewhat playful attitude toward and 
elaboration of the patient’s erotic fantasies; (b) his steadfast inter-
pretation of these fantasies as rooted in a repetition compulsion to 
re-create early abusive relationship with attachment objects, and (c) 
his subjection of such fantasies to the scrutiny of reality (e.g., the way 
they were untenable and represented a denial that the therapist had 
any separate life outside the patient’s desires and wishes). Elsewhere, 
we have hypothesized that the improvement in RF noted now across 
several longitudinal studies with borderline patients after 1 year of 
TFP (Diamond et al., 2003a; Levy et al., 2006a, Levy et al., 2006b) is 
the mechanism of change that results in part from the centrality of 
interpretive activity in TFP, the phases of which have been delineated 
elsewhere (Kernberg et al., 2006). TFP stipulates the importance in 
the mid-phases of treatment of a full exploration and interpreta-
tion of sexual feelings, demands, and fantasies in the transference in 
order to facilitate the “patient’s integration of his/her sexual life into 
a mature love relation in external reality” (Clarkin, 2006, p. 270). 
Our clinical and research findings, although preliminary, affirm the 
link between exploration and interpretation of oedipal issues in the 
transference and countertransference and the increase in reflective 
capacities (Kernberg, 1995; Clarkin et al., 2006).

A number of clinical scholars, including Kernberg (1995), Sear-
les (1959), Davies (2003), and Diamond (1993) among others, have 
observed that the emergence and identification of the erotic transfer-
ence, along with its resolution, often depend on the self-observation 
of the therapist, who must be willing to tolerate the reverberations 
in the self of the welter of sexual feelings and fantasies evoked by 
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borderline patients, and to reciprocate them without enacting them. 
Searles (1959) has reported that in his most successful work with 
severely disturbed patients, he recognized and also reciprocated the 
oedipal love of the patient, albeit without divulging or acting on these 
feelings. Ogden (2004) makes a similar point when he observed that 
the experiences in and of the analytic third often generate a quality 
of intimacy between patients and analyst that has all the sense of 
the real (Winnicott, 1963, p. 184). Such experiences involve feelings 
of enlivening humor, camaraderie, playfulness, compassion, healthy 
flirtatiousness, charm and so on (p. 186).

The therapist’s recognition and interpretation of oedipal enact-
ments and illusions initially was assimilated to an internal object-
relational dyad of a rejecting, abusive other in interaction with an 
unworthy, unlovable self. However, the recapitulation and inter-
pretation of this dyad in the transference paved the way for the 
emergence of another dyad involving a loved, cherished, and special 
self in interaction with a loving, responsive other, which fueled her 
persistent oedipal illusions, which found a responsive chord in Dr. 
B.’s own counter-transferential fantasies. Ultimately, this mutually 
experienced oedipal scenario, along with the interpretation of it, 
provided the patient with enough of a sense of oedipal fulfillment, 
to tolerate the oedipal defeat inherent in relinquishing her illusions. 
The latter was evident in her accepting the separateness and imper-
fection of her love objects including the husband, and risking the 
complexities of a triangular scenario in reality by having a child of 
her own. In discussing the erotic or erotized aspects of the transfer-
ence and countertransference, Kernberg (1995) has written, “There 
is probably no other area of psychoanalytic treatment in which the 
potentials for acting out and for growth experiences are so intimately 
condensed” (p. 114). Our case illustration speaks to this point.
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chapter 9

A Discussion of Eight Essays That 
Propel Attachment and Sexual 
Theories Into the 21st Century

Joseph Lichtenberg

The authors of the eight papers in this monograph agree that attach-
ment and sexuality are based either on separate developmental sys-
tems and/or are derived from separate theoretical concepts. Separate 
systems was Bowlby’s view based on evolution, and my (1989) view 
based on my reading of the broadened scope of infant research and 
of clinical psychoanalysis. The proposal of separate systems opens 
the way to a fascinating variety of questions and intriguing possi-
ble answers. When sexuality is brought into focus, does it alter our 
conception of the attachment system? This question becomes more 
urgent when we attempt to integrate attachment research findings 
in infancy with adult marital relations and their attachment/sexual 
components. Does our knowledge of the significance of attachment 
strategies lead us to a revision of classical psychoanalytic schemas of 
sexuality, especially the oedipal complex? Although the hypothesis of 
separate systems provides conceptual clarity, how do we understand 
the integration of the systems that occur more or less successfully 
in human love relations at every stage of life? The alternative stance, 
that attachment and psychoanalysis are different, complementary, or 
competing theories, triggers other questions. Does adherence to one 
theory require dismissing the other? Can either help to explain omis-
sions in the other? Can one or another bridging concept facilitate a 
productive integration? Different essayists address one or another of 
these questions, providing the reader with an incredibly rich tapes-
try of findings and inferences.
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The richness of the contrasting approaches can be recognized 
in the papers by Eagle and Shaver. In his stimulating paper, Eagle 
addresses the integration of the attachment and sexual systems in 
long-term intimate relationships. Eagle’s approach is that of a psycho-
analyst/relationalist drawing on contemporary analytic theorizing 
(Mitchell) about the antagonistic pulls on adult marital pairs seek-
ing to resolve an attachment need for security with a sexual desire 
for novelty and excitement. Mikulincer and Shaver also explore 
the interplay of attachment and sexuality in adults. They base their 
approach less on psychoanalytic internal representational dynam-
ics and more on Bowlby’s behavioral systems and aim to illustrate 
the theories used as a guiding framework for empirical research. 
I believe that theoretic preferences aside, the two approaches have 
many areas of overlap and agreement (as do all the eight papers in 
this monograph). A constant throughout the entire monograph is 
the assertion that the attachment strategy employed by child, ado-
lescent, or adult will influence the playing out of the sexual system. 
Secure attachment will tilt sexuality—the patterns of relationships 
and mate selection—toward more successful, less conflictual solu-
tions, while anxious ambivalent attachment or avoidant/dismissing 
strategies will tilt the patterns of sexuality toward less successful, 
more conflictual solutions.

Eagle challenges the Freudian claim that the source of sexual con-
flict lies in the inevitable persistence of oedipal conflict. He argues 
that while an incest taboo is a universal finding, little evidence 
supports the universality of incestuous wishes. Love and desire 
(attachment intimacy and sensual/sexual lust—my translation) are 
inherently antagonistic in that love thrives on security-based famil-
iarity and desire on diversity. Eagle argues that evidence suggests 
that when secure attachment prevails mates can be chosen who are 
optimally similar to oneself and one’s family members. Optimally 
similar means a compromise between enough dissimilarity to per-
mit sexual feeling without triggering the incest taboo and enough 
similarity to generate feelings of comfort and safety and facilitate 
formation of an attachment bond. Eagle adds an important quali-
fier: similarity and dissimilarity are in the eyes of the beholder. He 
speculates that the enmeshed/preoccupied individual will experi-
ence his partner as too similar to his early attachment figure, leading 
to clinging dependent interactions and deadening of sexual inter-
est. The avoidant/dismissive individual will experience his partner 
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as very different from his early attachment figure leading to sex 
detached from intimacy. Moving outside attachment research, Eagle 
presents physiological evidence for the partial antagonism between 
the attachment and sexual systems. High doses of testosterone (in 
men) not only increase sexual interest and activity but also reduce 
attachment. Men with higher baseline levels of testosterone marry 
less frequently, when married have more extramarital affairs, and 
divorce more often. The significance of these last findings lies in the 
implication that the sexual system as such may well influence attach-
ment. This evidence from sexual physiology gives a bidirectional cast 
to the interplay of the two systems in contrast to the thrust of many 
of the papers that emphasize the influence of attachment strategies 
on sexuality. Another reference to bidirectional influence arises 
from the interplay of factors in an initial infatuation and decisions 
to remain together. All encompassing romantic love (accompanied 
by a higher level of amphetamine like substances) brings the couple 
together and holds them in proximity until attachment (accompa-
nied by endorphin release similar to that of infant–mother affec-
tionate bonds) takes hold (if it is going to). Eagle cites evidence that 
about 2 years are generally required for proximity seeking, separa-
tion protest, safe haven, and secure base to come into play fully in a 
romantic relationship. Mikulincer and Shaver note Bowlby’s prefer-
ence for “the cybernetic metaphor” of activation and deactivation 
of behavioral systems rather than Freud’s preference for instincts. 
The authors thus separate the fundamental conceptual language 
of the two theories, adding that the cybernetic view places greater 
emphasis on environmental triggers and termination signals and 
less on the autonomous buildup of instinctual impulses. Building 
on the metaphor of activation/deactivation, the authors assert that 
when attachment figures are unreliable, negative working models of 
self and others form, and secondary strategies of affect regulation—
hyperactivation and deactivation—come into play.

