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Forewords
To Humberto Nagera’s “Early childhood disturbances, the infantile ne urosis, and
the adulthood disturbances, problems of a developmental psychoanalytical
psychology”
Dr. H. Nagera’s monograph bears witness to the child analyst’s dissatisfaction with the present mode
of diagnostic thinking. As stated by him, we are not content any longer to subsume all childhood
disorders under the all-embracing title of an “infantile neurosis,” as analysts tended to do in former
eras of psychoanalysis. Nor do we consider it an adequate solution to search for our answer to all
diagnostic questions in any one period of childhood, whether late, in the oedipal phase, as the classical
view sets out, or early in the first year of life, as more recent views assert. Nor are we ready to accept
the exclusive indictment of either faulty object relationships or faulty ego development, which many
modern authors treat as the only potential sources of trouble.
What the author of this monograph does to remedy the position is a careful apportioning of pathogenic
impact to external and internal interferences at any time of the child’s life; the location of the internal
influences in any part of the psychic structure or in the interaction between any of the inner agencies;
and the building up, step by step, of an orderly sequence of childhood disorders, of which the infantile
neurosis is not the base, but the final, complex apex.
What satisfies the student of analysis in an exposition of this nature is the fact that on the one hand it is
rooted in the notion of a hypothetical norm of childhood development, while on the other hand it
establishes a hierarchy of disturbances which is valid for the period of immaturity and meaningful as a
forerunner of adult psychopathology.
Anna Freud
London, September 1965

To Humberto Nagera’s “Vincent van Gogh, A Psychological Study”
The letters by Vincent Van Gogh, on which this book is based, have moved the reading public by the
sincerity of feeling, the force of expression, the depth of human suffering and the surprising occasional
flashes of insight which are displayed in them. If, due to Van Gogh’s inevitably one-sided view of
events, they~ do not also forge the links between childhood and manhood, internal and external
experience, passion and its moral counterpart, this is precisely what the present author sets out to do.
His result is the striking image of a high-minded individual’s struggle against the pressures within
himself, an image which would command our attention even if the man whose fate is traced were not
one of the admired creative geniuses of the last century.
In fact it is the essential conclusion implied by the author that even the highly prized and universally
envied gift of creative activity may fail tragically to provide sufficient outlets or acceptable solutions
for the relief of intolerable internal conflicts and overwhelming destructive powers active within the
personality.
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To “The Hampstead Clinic Psychoanalytic Library Series”
The series of publications of which the present volume forms a part, wild be welcomed by all those
readers who are concerned with the history of psychoanalytic concepts and interested to follow the
vicissitudes of their fate through the theoretical, clinical and technical writings of psychoanalytic
authors. On the one hand, these fates may strike us as being very different from each other. On the
other hand, it proves not too difficult to single out some common trends and to explore the reasons
for them.
There are some terms and concepts which served an important function for psychoanalysis in its
earliest years because of their being simple and all-embracing such as for example the notion of a
‘complex’. Even the lay public understood more or less easily that what was meant thereby was any
cluster of impulses, emotions, thoughts, etc. which have their roots in the unconscious and, exerting
their influence from there, give rise to anxiety, defences and symptom formation in the conscious
mind. Accordingly, the term was used widely as a form of psychological short-hand. ‘FatherComplex’, ‘Mother-Complex’, ‘Guilt -Complex’, ‘Inferiority-Complex’, etc. became familiar
notions. Nevertheless, in due course, added psychoanalytical findings about the child’s relationship
to his parents, about the early mother-infant tie and its consequences, about the complexities of
lacking self-esteem and feelings of insufficiency and inferiority demanded more precise
conceptualization. The very omnibus nature of the term could not but lead to its, at least partial,
abandonment. All that remained from it were the terms ‘Oedipus-Complex’ to designate the
experiences centred around the triangular relationships of the phallic phase, and ‘CastrationComplex’ for the anxieties, repressed wishes, etc. concerning the loss or lack of the male sexual
organ.
