
Klein's Object Relations 
Theory
Melanie Klein's object relations theory represents a significant departure 

from Freud's psychoanalytic approach. While Freud emphasized the first 4-6 

years of life, Klein focused on the critical importance of the first 4-6 months 

after birth. Her groundbreaking work established that a child's relationship 

with the mother's breast serves as a fundamental prototype for all later 

object relations.

Klein's theory emerged from careful observations of young children, including 

her own. Her work revolutionized our understanding of infant psychology by 

proposing that even newborns possess an active unconscious phantasy life 

and experience complex emotional positions that shape their psychological 

development.



The Life of Melanie Klein

1Early Life (1882-1909)

Born March 30, 1882, in Vienna, Austria, Melanie Reizes was 

the youngest of four children. Her early relationships were 

troubled - she felt neglected by her distant father and 

suffocated by her mother despite idolizing her. She married 

Arthur Klein, her brother's close friend.

2 Introduction to Psychoanalysis (1909-1926)

In Budapest, Klein met Sandor Ferenczi who introduced her to 

psychoanalysis. After separating from her husband in 1919, 

she established a psychoanalytic practice in Berlin and began 

publishing her observations of children, including her 

unidentified son Erich.3Professional Success in London (1926-1960)

In 1926, Ernest Jones invited Klein to London to analyze his 

children and deliver lectures that became her first book. She 

permanently moved to England in 1927, where she continued 

her influential work until her death on September 22, 1960.



Foundations of Object Relations Theory

Interpersonal Relationships

Unlike Freud's emphasis on 

biologically based drives, object 

relations theory places greater 

importance on consistent patterns of 

interpersonal relationships that shape 

psychological development.

Maternal Focus

In contrast to Freud's paternalistic 

theory emphasizing the father's 

power and control, Klein's approach is 

more maternal, highlighting the 

intimacy and nurturing role of the 

mother in early development.

Human Connection

Object relations theorists see human 

contact and relatedness—not sexual 

pleasure—as the prime motive of 

human behavior, marking a significant 

departure from traditional Freudian 

theory.

In Kleinian theory, the "object" refers to any person, part of a person, or thing through which psychological needs are satisfied. Crucial 

to relationships are the internal psychic representations of early significant objects (like the mother's breast) that have been

introjected into the infant's psychic structure and later projected onto others.



The Infant's Psychic Life

Early Development

While Freud emphasized the first few years of life, Klein 

stressed the critical importance of the first 4-6 months. She 

believed infants aren't born with a blank slate but possess an 

inherited predisposition to reduce anxiety caused by the 

conflict between life and death instincts.

This early period establishes fundamental patterns that shape 

all future relationships and psychological development, making 

it the cornerstone of Klein's theoretical framework.

Unconscious Phantasies

Klein proposed that infants possess an active phantasy life from 

birth. These phantasies (spelled distinctively) are psychic 

representations of unconscious id instincts, not to be confused 

with conscious fantasies of older children and adults.

When Klein wrote about infant phantasies, she didn't suggest 

neonates could verbalize thoughts, but rather that they possess 

unconscious images of "good" and "bad" that organize their 

experiences of the world.



Objects in Kleinian Theory

The Good Breast

Represents the gratifying, nurturing 

aspect of the mother that provides love, 

comfort, and satisfaction. It becomes the 

object of the hunger drive and forms the 

basis for positive object relations.

The Bad Breast

Symbolizes the frustrating, withholding 

aspect of the mother. It becomes the 

target of the infant's destructive impulses 

and forms the foundation for negative 

object relations.

Internal Objects

Mental representations of external 

objects that have been introjected into 

the psyche. These internal objects shape 

how the infant perceives and relates to 

the external world.

Klein agreed with Freud that humans have innate drives or instincts, including a death instinct. These drives must have objects toward 

which they're directed. The infant's relationship with these objects, particularly the mother's breast, establishes patterns for all future 

relationships.