Hyperactivation or protest is characterized by energetic attempts 
to engage the care giver through clinging, controlling, and coercing. 
The attachment system remains chronically activated and the indi-
vidual is constantly on the alert for threats, separations, and betray-
als. Consequently, relational conflicts are exacerbated, absences 
create intense distress, and confidence in obtaining security with 
or without the other is minimal. In contrast, deactivation involves 
inhibiting approach, discounting threats, and a determination to 
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maintain a compulsive self-reliance. Although hyperactivation and 
deactivation may add metaphoric richness to the familiar descrip-
tions of anxious and avoidant attachment patterns, the innovative 
value of their concept becomes apparent when they relate the same 
terms to the sexual system’s responses to frustration and failure.

Hyperactive strategies include preoccupying, intrusive, even coer-
cive attempts to persuade a partner to have sex. The person can over-
emphasize the importance of sex (a college student patient of mine 
date-raped a fellow student convinced that without sexual release his 
face would break out with acne and he might go mad). The hyperac-
tive strategy includes hypervigilance of a partner’s signals of arousal, 
attraction, and rejection coupled with heightened arousal about one’s 
own attractiveness and ability to gratify and hold on to a partner. In 
contrast, deactivating strategies are characterized by inhibition of 
sexual desire and avoidance of sexual contact, or by a shallow cyni-
cal approach that divorces sex from kindness and intimacy and dis-
parages the partner. At times, the deactivation may lead to limited 
enjoyment or to sexual promiscuity powered by narcissism and the 
gaining of bragging rights of conquest.

The authors argue convincingly of the importance of secure 
attachment to those developments in the sexual system that lead to 
long-term intimate relationships. Positive sexual relations with the 
same partner require high doses of physical closeness, potential vul-
nerability, and personal disclosure. People who are relatively secure 
are open to be attentive to signals of sexual arousal and attraction, 
to perceive a partner’s interest accurately, and therefore able to 
engage in mutually satisfying genital sex. In the interest of describ-
ing the bidirectional influence between attachment and sexuality, 
I will reverse this important statement about secure attachments 
role for sexuality. People who are relatively secure sexually (that 
is empathically able to experience with others and/or while alone, 
socially acceptable forms of pleasurable body sensations and their 
fantasy elaborations) are open to be attentive to signals of attach-
ment arousal and attraction, to perceive a partner’s interest accu-
rately, and therefore able to engage in mutually satisfying secure 
(nonsexual) intimacy. Stated differently, in a sexual relationship a 
securely attached partner does not consciously or unconsciously 
exploit his or her partner for security, power, or self-worth without 
regard for her or his subjective desire; and in nonsexual contact a 
sexually secure person does not push another person into a social 
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relationship to compensate for the lack of safety and trust created by 
sexual trauma and frustration.

In contrast to Eagle’s emphasis on the inherent antagonism between 
the two systems, Mikulincer and Shaver state that secure individuals 
learned that proximity maintenance is rewarding in itself as well as 
conducive to seeking fulfillment of their sexual desires within these 
relationships. The authors include many fascinating research find-
ings. Avoidant adolescents were less likely ever to have sex, engage in 
less petting and making out before intercourse, and, having begun 
intercourse, had fewer reexperiences. They also masturbated more 
frequently, their compulsive self-reliance drastically reducing con-
cerns about intimacy, vulnerability, and mutual coordination with 
a partner. Both avoidantly attached men and women expressed a 
positive attitude toward casual uncommitted sex and stealing some-
one else’s mate. Anxiously attached men have less frequent sexual 
activity and have their first intercourse at a later age, while anxiously 
attached women have more frequent intercourse during adoles-
cence and begin at a younger age than securely attached women. The 
authors conclude that while avoidance is associated with a negative 
concept of self, attachment anxiety is associated with an ambiva-
lent approach in which aversive feelings coexist with wishes for sex-
ual intimacy and love. In a study of women’s motives for accepting 
unwanted sex, the goal of anxiously attached women was to reduce 
relational conflict and avoid rejection, while avoidant women’s 
acceptance was to avoid intimate and self-disclosing discussions 
about relational issues. On days following sexual activity, anxiously 
attached partners expressed less of their usual negative appraisals of 
their relationship.

The authors discuss the oedipal complex and conclude, as did 
Eagle, that for securely attached individuals unsolvable conflict is 
not inherent. They state that secure children, adolescents, and adults 
can integrate preoedipal and oedipal parental representations with-
out feeling hostile or resentful. They can become deeply involved 
with romantic partners without attempting to re-create their oedipal 
situation and can direct both sexual desire and tender care giving 
toward their adult romantic partners. However, for avoidant chil-
dren, the oedipal triangle can further increase preoedipal hostility 
and attachment. Anxious children have difficulty abandoning their 
oedipal object, and therefore perpetuate the oedipal drama confus-
ing sexual desire with a yearning for love, acceptance, and merger. 
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In an experiment the authors exposed male undergraduates to sub-
liminal pictures of a nude child touching the genital of a new adult 
woman. The men were then asked to rate the attractiveness and sex-
ual allure of women in a magazine. Men who scored high on attach-
ment anxiety rated the women as more attractive and arousing. They 
concluded that attachment insecurity impedes resolution of the oedi-
pal complex, and can lead anxiously attached adults to a sexuality 
of despair and avoidantly attached adults to melancholic sexuality, 
whereas attachment security is conducive to a sexuality of hope.

Commentary The two papers together provide convincing evi-
dence that attachment strategies formed in infancy influence the 
playing out of the sexual system from the oedipal stage to adult 
romantic relationships. The patterns of anxious clinging behaviors 
and preoccupations with safety and loss provide powerful metaphors 
for many adult patients’ marital difficulties. Similarly the patterns 
of distancing behaviors and dismissing attitudes about their own or 
their partner’s emotional needs for closeness describe many other 
adult patients’ marital difficulties or avoidance of marriage.

Refreshingly optimistic is the authors’ tracking of the potentials 
inherent in secure attachment for avoidance of the pitfalls into neu-
rotic conflict assumed in psychoanalysis’s more pessimistic render-
ing of the oedipal inevitability of an unconscious fantasy life of incest 
and destruction of the rival. These papers only touch tangentially on 
the realm of fantasy so central to psychoanalysis’s rendering of the 
sexual system. However, the compelling clinical examples as well as 
theoretical and research findings set the stage for further explora-
tions of the ways in which the origins of fantasy may derive as much 
from the wished for and feared states related to early experiences of 
felt security or lack of it as from early libidinal experiences. The omis-
sion I find more troubling is more on the side of the attachment sys-
tem. When the emphasis is placed so heavily on the negative affects 
of danger and loss, attachment theory and research has underem-
phasized (or simply assumed) the positive side of infantile life—the 
smiles, affirmations, emotional sharing, idealizations, giggles, and 
playfulness that is inherent in positive “attachment” when used as a 
non-Bowlby noun. This self-psychology side of positive interactions 
that contribute importantly to security touches also on the body sen-
sation’s pleasure’s side of the infant–care giver interactions recog-
nized by Freud’s discovery of erotogenic zones—a concept of sensual 
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experience that bridges attachment “behaviors” and sexual system 
experiences. Sensuality was relegated by Freud to adult foreplay but 
more properly in the playing out of long-term marital relations that 
provide important components of the sustaining tenderness of ges-
ture and shared fantasy life of self with partner.

The next two papers take us in different directions. Ammaniti, 
Nicolais, and Speranza move us from the more generalized theorizing 
and statistical groupings to the specific consideration of three sexu-
ally active young teenage girls and their families. Weinstein takes us 
into a consideration of the two theories by regarding sexuality from 
the Freudian side by using that theory’s traditional language.