If, in the former instance, a general concept was split up to make room for more specific meanings, in
other instances concepts took turns in the opposite direction. After starting out as concrete, welldefined descriptions of circumscribed psychic events, they were applied by many authors to an everwidening circle of phenomena until their connotation became increasingly vague and imprecise and
until finally special efforts had to be made to re-define them, to restrict their sphere of application
and to invest them once more with precision and significance. This is what happened, for example,
to the concepts of ‘Transference’ and of ‘Trauma’.
The concept and term ‘transference’ was designed originally to establish the fact that the realistic
relationship between analyst and patient is invariably distorted by phantasies and object-relations
which stem from the patient’s past and that these very distortions can be turned into a technical tool
to reveal the patient’s past pathogenic history. In present days, the meaning of the term has been
widened to the extent that it comprises whatever happens between analyst and patient regardless of
its derivation and of the reasons for its happening.
A ‘trauma’ or ‘traumatic happening’ meant originally an (external or internal) event of a magnitude
with which the individual’s ego is unable to deal, i.e. a sudden influx of excitation, massive enough
to break through the ego’s normal stimulus barrier. To this purely quantitative meaning of the term
were added in time all sorts of qualifications (such as cumulative, retrospective, silent, beneficial),
until the concept ended up as more or Less synonymous with the notion of a pathogenic event in
general.
Psychoanalytic concepts may be overtaken also by a further fate, which is perhaps of even greater
significance. Most of them owe their origin to a particular era of psychoanalytic theory, or to a
particular field of clinical application, or to a particular mode of technique. Since any of the
backgrounds in which they are rooted, are open to change, this should lead either to a corresponding
change in the concepts or to their abandonment. But, most frequently, this has failed to happen.
Many concepts are carried forward through the changing scene of psychoanalytic theory and practice
without sufficient thought being given to their necessary alteration or re-definition.
A case in kind is the concept of ‘acting out’. It was created at the very outset of technical thinking and
teaching, tied to the treatment of neurotic patients, and it characterized originally a specific reaction
of these patients to the psychoanalytic technique, namely that certain items of their past, when
retrieved from the unconscious, did not return to conscious memory but revealed themselves instead
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in behaviour, were ‘acted on’, or ‘acted out’ instead of being re membered. By now, this clear
distinction between remembering the recovered past and re-living it has been obscured; the term
‘acting out’ is used out of this context, notably for patients such as adolescents, delinquents or
psychotics whose impulse-ridden behaviour is part of their original pathology and not the direct
consequence of analytic work done on the ego’s defences against the repressed unconscious.
It was in this state of affairs that Dr H. Nagera initiated his enquiry into the history of psychoanalytic
thinking. Assisted by a team of analytic workers, trained in the Hampstead Child-Therapy Course
and Clinic, he set out to trace the course of basic psychoanalytic concepts from their first appearance
through their changes in the twenty-three volumes of the Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, i.e. to a point from where they are meant to be taken further
to include the writings of the most important authors of the post-Freudian era.
Dr Nagera’s aim in this venture was a fourfold one:
to facilitate for readers of psychoanalytic literature the understanding of psychoanalytic thought and of
the terminology in which it is expressed;
to understand and define concepts, not only according to their individual significance, but also
according to their relevance for the particular historical phase of psychoanalytic theory within which
they have arisen;
to induce psychoanalytic authors to use their terms and concepts more precisely with regard for the
theoretical framework to which they owe their origin, and to reduce thereby the many sources of
misunderstanding and confusion which govern the psychoanalytic literature at present;
finally, to create for students of psychoanalysis the opportunity to embark on a course of independent
reading and study, linked to a scholarly aim and designed to promote their critical and constructive
thinking on matters of theory-formation.

To Humberto Nagera’s “Female Sexuality and the Oedipus Complex”
Dr. H. Nagera’s book is a welcome reminder of the profitable years spent by him in and for the
Ha mpstead Child-Therapy Clinic. As expressed by him in his own introductory chapter, it was
especially his work with the Clinic’s Diagnostic Profile and his Chairmanship of the organization’s
Clinical Concept Group which roused his interest in the limitations which still place the analyst’s
knowledge of female development far behind that gained of their male peers.