The Paranoid-Schizoid Position

Splitting of Objects

Infant separates experiences into wholly good or wholly bad

Defensive Projection

Projects destructive impulses onto external objects

Persecutory Anxiety

Fears retaliation from the now-threatening objects

During the earliest months of life, an infant experiences both gratification and frustration through contact with the "good breast" and "bad 

breast." These alternating experiences threaten the infant's vulnerable ego. To manage this conflict, the infant's ego splits itself, retaining parts 

of its life and death instincts while projecting other parts onto the breast.

Rather than fearing its own death instinct, the infant now fears the "persecutory breast." Simultaneously, the infant maintains a relationship 

with the "ideal breast" that provides love and comfort. Klein called this organizational strategy the paranoid-schizoid position.



The Depressive Position

Integration

Infant begins to see objects as whole, recognizing 

good and bad can exist in the same person

Anxiety

Fears losing the loved object and feels guilt over 

destructive impulses

Reparation

Attempts to repair damage done in fantasy to 

preserve the relationship

Resolution

Develops trust that the object will return after 

absence

Beginning around the fifth or sixth month, the infant develops a more realistic picture of the mother as an independent person who can be both good and bad. The 

maturing ego can now tolerate some of its own destructive feelings rather than projecting them outward. However, this integration brings new anxieties.

The infant realizes the mother might go away and be lost forever. Fearing this loss and feeling guilty about previous destructive impulses, the infant enters what Klein 

called the depressive position. This position is resolved when children fantasize making reparation for their transgressions and recognize that their mother will return after 

each departure.



Introjection as Defense

External Object

Mother's breast or other significant object

Psychic Process

Fantasy of taking object inside oneself

Internal Object

Becomes part of psychic structure

Protection

Guards against anxiety

By introjection, Klein meant that infants fantasize taking into their body the perceptions and experiences 

they have had with external objects, originally the mother's breast. This psychological mechanism serves 

as a fundamental defense against anxiety.

Ordinarily, the infant tries to introject good objects as protection. However, sometimes the infant 

introjects bad objects, such as the bad breast or bad penis, in an attempt to gain control over them. This 

process establishes the foundation for the internal world that will influence all future relationships.



Projection as Defense

Relief from anxiety

Expelling unwanted feelings provides psychological relief

Displacement of feelings

Attributing one's own impulses to others

Fantasy mechanism

Imagining internal contents exist outside oneself

Just as infants use introjection to take in objects, they use projection to get rid of them. Projection is the fantasy that one's own feelings and 

impulses actually reside in another person and not within one's body. This defense mechanism allows the infant to manage overwhelming or 

threatening internal experiences.

Children project both bad and good images onto external objects, especially their parents. By projecting destructive impulses outward, the infant 

protects itself from the anxiety these impulses would otherwise cause. However, this projection creates new fears, as the infant now perceives the 

external world as threatening.



Splitting as Defense

Definition and Purpose

Splitting is the psychic defense mechanism by which infants 

manage good and bad aspects of themselves and external 

objects by keeping incompatible impulses apart. This separation 

allows the infant to preserve the good object from 

contamination by the bad object, protecting the source of love 

and nurturing.

This mechanism emerges from the infant's limited cognitive 

capacity to integrate contradictory experiences and serves as a 

crucial survival strategy during early development.

Positive and Negative Effects

Klein recognized that splitting can have either positive or 

negative effects. When not extreme or rigid, it serves as a 

positive and useful mechanism not only for infants but also for 

adults. It enables people to see both positive and negative 

aspects of themselves, to evaluate their behavior as good or 

bad, and to differentiate between likable and unlikable 

acquaintances.

However, when splitting remains the dominant defense into 

adulthood, it can lead to black-and-white thinking and unstable 

relationships characterized by idealization and devaluation.



Projective Identification

Splitting Off Unacceptable Parts

The infant separates unwanted aspects of 

the self that cause anxiety or distress. 

These might include destructive impulses, 

unwanted feelings, or intolerable 

experiences that threaten the infant's 

sense of goodness.