After an informative discussion of adolescence, Ammaniti et al. 
present their findings on attachment interviews of three girls aged 
12 and 13 and their mothers. Beginning with an episode of rape 
and blackmail, the three girls had been compliant secretive partic-
ipants with a large group of 14- to 17-year-old adolescent boys in 
multiple episodes involving oral sex, masturbation, and intercourse 
without any of the participants forming a close or privileged rela-
tionship during the several months of their meetings. Barbara, well 
dressed and self-confident, gave global descriptions of family close-
ness and maternal support contradicted by numerous episodes in 
which her mother was absent, engrossed in her job, and unavail-
able during Barbara’s illnesses. Barbara’s self-portrayal was that she 
was compulsively self-reliant and autonomous. Shortly before the 
sexual episodes, Barbara’s 18-year-old sister left home and Barbara’s 
mother had another daughter. Barbara’s dismissing state of mind 
with respect to attachment was mirrored by her mother’s minimiz-
ing her daughter’s and her own deep affective needs. The mother’s 
intensive affect of deprivation was compounded by Barbara’s father’s 
death when she was 6 and her having being sent to boarding school 
at the age of 12—all referred to with extreme detachment. Her wish 
for her daughter was simply “to be independent and to earn her own 
living.”

Carol, aged 13, childlike, impetuous, and belittling to authority, 
was preoccupied with her mother’s neglect of her and the favoritism 
shown to her brother. In contrast to these angry preoccupations, she 
was dismissing of her need for others, emphasizing her independence 
and autonomy, while holding a negative appraisal of herself and her 
body. The authors note her oscillation between infantile needs for 
reassurance about her negative self-image and pseudo-independent 
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provocativeness. Carol’s mother, who had been a parentified child 
to her own mother, existed in a state of intense anxiety and preoc-
cupation both about Carol and her own childhood attachment expe-
riences. Surprise, confusion, disorientation, and disbelief were her 
responses to Carol’s actions, despite cognitive awareness of Carol’s 
jealousy of her brother.

Alicia, well dressed and looking older than 12, was an only child 
whose parents, especially her father, took great pride in her abili-
ties and attractiveness. But emotional responsiveness in the family 
centered on embraces and physical care to the body at the expense of 
more mature reflection. Unlike Barbara’s avoiding attachment and 
Carol’s unclassified (mixed avoidant and preoccupied) attachment, 
Alicia was classified as secure with some elements of preoccupa-
tion. She could talk coherently and openly about her childhood rela-
tional history. Alicia’s mother, also classified as secure with respect 
to attachment, nonetheless described a history of overinvolvement 
with her parents in whose bed she slept until her marriage at 18. In 
the two years prior to the incident, Alicia’s mother had traumatic 
losses of her brother and parents, leaving her unresolved for trauma. 
The authors suggest that the mother’s absorption in mourning may 
have been a precipitating factor for Alicia.

What a psychological puzzle to unravel! The authors present as 
their main explanatory approach the impact of the girls’ attachment 
strategies and the transgenerational link to their mothers’ attach-
ment category. They add precipitating factors in two cases and con-
jecture about the impact of peer relations. Barbara and her mother 
were both avoidant with respect to attachment and heavily invested 
in pseudo-autonomy. Carol oscillated between dismissive and pre-
occupied strategies, while her mother was intensely anxious and 
preoccupied. Alicia was secure with regard to attachment with some 
preoccupation, and her mother, also secure with regard to childhood 
attachment, was currently unresolved with respect to three recent 
losses of family members. No explanatory pattern leaps out of the 
attachment classifications. As to precipitating events, Alicia’s moth-
er’s mourning, and Barbara’s older sister having left and Barbara’s 
mother having another daughter, in each case possibly diminished 
the young adolescents’ sense of someone to care for and about her. 
Another precipitating event for each girl was making the transition 
from latency, through puberty, into adolescence with a body that 
was saying one thing about how grown up she was and a mind that 
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had not yet matured to the operational level of full recognition of 
consequences. The authors give weight in Alicia’s case to a sudden 
and drastic need to seek attention from other figures. I believe this 
was true of all three girls and is to a lesser extent also true for all 
young teens. But what led these three girls to the final common path-
way of secret group orgies? For example, while Alicia’s parents were 
sufficiently available for the establishment of a secure base, perhaps 
they dangerously overstimulating her physically while overinvesting 
in her attractiveness (her mother had slept with her parents until 
married). Were any of the girls attracted to activities that were trans-
gressive of rules of ethics and morals? Only Carol appeared rebel-
lious. Were any attempting to repossess their bodies’ self from an 
enmeshing entanglement with one or both parents? Possibly Alicia 
from her overinvested father. Were any of the girls enacting a deep 
resentment of their parents? Possibly Barbara with her simmering 
rage about her brother’s entitled position.

My point is simply this: I am trying to illustrate the distinction 
between what we can learn from the psychoanalytic-based single case 
approach to the psychodynamics of a motivational choice, and what 
orientation we gain from research-proven proclivities and patterns 
of attachment. To further illustrate this point, attachment research 
focuses on the relations of the child to a primary attachment fig-
ure, but as Ammaniti et al. note, the mother is also an identificatory 
object in a girl’s structuring of her gender identity. But the mother’s 
femininity is not an entity, it is a changing “communication” to be 
read by her daughter as the mother stands before a mirror, as the 
daughter registers how her father and other men look at her mother. 
And daughters compare the looks her father gives her mother with 
the looks he gives her or her friends and what joy or disgust or needi-
ness is being conveyed. As the authors note, through look and touch, 
excessive sexualized physical intimacy may be intergenerationally 
transmitted. This powerful transmission may remain largely unelab-
orated symbolically, with the resulting physical excitation becoming 
in some instances the most salient aspect of the parent–child rela-
tionship. It is this story of intergenerational transmission of exces-
sive sexualized physical intimacy with mother and/or father and/or 
grandparent or sibling that research on the attachment system alone 
will not reveal. Nor will attachment research with its dyadic focus 
on a primary secure base relationship reveal the secrets of peer 
relations—whether a “we” world of reexploring morals and ethics 
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and broadening one’s range of intimacy, or a “we” world of silence, 
conspiracy, misleading mutual loyalty, and transgressive destructive-
ness or sexuality as with Barbara, Carol, Alicia, and the large group 
of 14- to 17-year-old boys.

While Ammaniti et al. approached attachment and sexuality from 
the unique misadventure of three young adolescent girls, Weinstein’s 
unique contribution is to demonstrate a fit between selective con-
structs of attachment theory and Freudian energic constructs that 
underlie infantile sexuality. Weinstein views attachment theory and 
sexual theory as two valid well-substantiated accounts of significant 
developmental events. Her project is to demonstrate that while they 
are seemingly disparate perspectives, the time has come for their 
integration in order to better understand psychopathology, enhance 
therapeutic efficacy, and reclaim the relational and bodily metaphors 
that emerge from sexuality.

Weinstein begins by citing definitional problems. She then recalls 
the early arguments about the centrality of the pleasure principle 
governing internal regulation (Anna Freud) or object seeking with 
the object functioning in the crucial role of a regulator of affect states 
(Bowlby). Note in this depiction of attachment as a general regula-
tor of affect states, Weinstein broadens the usual focus on the spe-
cific regulation of fear of danger and loss. Attachment in her view 
impacts the capacity to monitor attention, regulate bodily functions, 
and established the day-night cycle, and protect against overstimu-
lation. This broadening—what could be considered as comprising 
the more general ministrations of the care giver–infant system—is 
used by Weinstein to both support the validity of attachment and to 
facilitate the eventual integration she proposes. Throughout Wein-
stein questioningly plays with the familiar dichotomies: attachment 
= behaviors related to need, sexuality = fantasy related to desire; 
attachment = objective research, sexuality = subjective interpreta-
tion; attachment = presymbolic, more lasting procedural memory, 
sexuality = symbolic, more fluid, and creative. In accordance with 
her view of the attachment relationship as the crucial regulator 
of affect states in infancy, she credits these early experiences with 
providing set points for the appraisal and marking of pleasure and 
unpleasure that affects the manner in which infantile sexual fanta-
sies come to be created. The success of an attachment relationship 
in providing predictability, regularity, and stability provides the 
basis for the self-regulating of sexual energic discharge via fantasy. 
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Both attachment and sexual experiences are repetitive and bidirec-
tionally interactive in their influence. Although attachment expe-
riences maintain a constant implicit influence, infantile sexuality, 
once symbolization develops, feeds back to change the set point for 
anxiety. Weinstein cites the example of little Hans who shrugged off 
his mother’s castration threat at 3 and a half years old but in the 
phallic phase experienced severe anxiety at the threat to so signifi-
cant a locus of sensation and self-definition. Weinstein concludes 
with a reexamination of Freud’s theory of trauma—a breach in the 
protective shield against stimuli and the reparative role of repetition 
compulsion. Using sadomasochism as an example, she illustrates the 
dual reparative effort of repetitive fantasy and the maintaining of 
absolute control of the “object” to bind overstimulating excitation 
by promoting regularity, predictability, and availability. She cites the 
striking similarity between obsessive controlling in behavior and 
fantasy of partners in sadomasochistic relationships, and the rigid, 
hostile, controlling demands made by 6-year-olds who had had dis-
organized attachments in infancy related to frightened/frightening/
seductive/withdrawn or misattuned parental responses. For Wein-
stein, the capacity of sexuality to be free of the environment gives it 
its generative transformational potential, but this potential is influ-
enced by the markings of the patterning of bodily rhythms, time, 
and predictability of gratification, and solace growing from the first 
relationship.