In his approach to the problems of female sexuality, Dr. Nagera is, thus, in a far more favorable
position than many analytic authors who have tackled this difficult subject before him. While those
who are only analysts of adults have to be content with reconstructing the childhood events which
are responsible for the deviations from normality in later life, Nagera, in his additional capacities as
child analyst and diagnostician of children, is privileged to see the developmental processes
themselves in action. To assess their beneficial or adverse effect for adult sexual behavior, he has at
his disposal not only the analyst’s familiar notions of fixation and regression, but also the concept of
progressive forward moves on prescribed developmental lines.
From firsthand experience and child-analytical cases, Nagera Constructs four of such lines for drive
development itself and demonstrates the possibility to examine each of them separately as to its
intactness or disturbance: change of object, of erotogenic Zone, of sexual and of active-passive
position. But, possibly more important and also more revolutionary than this, he proceeds to discuss
the intimate interaction of these with three other influences which simultaneously shape the
individual’s sex life: the innate variations in the strength of the different component instincts; the
rate of progress on the line of ego development; and the environmental circumstances and
experiences which either favor or interfere with orderly developmental progress. With such a
multitude of forces at work, he does not find it surprising that the deviations from a norma l outcome
are as numerous and as complex as they prove to be.
He reverts repeatedly to one particular factor in female sexual development to which he attributes
outstanding significance, namely, the absence of a leading erotogenic zone during the little girl’s
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positive Oedipus complex. Even after all the other agents in the situation are disentangled from each
other, he confesses himself still faced with the question how an organ appropriate for the discharge
of masculine-active excitation can be adapted to the same function regarding passive-feminine
strivings. He thus sees and describes the girl’s sexual life until and beyond puberty as one deprived
of an executive organ, a void which needs to be filled on the psychological side by means of
mechanisms and processes such as identification, desexualization, sublimation, etc.
While being guided through these developmental vicissitudes, readers can have every confidence in an
author who acknowledges the presence of obscurities where our present state of knowledge renders
them inevitable and who refuses to simplify matters which are, by nature, complex.
ANNA FREUD
London, 1974

To Humberto Nagera’s “Obsessional Neuroses, Developmental Psychopathology”
The motivation for this elaborate and painstaking piece of work is revealed clearly in the quotation
from Freud which initiates it. Humberto Nagera shares Freud’s belief that the obsessional neurosis is
the most rewarding subject of analytic research, no other mental phenomenon displaying with equal
clarity the human quandary of relentless and unceasing battles between innate impulses and acquired
moral demands.
In the main part of his book, the author traces Freud’s insights into the subject as they advanced and
broadened out from their first tentative beginnings in 1895 to some final pronouncements in 1939.
He orders these formulations under meaningful headings which range from merely terminological
and chronological concerns to the dynamic contributions made to the symptomatology by processes
in id, ego and superego.
From this invaluable guide for study, which no average reader could provide for himself, he proceeds
with similar thoroughness to the statements made by Freud’s coworkers and immediate followers,
giving preference among them to two notable teachers and chroniclers of psychoanalysis: Hermann
Nunberg and Otto Fenichel. Nevertheless, in regard to these as well as to many of the other clinical
and theoretical contributors, he deplores the scarcity of original findings and characterizes the main
bulk of publications after Freud as merely amplifying and corroborating.
In his last chapters, Nagera enumerates the directions in which he feels the study of obsessional
phenomena may yield further profit. He notes among these clearer distinctions (1) between transient
obsessional symptoms as they arise during the ongoing conflicts of the anal-sadistic stage and the
obsessional neurosis proper, caused by later regression to that level; (2) between the consequences of
obsessionality for normal or abnormal character formation; (3) between obsessive characters on the
one hand and obsessive pathology on the other hand; and (4) between the harm done to a functioning
personality by hysterical interferences and that done by obsessional interferences. Finally, and most
important, he advocates a developmental approach to the etiological problems of the obsessional
neurosis —that is, one in which not only a fixation point on the anal-sadistic level is considered of
major importance, but one in which the contributions from all, earlier or later, developmental phases
are given their due.
It is in this respect especially that the author’s dealings with the problems of the obsessional neurosis
constitute a welcome continuation of his earlier explorations of developmental disturbances and
developmental conflicts as the possible forerunners of true neurotic conflicts, i.e., a continuation of
his efforts to create a developmental psychology which encompasses the normal and abnormal
problems of all stages of human growth.
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