Projecting Into Another Object

These split-off parts are then fantasized 

as existing within another person, 

typically the mother. The infant imagines 

that these disowned aspects now belong 

to the external object rather than to the 

self.

Reintrojecting in Changed Form

Finally, the infant reintrojects these 

projected elements, but now they return 

in a modified or distorted form that is 

more tolerable to the developing ego. 

This completes the cycle of projective 

identification.

Projective identification is a complex defense mechanism that goes beyond simple projection. It involves an ongoing relationship with 

the projected material, as the infant continues to identify with what has been projected outward. This mechanism forms the basis for 

many interpersonal dynamics in later life.



The Development of the Ego

Initial Organization

Klein believed that although the ego is mostly 

unorganized at birth, it is nevertheless strong enough to 

feel anxiety, use defense mechanisms, and form early 

object relations in both phantasy and reality.

Necessary Splitting

Before a unified ego can emerge, it must first become 

split. This splitting allows the infant to manage the 

opposing forces of life and death instincts, as reflected in 

experiences with the good breast and bad breast.

Drive Toward Integration

Klein assumed that infants innately strive for integration, 

working to bring together split aspects of experience into 

a cohesive whole as their cognitive and emotional 

capacities develop.

Mature Ego Formation

As development progresses successfully through the 

paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions, a more 

integrated and resilient ego emerges, capable of tolerating 

ambivalence and managing complex emotions.



Klein's View of the Superego

Early Emergence

Unlike Freud, who believed the 

superego develops around age 5 as a 

resolution of the Oedipus complex, 

Klein proposed that the superego 

begins forming in the first months of 

life through introjection of good and 

bad objects.

Pre-Oedipal Origins

Klein's superego is not an outgrowth 

of the Oedipus complex but precedes 

it. It develops from the infant's 

phantasies about parental figures and 

the internalization of perceived 

parental attitudes.

Harsh and Cruel Nature

The early Kleinian superego is much 

more harsh and cruel than Freud's 

version, reflecting the primitive and 

unmodulated nature of infant 

phantasies about parental punishment 

for aggressive impulses.

Klein's conception of the superego represents a significant departure from Freudian theory. This early, primitive superego is formed 

through the introjection of persecutory objects and can be terrifying to the infant. As development progresses through the depressive 

position, the superego gradually becomes more benign and realistic.



Klein's Oedipus Complex: Timing

1

Early Months

Klein believed the Oedipus complex 

begins during the earliest months of 

life, much earlier than Freud suggested. 

It overlaps with the oral and anal stages 

of development.

2

Ongoing Development

The complex continues to develop 

throughout early childhood, influenced 

by the infant's experiences with both 

parents and their internal objects.

3

Climax Around Age 3-4

The Oedipal complex reaches its climax 

during the genital stage at around age 3 

or 4, when the child has developed 

more integrated object relations.

Klein's radical reconceptualization of the Oedipus complex places it at the very beginning of life, rather than emerging around age 3-5 as 

Freud proposed. This early timing connects Oedipal dynamics directly to the infant's first experiences with partial objects and primitive 

anxieties.

She emphasized that a significant part of the Oedipus complex is children's fear of retaliation from their parent for their fantasy of 

emptying the parent's body. Klein stressed the importance of children retaining positive feelings toward both parents during these early 

Oedipal years.



The Female Oedipal Development

Breast Relationship

During the first months, a girl sees her mother's breast as both "good and bad," establishing her first object relationship.

Whole Mother

Around 6 months, she begins viewing the breast as more positive than negative and sees her whole mother as full of good things.

Reproductive Phantasies

She fantasizes that her father's penis feeds her mother with riches, including babies, developing a positive relationship to it.

Feminine Position

If development proceeds smoothly, she adopts a "feminine" position with positive relationships to both parents.

Under less ideal circumstances, the little girl will see her mother as a rival and will fantasize robbing her mother of her father's penis and stealing her 

mother's babies. This produces a paranoid fear that her mother will retaliate by injuring her body or taking away her babies—an anxiety that can only be 

alleviated when she later gives birth to a healthy baby.