Commentary I believe a reader of the Ammaniti et al. and Wein-
stein papers will be struck by the difference in choice of languages 
and choice of references. Both refer to similar attachment theorists 
but employ their theories differently. Weinstein, unlike any of the 
other manuscript authors, employees Freud’s pre-ego psychology 
energic constructs now rarely used in this period of compromise 
formation, self-psychology, and diverse relational theories. No mat-
ter—she makes her point—both attachment and sexual theories must 
account for freedom to grow and change, and the factors that sup-
port and/or inhibit the richness of psyche life. The authors of both 
papers are essentially respectful of each theory and implicitly agree 
that, since some aspects of life are dominated by sexual desires and 
needs and others by a variety of nonsexual desires and needs, psy-
choanalysis requires theories that encompass all without artificial 
dichotomizing fragmentation. Weinstein aims for integration and 
a unified perspective of influences at a theoretical level. Ammaniti 
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et al. ask: Will any unity reveal itself in the study of three young 
teenage girls engaged in similar unusual sexual behavior? Maybe. 
Their research asks if the similarity exists in basic attachment strate-
gies—no. Or in the girls having similar strategies with their moth-
ers—yes and no. Or in a precipitating event stimulus—maybe for 
two. So the mother–daughter attachment relationship fails in itself 
to reveal a conclusive marker or set point for pleasure or aversion to 
use Weinstein’s concept. The lack of explanatory power of tracking 
the primary attachment relationship strengthens Weinstein’s stress 
on the influence of internal regulation as expressed in fantasy—a 
point with which Ammaniti et al. would agree. There was a moment 
or a series of moments in which something crystallized experien-
tially for each of the three girls (and their male counterparts) that led 
to an addictive surrender to the immediacy of something—bodily 
excitement with or without pain, a fantasy of being a movie star, a 
queen, a whore, of sticking it to her parents for one empathic failure 
or another, of doing with her body what she damn well pleased, of 
doing with the boy’s body what she and/or he wanted, of being in a 
transgressive cult of superior or inferior beings, and any or all other 
imaginings. Did a traumatic breach in the protective shield against 
stimuli, a paralysis of the pleasure principle, take place? From the 
interview data, it would not appear so. Thus we need a follow-up 
to track such questions as: Did the girls become more impaired in 
forming a later romantic attachment than would be expected from 
Barbara’s avoidant pattern, Carol’s oscillating preoccupation and 
avoidant pattern, and Alicia’s secure pattern? Also did Alicia’s secure 
attachment to a securely attached mother provide her with greater 
capacity for self-righting, for resilience? But most of all, what was 
in each’s family life that was not conducive to a respectful approach 
to the mind and body and the feelings and intentions of each mem-
ber? As Weinstein noted and Ammaniti et al. would second, these 
are questions best answered in an extended psychoanalytic clinical 
inquiry where relational enactments and fantasies and unconscious 
beliefs reveal themselves to the subjective emersion of each member 
of the therapeutic dyad.

The papers by Holmes and Buchheim, Kaechele and George illus-
trate the relationships between attachment and sexuality as viewed 
from clinical experience. Holmes, more than any of the prior essayists, 
moves sexuality into central focus and examines the erotic imagina-
tion from developments in both the attachment and sexual systems. 
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He utilizes for his portrayal of the sexual system contributions from 
psychoanalytic authors such as Freud, Winnicott, Fonagy, Widlo-
cher, and Britton. Holmes notes that a bridge must exist between 
both the evolutionary perspective on the attachment system’s goal 
of obtaining a secure base, and the sexual system’s goal of ensuring 
reproduction in that the individual needs to have his or her attach-
ment needs met in order to survive to maturity to reproduce. Holm-
es’s major contribution is to move away from the more bleak aspect 
of attachment’s origin in response to danger and loss to indicate the 
power of what he terms “hedonic intersubjectivity.” Holmes states 
that what makes a secure base secure is its physicality: the warmth, 
holding, feeding, reassuring heartbeat, soothing words, gentle touch 
desired by both child and parent. Linking these foundational experi-
ences with enjoyable lovemaking, he notes that pleasure is the ines-
capable descriptor for kissing, cuddling, tickling, holding, mutual 
gazing, stroking, playing, and patting. Thus Holmes emphasizes 
the mutuality (intersubjectivity) ignored in intrapsychic analytic 
accounts, and a pleasurable hedonic interplay underemphasized in 
attachment’s focus on safety itself. For the full development of both 
the attachment and sexual systems, hedonic intersubjectivity must 
flourish. Holmes speculates that securely attached couples make love 
freely, spontaneously, excitingly, tenderly, and empathically. Each 
partner incorporates the other’s body into his or her inner world and 
momentarily in erotic imagination is both alone and fused with the 
other. Holmes conjectures on the matter in which insecure attach-
ment leads to hedonic intersubjectivity becoming compromised. 
Insecurely enmeshed couples would make love clingingly, while des-
perately seeking reassurance. Avoidantly attached couples would be 
distant, mechanical, and emotionless, or violent and inconsiderate. 
Disorganized couples would make love controllingly, inconsistently, 
dissociatively, and self-destructively. Attachment is neither neces-
sary nor sufficient for sex: rape represents sex devoid of attachment, 
and in unconsummated marriage attachment is devoid of sex.

Holmes notes that psychoanalytic theory has identified many 
sources for the loss of hedonic intersubjectivity: difficulty with the 
expression of aggression, fear of transgression, overstimulation, 
rejection, engulfment, regression, disillusion, and of one’s bisexual 
nature.

Holmes presents three cases. Celia used sex as an attachment 
“hook” to obtain security. Her vaginal pain was a manifestation of 
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her inability to trust her boyfriend. Constantly fearful that he would 
find her wanting and leave her, she could not relax sufficiently to 
enjoy penetration. Her controllingness was typical of a disorganized 
strategy, and her suicidality and turning to food and television as 
substitute care givers typified her borderline features. Unresolved 
oedipal features lead to transgressive longings for her father and 
her vacillating between playing out the part of a rapacious male or a 
yielding but self-estranged woman.

Peter’s childhood left him little opportunity for “fun or cuddles.” 
With avoidant disavowal, he spoke of an exciting sexual relationship, 
but was clearly bothered by his need to dominate and his triumphant 
aggressive lovemaking. He lacked identification with a strong father, 
and played out his avoidant strategies with his mother in erotic dom-
ination/submission fantasies and enactments.

Andrea’s severe disorganization was the precursor of her border-
line personality disorder and her exploitation of sex as a perverse 
route to attachment. She had had a pitiful history of neglect and being 
passed around to a series of troubled care givers. For patients like 
Andrea, Holmes states risky, debased, unpleasurable, shame-induc-
ing sexual activity is exploited to engage an “other,” to avoid total 
chaos, to feel something even if painful rather than dissociation, to 
gain some degree of protection via the role of victim, and to gain 
an illusion of mastery over the shame of vulnerable neediness. Hol-
mes describes the transference as a fused attachment/sexual impasse 
with a painful absent sense of hedonic intersubjectivity. Holmes 
illustrates how he was able to use the enactments that ensued with 
his patient to make interpretations that moved the treatment for-
ward. Holmes ends picking up the thread mentioned by others of the 
distinction between the attachment view of normal, suboptimal, or 
pathogenic development in both the attachment and sexual systems, 
and the psychoanalytic worldview echoed by Fonagy that we are all 
to a greater or lesser extent neurotic.

Buchheim, George, and Kächele use a single case to demonstrate 
the value of multiple sources of information to better understand 
and treat a patient with problems in attachment, sexuality, and their 
adult integration. The authors cite information obtained from con-
structs from psychoanalysis about the symbolic meaning of animals, 
findings from an initial clinical interview, the administering and 
interpretation of an Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), consulta-
tion between therapist and supervisor, understandings gained from 
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attachment research and theory, knowledge gained over 3 years of 
therapy, and the potential use of an Adult Attachment Projective. 
Continuing the long-term recommendation of Kächele that psycho-
analysis use whatever means may be available to systematize and val-
idate its constructs—both theoretical and therapeutic—the authors 
stress that the assessments they have made augmenting the clini-
cal interview with the AAI allowed them to benefit from validated 
scales and constructs that cannot be “intuited” from the interview 
alone. A faulty and fuzzy judgment based on the face value of the 
interview could not be considered valid from a research perspective 
and would not be rewarding as a clinical entry into the nature of the 
problem. The subsequent use of the AAI helped to reveal the enig-
matic meaning of the patient’s teary opening statement “My dog is 
dying today” that the therapist surmised was a ticket of admission to 
form an attachment, albeit avoidant, and the patient’s later request: 
“Can I talk about sex with you?” that pointed to problems in the 
sexual system or a conflating of the two systems. The AAI confirmed 
the patient’s avoidance/dismissing attachment to her mother, but far 
more important for an understanding of her current somatic and 
relational problems was her response to questions about her father. 
Asked about the influence of her father’s death, she abruptly shifted 
to discussing his sexually intrusive preoccupations with her being 
pregnant and his drunken violent behavior. The pull-tug of his charm, 
her little girl outings with him to bars, their periodic estrangements 
in childhood and later, and their poignant reconciliation involving 
a dog revealed her diagnosis as unresolved to the trauma of his loss. 
The authors believe the clinical and AAI sources combined to open 
the treatment to a broader consideration of her symptomatic picture. 
On one side was the patient–caregiver reversal with her mother, her 
avoidant playing dead and developing migraines to deal with her 
anger, but particularly significant was the ambivalent preoccupation 
with her father as an intrusive, dangerous, and charming enticing 
oedipal figure whose loss she could now mourn rather than enacting 
with a series of idealized men whom she abruptly abandoned. The 
richness of information from the multiple sources—psychoanalytic 
intuitive, and attachment validated—revealed and confirmed that 
the patient’s childhood experiences with her mother and her father 
led her to confuse attachment needs and sexual desires in her unsuc-
cessful adult intimate relationships.
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Commentary The essays of Holmes and Buchheim et al. tilt the 
discourse further toward the verbal/symbolic/interpretive side 
familiar to and valued by psychoanalysis. The authors of both papers 
are deeply knowledgeable of both fields, so when they discuss the 
application of attachment to understand sexuality, especially adult 
intimate relationships, their claims have the conviction of well 
thought-out constructs. For example, the Buchheim et al. paper 
presents a stellar description of the purpose and execution of the 
AAI, and how the precise answers of the interviewee to the AAI are 
open to integration with the clinical interview—each enriching the 
other. My reading of the two papers is that they contain a valida-
tion of the theories of Bowlby and an argument that psychoanalytic 
explanatory theories of adult relationship—intimate and/or sexual—
are incomplete and inadequate without an attachment perspective. 
At the same time, each paper offers a critique of attachment. In the 
Buchheim et al. paper, an unstated critique lies in the comparison of 
the AAI and the clinical interview. Invaluable for its research poten-
tial, the AAI interviewer’s words, questions, and ways of speaking 
are carefully designed to produce stress that specifically activates the 
attachment behavioral system without interference from the reac-
tions of the interviewer—to “surprise the unconscious” into reveal-
ing the nature of the attachment system. What neutrality gains 
for research is lost in the intersubjective realm of the interviewer’s 
emotional responses as guides—so aptly illustrated in the paper by 
Buchheim et al., picking up that the patient complained about lost 
human relationships as if speaking of a misplaced cane or hat. The 
authors startle at the sudden question “Can I talk with you about 
sex?” followed by a dysjunction is for an analyst a major source, 
not for surprising the unconscious, but for activating unconscious 
largely enactive relational elements into dynamic clinical moments 
and exchanges. These activated intersubjective moments and the 
reflection both therapist and (eventually) patient can apply to them 
give immediacy to the working of the attachment system and/or the 
sexual system while aiding in their integration. However, the treat-
ment value of a focus on intersubjectively obtained information does 
not argue against the independent value of the neutral interview 
for diagnostic and information-gathering purposes. Holmes’s more 
profound critique (implied and not stated) refers to his reference to 
hedonic intersubjectivity. As stated by Buchheim et al., attachment 
theory states the attachment system’s goal of proximity to the parent, 
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for security makes it the first system to develop while the sexual sys-
tem is pictured as developing, later depending on what definition is 
used—masturbation, oedipal longings, reproduction, and so forth. 
In the haste to repudiate the libido theory, the positive experiences of 
fondling, hugging, rocking, sucking, kissing, touching by caregivers 
and infant together or infants alone in the presence of the other has 
been understated in the early attachment literature. My argument, 
and I believe Holmes would agree, is that proximity is not limited 
to a system restricted to safety but must and does involve a complex 
series of interactions that build the two different systems simultane-
ously. In the biases demonstrated by psychoanalysts of all persua-
sions, contributions of one school or another are often omitted. Here 
I call attention to the omission of the “hedonic intersubjectivity” of 
contemporary self-psychology’s three pillars for the development of 
a cohesive self: mirroring affirmations (mutual loving gaze), alter 
ego sharing (commonality of giggles and smiles), and idealization 
(admiring looks and prideful sharing). In my developmental hypoth-
esis I emphasize moments of baby and caregiver activating bodily 
sensation pleasures that are particularly significant forms of hedonic 
intersubjectivity from earliest infancy on, what I refer to as “sen-
suality.” Thus I can easily give strong agreement to Holmes’s claim 
that hedonic intersubjectivity is a valuable bridging concept between 
childhood attachment experiences and adult love relationships. I 
find it difficult to comprehend secure attachment without the posi-
tive pleasurable feelings engendered intersubjectively between child 
and mother in oscillating roles of seeker-sought. The parallel Holmes 
identifies between the hedonic intersubjectivity of parent–child and 
adult love relationships seems incontrovertible to me. Nonetheless, 
distinctions can also be identified, as Holmes notes. Many sensual 
pleasures of children with their parents or alone become identified 
as No-Nos, requiring many forms of adolescent and adult sexual 
expression to be experienced as transgressive breakthroughs against 
the values of the self and/or the other. A person’s secure attachment 
will ensure that the anger, fear, shame, or guilt can be negotiated 
with the self and partner without sabotaging the relationship. The 
cases in the two essays illustrate how insecure attachments propel 
individuals into sexual/relational expressions that seriously compro-
mise sharing sensual/sexual hedonic intersubjectivity and an inno-
vative erotic imagination.
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The final two papers by Lieberman, St. John, and Silverman and 
Diamond and Yeomans make further contributions to an under-
standing of the role of attachment in sexual pathology. Lieberman 
et al. propose that the infant’s dependency on the parent is a use-
ful bridge between attachment theory and psychoanalysis. Follow-
ing Butler, Lieberman et al. assert that the passion the child feels 
toward the caregiver on whom he or she forms a dependency renders 
the child vulnerable to parental exploitation and physical and sexual 
abuse. The paper’s use of dependency as an internal state deserves 
comment. Lieberman et al. want to replace Bowlby’s more passive 
descriptor “helplessness” with a more active term, but not simply the 
activity implied in seeking and clinging, that is, in physical approxi-
mation. The term dependency refers to the passion inherent in an 
emotional hierarchy that places a unique and irreplaceable someone 
as the center of the child’s love life. Dependency is the internal state 
evoked by the child’s growing awareness that his or her efforts to 
elicit a desired response depends on the parent’s willingness to meet 
the child’s needs. Parental empathic response to the child’s depen-
dency generates an internal sense of competence along with a posi-
tive expectation of the parent. However, dependency constitutes a 
serious liability to anxiety, psychic pain, and exploitation. Different 
children’s experiences will range from normative relationships, in 
which parental impingements on the child are mild and occur in 
tandem with facilitating processes allowing for affective and sexual 
integrity, to instances in which parental exploitation leads to attach-
ment disorders and problematic coping strategies. The authors point 
to two factors in the production of a “relational perversion”—an 
exploitative parent and the vulnerability of the child based on his or 
her affectively intense dependence. Lieberman et al. do not employ 
the concept of separate attachment and sexual systems as do many of 
the authors (including me), but envision attachment theory becom-
ing a comprehensive personality theory by integrating aggression 
and sexuality as part and parcel of its make up. Lieberman et al. 
note that child–parent interactions are simultaneously care taking 
and relation building, that is, lessons in navigating sociality. Sexual-
ization, an aspect of socialization, occurs via care giving. Following 
Harris, the authors note that the child’s body offers densely textured 
meanings and affects that trigger the parent’s conscious and uncon-
scious fantasies. The extreme power imbalance in the parent–child 
relationship, coupled with the child’s deep emotional need for the 
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parent, expose the child to the parent’s psychological vulnerabili-
ties and characterological pathology. The authors illustrate specific 
mechanisms of parental exploitation of children’s physical presence 
using two vignettes and a detailed case example.