The Male Oedipal Development

Breast Relationship

Like girls, boys initially see the mother's breast as 

both good and bad, establishing their first object 

relationship.

Feminine Position

During early Oedipal development, the boy shifts 

some oral desires from mother's breast to father's 

penis, adopting a passive homosexual attitude.

Heterosexual Relationship

He moves to a heterosexual relationship with his 

mother, but without castration anxiety due to 

previous positive feelings toward father.

Healthy Development

Klein believed this passive homosexual position is 

prerequisite for developing a healthy 

heterosexual relationship.

Klein's view of male Oedipal development differs significantly from Freud's. She proposed that boys must first pass through a "feminine position" in relation to their 

father before establishing a healthy heterosexual orientation. This early homosexual phase doesn't create pathology but is actually necessary for normal 

development.

Unlike in Freudian theory, the boy's fear of castration doesn't arise from competition with the father but from his own aggressive impulses projected onto parental 

figures.



Comparing Klein and Freud

Aspect Klein's View Freud's View

Critical Period First 4-6 months First 4-6 years

Primary Focus Mother-infant relationship Father-child relationship

Superego Formation Begins in first months Emerges around age 5

Oedipus Complex Begins in earliest months Emerges around age 3-5

Primary Motivation Human relatedness Sexual pleasure

Ego at Birth Partially organized Undeveloped

Klein's theory represents both an extension of and departure from Freudian psychoanalysis. 

While maintaining Freud's emphasis on unconscious processes and instinctual drives, Klein 

shifted focus to much earlier developmental periods and the primacy of the mother-infant 

relationship.

Her innovations expanded psychoanalytic theory to include the treatment of very young 

children and more severe psychological disturbances, opening new therapeutic possibilities.



Clinical Applications of Klein's Theory

Play Therapy

Klein pioneered the use of play therapy 

with children, interpreting their play as 

symbolic expression of unconscious 

phantasies. Through careful observation of 

children's interactions with toys, Klein 

accessed their internal object relations and 

defensive structures.

Transference Analysis

Kleinian therapy emphasizes analyzing the 

transference relationship as a manifestation 

of the patient's internal object relations. 

The therapist becomes the recipient of 

projective identifications that reveal the 

patient's unconscious phantasies and 

defensive patterns.

Treating Severe Disturbances

Klein's theoretical framework expanded 

psychoanalytic treatment to include more 

severely disturbed patients. By 

understanding primitive anxieties and 

defense mechanisms, Kleinian analysts can 

work with psychotic and borderline 

conditions previously considered 

untreatable.



Contemporary Relevance of Klein's Theory

Klein's object relations theory continues to influence contemporary psychoanalysis, developmental psychology, and clinical practice. 

Modern infant research has validated many of her observations about early psychological development, while neuroscience has begun to 

identify the neurological correlates of attachment patterns she described.

Her emphasis on the importance of early relationships has informed attachment theory, interpersonal psychotherapy, and family systems 

approaches. Contemporary Kleinian analysts continue to refine and extend her theoretical framework, applying it to a wide range of 

psychological conditions and developmental challenges.



Key Takeaways from Klein's Object Relations Theory

4-6
Critical Months

The first 4-6 months of life establish 

fundamental patterns for all future 

relationships and psychological development.

2
Key Positions

The paranoid-schizoid and depressive 

positions represent crucial developmental 

organizations that persist throughout life.

4
Defense Mechanisms

Introjection, projection, splitting, and 

projective identification protect the 

developing ego from overwhelming anxiety.

Melanie Klein's revolutionary theory emphasized the richness and complexity of infant mental life, challenging previous assumptions about 

early development. By focusing on the first months of life and the mother-infant relationship, she created a framework for understanding how 

our earliest experiences shape our psychological structures and interpersonal patterns.

Her work expanded the scope of psychoanalytic treatment and provided insights into primitive anxieties and defenses that continue to 

influence us throughout life. The Kleinian legacy lives on in contemporary object relations approaches and attachment-focused therapies.



Object Relations Theory: The 
Evolution of Self
Object relations theory explores how our earliest relationships shape our 

sense of self and future interactions. Originating with Melanie Klein and 

expanded by theorists like Margaret Mahler, Heinz Kohut, John Bowlby, and 

Mary Ainsworth, this framework examines the psychological development 

that occurs as infants form attachments to caregivers.

This presentation traces the evolution of object relations theory, examines its 

clinical applications, reviews related research, and evaluates its strengths and 

limitations as a framework for understanding human personality 

development.



Margaret Mahler: The Psychological Birth

1Normal Autism (Birth to 4 weeks)

Newborn infants satisfy needs within the protective orbit of 

maternal care, with limited awareness of external reality.
2 Normal Symbiosis (4 weeks to 5 months)

Infants recognize their primary caregiver and develop a symbiotic 

relationship, functioning "as though he and his mother were an 

omnipotent system—a dual unity within one common boundary."3Separation-Individuation (5 to 36 months)

Children gradually separate psychologically from their mothers, 

develop a sense of individuation, and begin forming personal 

identity.



Mahler's Theory: The Journey 
to Selfhood

Security in Dependency

Mahler observed that infants begin life in a state of complete dependency, 

gradually becoming aware of their caregivers as separate beings who fulfill 

their needs.

Symbiotic Attachment

As awareness grows, infants develop a symbiotic relationship with 

caregivers, experiencing themselves as part of a dual unity rather than 

as separate individuals.

Psychological Separation

The critical process of separation-individuation occurs as children 

surrender security for autonomy, gradually developing a distinct 

sense of self while maintaining emotional connection.



Heinz Kohut: The Evolution of 
Self

Selfobject Relationships

Kohut emphasized how caregivers 

function as "selfobjects" who treat 

infants as if they already possess a 

sense of self, thereby helping to 

create that very sense of identity.

Psychological Needs

Beyond physical care, Kohut 

recognized that infants require 

caregivers to satisfy basic 

psychological needs that are 

essential for healthy development.

Self Development

Through these interactions, the self evolves from a vague, undifferentiated 

image to a clear and precise sense of individual identity over time.



John Bowlby: Attachment Theory Foundations

Secure Attachment

The foundation for healthy development

Evolutionary Perspective

Attachment as survival mechanism

Mother-Child Bond

Primary relationship shapes future connections

John Bowlby integrated object relations theory with evolutionary perspectives, creating attachment theory. Born in London and trained in 

psychiatry under Melanie Klein, Bowlby became dissatisfied with traditional object relations theory due to its inadequate theory of motivation 

and lack of empiricism.

By incorporating ethology and evolutionary theory, Bowlby established attachment as a biological drive essential for survival. His work 

emphasized how early attachment patterns create internal working models that guide relationships throughout life.



Bowlby's Separation Anxiety 
Stages

Protest

When caregivers first leave, infants cry, resist soothing by 

others, and actively search for their caregiver.

Despair

As separation continues, infants become quiet, sad, passive, 

listless, and apathetic.

Detachment

Unique to humans, infants become emotionally detached from 

others, including their caregiver, and may avoid them upon 

return.



Mary Ainsworth: The Strange Situation

Initial Contact

Mother and infant alone in playroom

Stranger Entry

Stranger enters and interacts with 

infant

Separation

Mother leaves room briefly

Reunion

Mother returns; infant's reaction is 

observed

Mary Ainsworth developed the Strange Situation, a 20-minute laboratory procedure to measure attachment styles between 

caregivers and infants. The critical behavior observed is how the infant reacts when the mother returns after brief separations, which 

forms the basis for identifying four distinct attachment styles.



Attachment Styles Identified by Ainsworth

Secure Attachment

Infants show distress when mother leaves but are easily comforted upon her return. They use the 

mother as a secure base for exploration and maintain a healthy balance between independence and 

connection.

Avoidant/Dismissive Attachment

Infants show little distress when mother leaves and actively avoid or ignore her upon return. They 

appear independent but are actually suppressing attachment needs and emotions.