One bulimic mother convinced that her 4-year-old daughter 
Tina was too chubby and food focused enrolled Tina in a gymnas-
tics class the child did not enjoy. The mother sat on the mat eating 
a pastry while instructing Tina to pay attention to the teacher. She 
complained that Tina whined constantly that she was hungry and 
masturbated frequently, embarrassing her mother. The authors state 
the mother exploited Tina’s dependency based physical presence to 
externalize her own long-standing body disturbance. The authors 
add a valuable contribution to the multidimensional purposes of 
masturbation as a specific form of sexual-relational expression. Via 
masturbation Tina attempted (a) to gather her attention in, engage 
her body, and physically drown out her mother’s distracting pres-
ence, (b) to regulate herself affectively, maintain a sense of bodily 
awareness, and take possession of her own body, and (c) to engage 
her repelled and riveted mother in emotionally charged exchanges. 
The second vignette described a young father practicing chiropractic 
massage on his naked 6-month-old daughter in front of others.

Lieberman et al. end with a detailed description of Angela, a deeply 
troubled adolescent whose sexual involvement with her exploitative 
parents was already symptomatic at 3 years when she was treated for 
intense separation anxiety and excessive curiosity in her father’s geni-
tals. Angela’s father insisted that he and his wife leave Angela behind 
to go on frequent trips, and then complained about the child’s being 
needy and manipulative. He established a highly sexualized relation-
ship with her, dancing with her, videotaping her, and encouraging 
her to show “how sexy she was.” He allowed her to go into the bath-
room to watching him urinate, but unpredictably might yell at her to 
get out. From the age of 5, Angela insisted on morning reports of the 
parents’ sexual activity the previous night with father compliant and 
mother opposed. At 13, Angela, on birth control pills, was spending 
the night with her boyfriend. The authors regard Angela’s precocious 
sexualization and indiscreet sexual involvements as a substitute for 
secure attachments with her exploitative parents. Angela’s use of sex 
as a substitute for intimacy resulted in her feeling empty, worthless, 
depersonalized, and suicidal.
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Whereas Lieberman et al. offer clinical evidence that passionate 
attachments in childhood contribute to a healthy adult romantic love 
but also can make a child vulnerable to parental sexual exploitation, 
Diamond and Yeomans reverse the vector and examine the influence 
of the outcome of oedipal conflicts on attachment (and mentaliza-
tion). Diamond and Yeomans begin by introducing the methodology 
of their study using the AAI for borderline patients at the beginning 
of one year of intensive transference-focused psychotherapy (TFP), 
and following up at the end of the year with a Patient-Therapist AAI 
(PT-AAI) assessing each’s representation of the other and their rela-
tionship. One example emphasized the explicitly erotic pull of the 
patient and the guardedness as well as captivation of the therapist; 
the other the explicitly threatening eroticized rescue fantasy of the 
patient and the therapist’s discouragement as well as concern. The 
authors suggest that in borderline patients with disorganized attach-
ments, the attachment and sexual systems converge early in develop-
ment to pattern sexual behaviors and fantasies and internal working 
models of attachment in ways we are only beginning to investigate. 
The authors then present a uniquely clear and concise contempo-
rary view of the oedipal stage. They note the capacity of 4- and 
5-year-olds to encode interpersonal experiences as autobiographical 
memories and to construct and hold in mind multiple representa-
tions. Of particular significance is their recognition that triadic pat-
terns of interactions and fantasies influence the infant’s development 
from prenatal and postnatal periods. Following Britton, they assert 
that the oedipal stage may be seen as the culminating state in the 
continuum of triadic experiences in which the child’s wishes and 
fantasies make him or her a witness or observer to the exclusive link 
between the parents as well as a participant in dyadic links with each 
parent. Oedipal desires catapult the child into a position of being 
an observer of a relationship between his parents while also a par-
ticipant in a relationship being observed by a third person. These 
multiple psychic perspectives foster the child’s capacity to reflect on 
his or her own thoughts, and to entertain another point of view cur-
rently. Where real experiences with the parents are neither too eroti-
cally stimulating nor too sensually impoverished, the child will be 
free to develop a rich fantasy life without fear that his or her sexual 
desire will be enacted or reciprocated. Fantasy and reality coexist 
productively for each. The child can relinquish his desire for actual-
ization of his fantasies, not only out of fear of punishment, but out 
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of recognition of the wider conceptual reality that encompasses the 
primacy of the parent’s sexual relationship with each other. How-
ever, if the child’s sexual strivings are exploited by a parent’s unre-
solved sexual needs, as with the case of Angela in Lieberman et al., 
the child’s fantasies will seem frighteningly real. The cost to the child 
may be to curtail or sequester his or her erotic imagination while 
both believing and disavowing its reality. Frightened of what she may 
intuit, the child may withdraw from an elaboration of her own and 
her parents’ minds, thereby curtailing her capacity for mentalization 
and oedipal resolution. In treatment, transferences may reflect inhi-
bition of access to erotic fantasy and sexual expression and/or overt 
and persistent expressions of erotic desire.

Miranda, a polysymptomatic borderline woman, was stuck in 
what the authors call the oedipal delusion that she could have her 
therapist as her primary love object and that the relationship would 
eventually be consummated sexually. (However illusory in the pres-
ent, this was an almost exact replica of her father’s seductive behavior 
with her.) The analyst explained that responding to her invitations 
(insistent demands) would not be an expression of the love she 
imagined, but rather the re-creation of an abusive use of power with 
the roles of exploiter/exploited vacillating between them. In their 
detailed accounting of the treatment and the use of the PT-AAI, the 
authors illustrate how, as Miranda attempted to explore her parents’ 
intentions, the lack of resolution of her traumatic history and the 
overwhelming feelings of anger, confusion, and sadness curtailed 
Miranda’s capacity to contemplate minds in general, her own and 
others. Accordingly, her therapist’s capacity to mentalize the disso-
ciated erotic component of her experience in the transference gave 
stability to her oscillation between a collaborative stance and acting 
out her erotic aggressive, suicidal, and at times murderous impulses. 
Miranda contrasted the erotic thrill of her near incestuous relation-
ship with her father to her relationship with her therapist: “Oh it’s 
not as much fun as … as more like, you know, passionate things with 
my Dad … but okay it seems more reliable.”

Commentary Each paper makes a significant contribution to an 
understanding of the relationship of attachment and sexuality in 
normal, but especially in pathological development. Lieberman et al. 
believe that by enlarging attachment to include sexuality and aggres-
sion, psychoanalysis can achieve one integrated theory. But the focus 
of the contribution in their paper is to reconfigure attachment the-
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ory itself through recognition of the passion inherent in the child’s 
dependence on the primary caregiver. Dependency, in the view of 
Lieberman et al., incorporates the child’s sense of “I am aware I 
need you to look after me in a variety of care-taking ways” with “I 
need (and love) YOU.” The passionate attachment, the precursor of 
all intimate relationships and especially of romantic love, lies in the 
love experienced in the “I need and love YOU.” This opening into 
the child’s innocent attachment passion is the vulnerability sexu-
ally exploitative parents can so easily step into. The security gained 
through the attachment is “perverted” into a precocious sex affair 
that adversely affects all later attempts at intimacy. Although a major 
contribution of the Lieberman et al. paper lies in a contribution to the 
vulnerability to exploitation inherent in the child’s attachment affec-
tive experiences, a major contribution of the Diamond and Yeomans 
paper is a demonstration of how sexual exploitation adversely affects 
oedipal stage resolution via the development of mentalization. Both 
papers indicate how early in life, disturbances of sexual abuse can 
profoundly distort the security of attachment. Both papers then are 
countervailing perspectives to the many earlier papers that, starting 
with forms of insecure attachment strategies, noted their effect on 
later romantic and intimate relationships. Diamond and Yeoman’s 
paper also demonstrates the rich clinical yield to be mined from 
the AAI and the PT-AAI both for research and validation of results. 
Additionally I envision potential gains for the conduct of analytic 
treatments and their supervision. The Diamond and Yeoman’s (and 
Buchheim et al.) paper also demonstrates a movement from the more 
pure form of attachment research to establish and verify categories 
of strategic patterns to a use of attachment assessments for immedi-
ate clinical purposes. Use of the AAI and the PT-AAI (at least for the 
treatment of the borderline patient in the Diamond and Yeoman’s 
study) indicates the inextricable interweaving of sexual themes, 
oedipal conflicts, movements toward secure states of mind with 
respect to attachment, and the capacity for mentalization. Thus the 
Lieberman et al. and Diamond and Yeoman papers taken together 
traversed a wide path from the affective passion of attachment expe-
riences, to the vulnerability to sexual exploitation, to the playing out 
of oedipal themes in both secure and insecure attachments, and, in 
cases of exploitation, to treatment enactments in the transference 
and countertransference, and to the development or impairment of 
mentalization.
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Overview