Anxious-Ambivalent/Resistant Attachment

Infants become extremely distressed when mother leaves and show ambivalent behavior upon her 

return—seeking contact while simultaneously resisting it through crying or tantrums.

Disorganized Attachment

Infants display contradictory, confused behaviors without a coherent strategy for managing 

separation anxiety, often freezing, displaying fear, or exhibiting contradictory behaviors.



Kleinian Psychotherapy Approach

Reduce Anxieties

Therapy aims to reduce 

depressive anxieties and 

persecutory fears that 

originate in early 

development.

Mitigate Harsh Objects

Treatment works to soften 

the harshness of internalized 

objects that cause 

psychological distress.

Reexperience 
Emotions

Patients are encouraged to 

reexperience early emotions 

and fantasies within the 

therapeutic relationship.

Reality Testing

Therapists help distinguish 

between fantasy and reality, 

conscious and unconscious 

processes.



Childhood Trauma and Adult Object Relations

Traumatic Experience

Early relational trauma disrupts normal development

Internalized Models

Negative experiences become templates for relationships

Relational Healing

New relationships can transform internal representations

Object relations theory presumes that the quality of young children's relationships with caregivers becomes internalized as a model for later 

interpersonal relations. Research confirms that childhood trauma and abuse significantly impact adult object relational functioning and can 

predict pathological outcomes.

Researchers emphasize that "trauma survivors have had personal relationships as a cause of their pain. Thus, it is crucial for clinicians working 

with survivors of abuse to target presenting symptoms of psychopathology through a relational perspective" (Bedi, Muller, & Thornback, 2012).



Attachment Theory in Adult Romantic Relationships

Since the 1980s, researchers have systematically examined attachment relationships in adults, particularly in romantic partnerships. Cindy 

Hazan and Phil Shaver (1987) conducted a classic study predicting that early attachment styles would influence the quality and stability of 

adult love relationships.

Their research confirmed that people with secure early attachments experienced more trust, closeness, and positive emotions in adult 

relationships compared to those with insecure attachment styles. These findings have revolutionized our understanding of how childhood 

experiences shape adult romantic dynamics.



Information Seeking in Romantic Relationships

Secure Attachment

Individuals with secure attachment 

comfortably seek information about 

their partner's feelings, dreams, and 

inner world. They balance curiosity with 

respect for boundaries.

These individuals typically maintain 

healthy communication patterns and are 

neither overly anxious about nor 

avoidant of emotional intimacy.

Anxious Attachment

Those with anxious attachment styles 

express a strong desire to gain more 

information about their romantic 

partners. They may seek excessive 

reassurance and details about their 

partner's feelings and activities.

This information-seeking behavior is 

often driven by fear of abandonment 

and relationship insecurity.

Avoidant Attachment

Avoidant individuals typically avoid 

seeking information about their 

partner's intimate feelings and dreams. 

They maintain emotional distance by 

limiting knowledge of their partner's 

inner world.

This pattern reflects discomfort with 

emotional intimacy and fear of 

becoming too dependent on others.



Attachment in Leadership Relationships

Unit Cohesion Soldier Well-being Perceived Leadership

Attachment theory extends beyond parental and romantic relationships to leader-follower dynamics. Research by Rivka Davidovitz and colleagues (2007) examined 

military officers and their soldiers, finding that officers' attachment styles significantly impacted unit cohesion, soldier well-being, and perceived leadership effectiveness.

The theory suggests that leaders function as caregivers who provide security similar to parents. Securely attached leaders create psychologically safe environments where 

followers can thrive, while insecurely attached leaders may struggle to build trust and cohesion.



Strengths of Object Relations 
Theory

Infant Development Focus

The theory excels at organizing information about infant behavior and development, 

providing valuable insights into early psychological processes.

Identity Formation

More than most personality theories, object relations theory explains how humans 

gradually acquire a sense of identity through relationships.

Clinical Application

The theory provides useful guidance for practitioners working with patients who 

have relational difficulties or personality disorders.

Internal Consistency

Each theorist's framework maintains a high level of internal consistency, creating 

coherent explanatory systems.



Limitations of Object Relations Theory

Falsification Challenges

Like Freud's psychoanalytic theory, object relations theory suffers from problems with 

falsification. Most tenets describe internal psychic processes that cannot be directly observed or 

tested.

Limited Testable Hypotheses

The theory generates few testable hypotheses, making scientific validation difficult. Attachment 

theory fares somewhat better on this criterion by producing more empirically testable 

predictions.

Theoretical Disagreements

Despite placing primary importance on human relationships, the different theorists disagree 

significantly among themselves, creating theoretical inconsistencies across the field.

Lack of Parsimony

Particularly in Klein's work, the theory uses needlessly complex phrases and concepts, violating 

the principle of parsimony that values simpler explanations.



Concept of Humanity: Determinism vs. 
Free Choice

High
Determinism

Object relations theorists view personality as 

primarily determined by early mother-child 

relationships

Low
Free Choice

Limited emphasis on individual agency or free will 

in personality development

High
Unconscious Influence

Strong emphasis on unconscious determinants 

formed in preverbal stages

Object relations theorists generally see human personality as a product of early mother-child 

relationships. Because they emphasize these early experiences as crucial to later development, they rate 

high on determinism and low on free choice. The theory suggests that many personal traits and attitudes 

develop at a preverbal level, leaving people unaware of their complete nature and origins.



Concept of Humanity: Optimism vs. Pessimism

Potential for Optimism

When early mother-infant relationships 

are healthy and secure, object relations 

theory suggests optimistic outcomes for 

personality development and future 

relationships.

Potential for Pessimism

When early relationships are disrupted or 

traumatic, the theory suggests more 

pessimistic outcomes with lasting 

negative impacts on personality and 

relationships.

Therapeutic Potential

The theory acknowledges that 

therapeutic relationships can help heal 

early wounds, offering a path toward 

more secure attachment and healthier 

functioning.



Concept of Humanity: Causality vs. Teleology

Causal Emphasis

Object relations theory tends to be more 

causal, focusing on how past experiences 

shape current functioning rather than 

future goals.

Unconscious Determinants

The theory rates high on unconscious 

determinants of behavior, tracing 

personality to preverbal infancy 

experiences.
2

Social Influences

Unlike Freud's biological emphasis, object 

relations theory leans toward social 

determinants through interpersonal 

experiences.

Universal Patterns

The theory tends toward similarities in 

human development rather than 

emphasizing uniqueness.

4



Klein's Shift from Biology to Relationships

Freud's Emphasis Klein's Shift

Biologically based infantile stages Interpersonal relationship focus

Libidinal drives as primary Object relations as primary

Internal conflicts between id, ego, superego Internal relationships between self and objects

Oedipus complex as central Early mother-infant relationship as central

Melanie Klein made a significant theoretical shift by moving from Freud's biologically based infantile stages to an interpersonal 

framework. This transition emphasized the environmental experiences of intimacy and nurturing that infants receive from their

mothers.

By focusing on the quality of early relationships rather than biological drives, Klein and other object relations theorists lean more 

toward social determinants of personality. This perspective recognizes how the internalization of early relationships shapes 

psychological development and future interpersonal patterns.



The Legacy of Object Relations Theory

4
Major Theorists

Klein, Mahler, Kohut, and Bowlby each contributed unique perspectives

3
Developmental Stages

Mahler's framework of autism, symbiosis, and separation-individuation

4
Attachment Styles

Secure, avoidant, anxious-ambivalent, and disorganized patterns

70+
Years of Influence

Continuing impact on developmental psychology and psychotherapy

Object relations theory has profoundly influenced our understanding of human development, psychopathology, and therapeutic approaches. By emphasizing the critical importance of early relationships 

in shaping personality, these theorists created a framework that continues to guide clinical practice and research.

The integration of object relations with attachment theory has proven particularly fruitful, generating extensive empirical research and practical applications across multiple relationship contexts—from 

parenting to romantic partnerships to leadership dynamics.
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