I believe the cumulative effect of the papers in this monograph is to 
put to rest the arguments between Bowlby’s stubborn insistence on 
rejecting libido theory as irrelevant to the formation of early attach-
ments and the equally obstinate insistence of Anna Freud, Max 
Schur, and others that, without a theory of primary and secondary 
drives and the pleasure principle, attachment theory was irrelevant to 
psychoanalysis. The ironic coda to the debate is that far fewer adher-
ents on the analytic side any longer hold to the concept of libidinal 
(or aggressive) drives as energic. As our authors demonstrate, the 
formulation that infants seek a base for security is alive and well as 
a concept to be used in psychoanalytic theory, and the sexuality of 
infants and an oedipal stage is also alive and well as a concept to be 
used, but the excitement generated by this monograph lies in how 
attachment research and psychoanalytic practice have become able 
to expand the realm of each into an understanding of adolescent and 
adult relationships in general and romantic and sexual relationships 
in particular. Each theory now contributes to our understanding of 
love in its enigmatic myriad forms.

The papers herald the breakdown of stereotypes. We can regard 
attachment as a behavioral system for research clarity without dis-
regard for representation and affect, whether the language used is 
affectively charged internal working models or self with other con-
figurations, feelings, and fantasies. And we note how many of the 
authors cross over between being well recognized as contributors 
to attachment theory and research, contributors to psychoanalytic 
theory and research, as well as active therapists. This ecumenical 
crossover leads to many gains for both theories. The more austere 
story of response to danger and loss becomes a love story of pas-
sionate dependence (Lieberman et al.) and hedonic intersubjectivity 
(Holmes). I want to add to that love story, self-psychology’s contribu-
tion of the power of mirroring affirmations, the sharing of affective 
and cognitive commonalities, and the uplift of idealizations. Several 
of our authors indicate the orienting value gained from tracking the 
strategies used in insecure attachments and the influence exerted 
on attempts to form intimate, affectionate, sexual relationships in 
adolescence and adulthood. Less severe than the extreme forms and 
patterns of preoccupation, avoidance, or chaos and dissociation, we 
recognize the common occurrence of individuals struggling to use 
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sexuality to find attachment security and the same or other indi-
viduals unconsciously employing an attachment strategy, however 
awkwardly, to find a way to express their sexual desires. Our authors 
tell us that attachment striving and sexual desires are always bidirec-
tional in influence (somewhat in opposition according to Eagle), but 
inextricably interwoven into pathological outcomes when attach-
ment is disorganized and sexuality is abusive.

The monograph is about two basic systems: attachment and sex-
ual. The attachment system has been conceptually enriched by con-
sidering the affective duality of fear pushing toward seeking the care 
giver and positive feelings arising from the meeting of dependant 
needs. The sexual system has been conceptually enriched by adding 
to the skeletal structure of oedipal incestuous desire and murder-
ous parenticidal rivalry, a highly sensitive rendering of the complex 
relationships—fantasied and actual—during the oedipal stage, and 
a great advance that comes with mentalization. Similarly the com-
plexities of adolescence—what to do with existing attachments and 
the developing of new one’s while struggling with the internal pres-
sure of sexuality—demands a rereading of the bidirectional influ-
ences of the two systems.

Concentrating on the attachment and sexual systems means 
neglect of other motivational pressures. In my conception of five 
motivational systems, I include a system responsive to the needs 
for the regulation of physiological requirements for nutrient, sleep, 
elimination, warmth, equilibrium, proprioceptive and tactile activ-
ity, and physical health. As did Bowlby, I identify a system responsive 
to the need to explore and assert preferences that is responsible for 
the play, work, sense of efficacy and competence that fill whole areas 
of child and adult life.

My conception of an aversive system responsive to negative experi-
ences triggering frustration, fear, anger, sadness, shame, humiliation, 
and embarrassment adds a dimension to the view of the attachment 
system presented by the authors. Behavioral and psychic manifesta-
tions of the aversive system are antagonism and withdrawal, com-
parable to attachment system’s patterns of ambivalent pushing away 
and avoidant dismissing. I argue that in the first year of life the aver-
sive system is primarily (or ideally) a signal system communicating 
distress to the care giver. When the care giver responds to the signal 
and relieves the cause of the distress or at least helps to contain its 
affective intensity, the attachment system developed optimally as a 
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secure base. However, when psychic pain is not reliably relieved, the 
attachment system, rather than characterized by a sense of safety, 
incorporates negative affects of fear, anger, sadness, or shame into 
its very core as evidenced by many of the manifestations of insecure 
and disorganized attachments at 1 year. Noteworthy is the observa-
tion that a securely attached child at 1 year begins to develop pat-
terns of more self-directed intentionality, that is, becomes a willful 
agent learning from the inevitable agenda clashes how to negotiate 
controversies with the attachment care giver. In time, this “unhe-
donic intersubjectivity” consolidates a secure sense of a self having 
the power to be a socialized self-directed being. My belief is that in 
the first year, the aversive motivational system optimally is a sys-
tem for sending signals of distress that when responded to facilitate 
the beginning of secure attachment. Likewise, I believe the sensual-
sexual system in the first year operates as a signal system conducive 
to building secure attachment. To the great joy of their parents and 
others, babies are wonderfully sensual beings: delicious, soft, cuddly, 
kissable, touchable, and after 2 months full of smiles, giggles, and gur-
gles. They play and tease and suck contentedly. I argue that recogniz-
ing these as manifestations of an initial system built around socially 
shared sensuality helps to distinguish parent–child experiences that 
are easily integrated into secure attachment from manifestations 
of heightened age-inappropriate sexual arousal that can interfere 
with a sense of safety. The essayists did not tackle the distinction 
that culture makes between sensuality—in our society close male 
friends may hug one another on greeting, women may wear reveal-
ing clothing—men may not voyeuristically invade woman’s privacy, 
and women may not spread their legs in public revealing unclothed 
genitals. All of this is regulated at both implicit and explicit levels of 
interaction from infancy onward. The child’s bodily preferences play 
out in a parent–child interaction, influenced by an intergenerational 
transmission of the success or failure of regulation of body sensa-
tion pleasure seeking, and further influenced by the current forms 
of sensually allowable expression and sexual nonallowable/allowable 
more edgy expression. This is a story for another monograph. A solid 
foundation for all future understanding of attachment and sexuality 
has been established in the eight papers in this monograph. 
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Affectionate current, 29
Affiliation, 13, 100, 172, 176, 204
Aggression, 5, 6, 209, 225, 257
 alleviation, 216
 with avoidant attachment, 12, 152–153
 emergence, 80
 Freud’s perspective, 47
 healthy expression of, 146–147
 inhibition of, 18, 249

 parental, 7, 196, 228
 pleasure through, 219
 in relation to sexuality, 18, 154, 182, 

226, 254
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AICA, see Attachment Interview for 
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Ambivalence, 71, 139, 146, 156, 196
Androgen, 83
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Aggression
 and avoidant behavior, 71, 251
 preoccupying, 174, 175
 in therapy, 153
 toward attachment figure, 70, 92, 93
Animal symbolism, 170
Anxiety, 55
 management of, 117
 maternal, 115
 narcissistic, 147
 and repetition, 121
 set point, 119
Arousal, 10, 32, 140–141, 196, 240
 adolescent regulation of, 84, 85
 in infants, 80
 inhibition of, 57
Attachment; see also Maternal attachment; 

Parent-child relationship
 conflicts, 85
 and dependency, 181–185
 impact on early biological function, 116
 versus infantile sexuality, 79, 111, 
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also Avoidant attachment; 
Disorganized attachment; 
Preoccupied; Security

 ambivalence, 71, 139, 146, 156, 196
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Attachment-representation, 163
Attachment security, 53; see also Security
Attachment system
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33–38
 deactivation of, 51–52, 54, 56, 98, 

239–240
 and experience of pleasure, 117
 functionally separate from sexuality, 

30–33
 hyperactivation of, 51–52, 54, 56, 227, 

239–240
 individual differences, 53, 55
 integration with sexual behavior 

system, 20–21, 38–41, 259–261
 psychophysiological functions, 112, 

115–117
Attachment theory, 2–3, 51, 52–55, 139
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 versus psychoanalysis, 4–8, 109–110, 

155–156
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Attachment working models, 53; see also 

Internal working models
Attention, 66, 119, 210, 246
 capacity to focus, 116, 117
 demands for, 92, 93, 126
 and hyperactivation, 54
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 on a preferred mate, 84
 and repetition, 120
 unwanted, 166
Attraction
 combined with fear, 173
 and familiarity, 42, 43, 45
 hormones involved, 32, 84
 influence of oedipal issues, 12
 as phase in long-term relationships, 36, 

57, 140

 reading partner’s signals of, 56, 58, 240
Autonomy, 28, 71, 89, 97, 187
Avoidant attachment, 55, 152–153

B

Behavioral systems, 5
Bisexuality, 148
Borderline personality disorder (BPD), 154, 

156, 212, 250
BPD, see Borderline personality disorder 

(BPD)
Breastfeeding, 142, 143

C

Caregivers, see Exploitation; Parent-child 
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Childhood, see Exploitation; Parent-child 
relationship
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Clinical interviews, 17, 162, 250, 251, 252
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Compulsive self-reliance, 54, 61, 240, 241
Conjugal sex, 156–157
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 in children, 126–127, 194
 as a disorganized strategy, 146, 150, 250
 and hyperactivation, 54, 239
 and repetition, 15, 247
 during sex, 140, 249
Coping strategies, 53, 70–71, 181, 184, 254
Countertransference, 18, 20, 151, 258
 and oedipal love, 201, 215, 225–226, 

227–229
CPP, see Child-Parent Psychotherapy (CPP)

D

Danger, see Threats
Defense mechanisms, 89, 91
Deidentification, 90, 97, 99, 100
Dependence, 18, 111, 182–183; see also 

Exploitation
 mutual, 86
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 and parent-infant attachment, 181–185
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 in children, 126–127
 leading to oedipal transference, 227
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Domination, 8, 127, 153, 154, 250
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 neurobiological basis, 83–84
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Ego, 47, 97, 247
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Emotions, 54, 114, 140, 161, 203
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Ethology, 2, 10, 51, 52, 108
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G

Gender identity, 97–98, 150, 152, 245
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 empirical findings, 111
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Internal working models, 8, 53, 71, 108
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Libido theory, 6; see also Drive
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Lust, see Drive

M

Masculinity, 152
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Narcissism, 110, 124, 192
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Neurobiological research, 83–85, 112–115, 

203–204
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Object constancy, 175, 205
Objectification, 193, 197
Objective protection, 53; see also Security
Object relations, 2, 47, 51, 143–144
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 need for regulating the object, 123–127
Oedipal conflicts, 12
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 case illustration, 215–219
 development, 205–210
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 inability to relinquish, 211, 227
 resolution of, 70–73, 205
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Optimal similarity, 43–45, 46, 238
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Overstimulation, 117, 120–123, 193
Oxytocin, 10, 32–33, 84, 113–114, 203

P

Pair bonding, 10, 32–33, 83, 113
Parent-child relationship, 5, 6, 98; see 

also Exploitation; Maternal 
attachment

 forecasting behaviors, 203
 neglect, 174, 175
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 privacy, 192–193
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 separations, 126, 127
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 shared reality, 208–209
 triangular space, 207
Parenting, 38, 99, 147, 192, 222
Partnerships, 31, 83, 162, 185–189
Passionate attachments, 2, 20, 179, 256, 258
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Peer affiliative system, 172
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Borderline personality disorder 
(BPD)

Perversion, 10, 124, 181, 185, 189–193; 
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Sadomasochism

Playfulness, 2, 12, 21, 143, 242
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 and attachment, 4, 15, 16, 117, 119
 infantile experiences, 27, 47, 80, 128, 
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 preconditions for, 112, 122, 123–127
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 set point for appraisal, 112, 246, 248
 sexual, 12, 57, 58–59, 63, 127
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 and sexual interest, 238
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Rage, see Anger
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Reflective functioning, 116, 124, 213, 215, 

220
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Regression, 110, 119, 147, 208, 249
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 fear of, 40, 59, 68, 147, 249
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240
 by mother, 85, 91, 167
 and sexual motives, 63, 64, 66, 241
Relatedness, 1, 2, 9, 10, 193
Relational perversion, 181, 189–193, 254
 case example, 193–195
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 conflict in, 54
 long-term, 21, 36, 44, 59, 73
 marital, 157, 237, 238, 242, 243
 peer, 96–97, 99–100
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 quality of, 57, 67–70, 143
 same sex, 138
 social, 186, 187
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 triadic, 206, 207
Repetition, 112, 120–123
Repression, 121, 138, 148, 185
Reproduction, 3, 139, 140
Role-reversal, 174, 251
Romantic love, 55
 as an attachment process, 57–58
 neurobiological basis, 84, 114
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Sadomasochism, 123–127
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 gaining through sex, 150
 and sexual imagination, 146
 through physical proximity, 142
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Self-definition, 2, 9, 10, 14, 247
Self-destructive behaviors, 154, 155, 216
Self-dislike, 150
Self-image, 53, 57, 60, 93, 243
Self-mutilation, 215, 216
Self-negation, 155
Self-regulation, 99, 115, 117, 118, 246
Self-reliance, 60, 90, 187, 188
 compulsive, 54, 61, 240, 241
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Sensuality, 6, 138, 253
 Freud’s perspective, 29, 108, 243
 and sexual self-confidence, 64
 shared, 261
Sensual-sexual motivational system, 80
Separation, 167–170
 anxiety, 193–194
 inability to tolerate, 147
 in a strange situation, 58, 126, 181, 206
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Severe personality disorders, 19, 204
Sex; see also Aggression; Arousal; Erotic 

imagination; Hormones
 attitudes toward, 61–62
 casual, 61–62, 81
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 extramarital, 36, 37, 239
 manipulative use of, 82
 motives for, 63–64, 82
 reparative, 148
 as route to attachment, 154–155
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Sexual excitation, see Arousal
Sexual exploration, 12, 59, 65, 67, 193
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 definitions of, 108–109
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 interference of attachment conflicts, 85
 maturation of, 8–9, 70–73
 and oedipal development, 205–210
 types, 73
Sexual promiscuity, 57, 62, 85–87, 172, 240
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 deactivating judgment, 114, 203
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 of infants, 182, 185, 186, 187, 254
 of mate selection, 42, 43
 and privacy, 192, 193
 quality of interactions, 69
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 status, 60, 64
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Strange situation, 58, 126, 181, 206
Stress, 167–170
 reactivity to, 116, 154
 reduction, 63, 82, 113
 regulation of, 114, 116
Submission, 8, 127, 153, 154, 250
Suicidality, 150, 151, 215, 216
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214
Survival, 4, 5, 109, 121, 146
Symbolization, 119, 124, 170
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Testosterone, 84
TFP, see Transference-focused 

psychotherapy (TFP)
Threats, 58, 66, 117, 167–170, 239
Touching, 16, 80, 81–82, 142, 253
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227–229; see also Oedipal 
conflicts; Transference-focused 
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 case illustrations of, 151, 155, 217, 219, 
223

Transference-focused psychotherapy (TFP), 
18–19, 202, 205, 222, 228

Transgression, 147, 249
Trauma, 7, 85, 112, 167–170
 and destructive fantasy, 209–210
 intergenerational, 128
 and repetition, 120
 sight of the female genital, 123
Trust, 141, 146, 147, 173, 241
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Unconscious, 7, 10, 176, 248; see also 
Oedipal conflicts

 equating partner with parent, 38, 39, 40, 
41

 fantasies, 112, 189, 242, 254
 fears, 18, 173
 revealing with clinical interviews, 163, 

223, 252
 role in mate selection, 42, 43
Universal incestuous wishes, 28–31, 45
Unresolved attachment classification, 

7, 18–19, 88, 96, 164; see also 
Trauma

V

Vasopressin, 84, 113, 203

W

Westermarck effect, 34
Wishes, see Oedipal conflicts
Withdrawal, 174, 176  
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