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ANAL-EXPULSIVE PHASE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychoanalysis, Developmental Psychology

1. Core Definition

The Anal-Expulsive Phase is a crucial, though temporary, sub-stage within the broader Anal Stage

of psychosexual development, as theorized by Sigmund Freud. This phase typically spans the

period following the Oral Stage, generally coinciding with the second year of life (approximately 18

months to 3 years), a period marked by the onset of toilet training and the child's increasing

awareness of bowel control. In strict psychoanalytic principles, the Anal-Expulsive Phase is

characterized by the child deriving primary libidinal pleasure, or enjoyment, from the act of voiding

bodily waste, specifically feces. This stands in direct contrast to the subsequent Anal-Retentive

Phase, where pleasure is derived from holding or retaining waste. The expulsive act is seen as an

early attempt at mastery and control over a bodily function, and simultaneously, an expression of

rebellion or aggression toward parental demands for cleanliness and regulation.

During this phase, the erogenous zone shifts from the mouth to the anus, and the child's

psychological focus becomes centralized on the functions of elimination. The act of expulsion is

understood not merely as a biological necessity but as an opportunity for the child to exert their will

and agency within the external world. The child perceives their feces as a valuable possession or

an extension of the self, and the decision to release it (or "gift" it) or to withhold it becomes the core

psychic conflict. In the expulsive mode, the child experiences a powerful sense of release and

satisfaction, often correlating this physical discharge with an emotional discharge, thus linking the

act to early expressions of emotional freedom and eventual destructive or aggressive tendencies,

which Freud termed the "sadist intuition."

2. Context: The Anal Stage

The Anal Stage (18 months to 3 years) represents the second of the five primary stages in Freud's

model of psychosexual development, following the Oral Stage and preceding the Phallic Stage.

The fundamental psychological task of the Anal Stage is the achievement of autonomy and the

navigation of control conflicts, primarily stemming from the requirements of toilet training imposed

by parents and society. The phase is a battleground between the child's id impulses (to eliminate

immediately and experience pleasure) and the nascent ego and superego pressures (to delay

gratification and conform to social norms). It is during this period that the child first grapples

seriously with external authority and the concept of delayed gratification, setting the stage for future

interactions with discipline and order.

The division of the Anal Stage into two distinct sub-phases--Anal-Expulsive and Anal-Retentive--is

essential for understanding the divergent paths of fixation that can occur. These two phases
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represent opposite psychological responses to the core conflict of control. The expulsive phase

emphasizes the destructive, messy, and disorganized potential inherent in the impulse, viewing

elimination as an act of defiance, aggression, or even destruction directed at the perceived

demands of the external world. The retention phase, conversely, emphasizes control, order, and

parsimony. The quality and nature of the child's experiences during these sub-phases determine

the specific characteristics that may surface later in adult life should a neurosis or fixation develop.

3. Mechanisms of Expulsion and Pleasure

The pleasure derived during the anal-expulsive phase is complex, involving both physical

gratification and nascent psychological sadism. Physically, the act of voiding provides relief from

internal pressure and tension, registering as a powerful positive reinforcement. Psychologically,

however, the meaning of the feces changes. It is often treated by the child as an object of great

personal value, and the decision to expel it can be interpreted as either a generous gift offered to

the parent or, more commonly in the expulsive phase, an act of defiance or aggression. The child

learns that by expelling waste at inappropriate times or in inappropriate locations, they can

effectively challenge parental authority, interrupt routines, and elicit strong emotional reactions

from caregivers.

This early testing of power is correlated with the development of the "sadistic intuition," where

pleasure is attained through the deterioration or destruction of the item (the feces) and the

corresponding frustration of the object (the parent demanding cleanliness). The expulsive child

learns that their body functions are powerful tools capable of disrupting the adult world, laying the

foundation for an adult character structure that struggles with impulse control, aggression, and a

tendency toward disorganized self-expression. The primary function of the expulsive act, therefore,

is not merely biological release but psychological assertion against an environment attempting to

impose strict rules and order onto the child's natural impulses.

4. Fixation and the Anal-Expulsive Character

Psychoanalytic theory posits that if a child experiences significant trauma, excessive frustration, or,

conversely, overindulgence during the anal-expulsive phase, a psychological fixation may occur.

This fixation arrests a portion of the libidinal energy at this stage of development, leading to the

manifestation of specific personality traits in adulthood, collectively known as the anal-expulsive

character. These traits are direct, often exaggerated, reflections of the central conflict and

behaviors of the expulsive stage. They represent the adult continuation of the childhood struggle

against control and the desire for uninhibited self-expression.

The individual fixated in the expulsive phase tends to be characterized by a profound lack of self-

control, mirroring the child's inability or unwillingness to control their bowel movements. Adult
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characteristics frequently include messiness, disorganization, recklessness, and a general

disregard for order and routine. Emotionally, these individuals may be prone to volatile emotional

outbursts, aggression, and hostility, stemming from the primitive sadistic impulses associated with

the phase. They often exhibit rebellious behavior, actively seeking to destroy, waste, or undermine

established structures, continuing the childhood battle of defiance against external regulation.

5. Parental Influence and Toilet Training

The manner in which parents approach toilet training is considered the most significant

environmental factor determining whether a child resolves the Anal Stage healthily or develops an

expulsive fixation. The anal-expulsive fixation is often rooted in training environments that are

perceived by the child as excessively permissive, erratic, or neglectful, or conversely, overly

demanding and punitive, leading to aggressive defiance. If parents are overly lenient and fail to

provide clear boundaries, the child may internalize the idea that impulsive elimination and defiance

are acceptable modes of interaction, reinforcing the expulsive tendency.

Alternatively, if parents employ harsh, critical, or shaming methods during toilet training, the child

may utilize the expulsive act as a passive-aggressive weapon against the caregiver. By creating

messes, the child enacts a powerful form of resistance and revenge, an early form of hostile

communication. In either scenario--permissiveness or punishing severity--the child fails to integrate

the necessary self-discipline and social cooperation required to transition successfully out of this

phase. The resolution of the Anal Stage requires a balance where the child willingly foregoes

immediate pleasure for social acceptance and internalizes control without feeling excessively

suppressed or shamed.

6. Contrast with Anal-Retentive Phase

To fully grasp the dynamics of the Anal-Expulsive Phase, it must be contrasted with its counterpart,

the Anal-Retentive Phase. Both sub-phases occur during the Anal Stage, but they manifest

opposite behavioral patterns and lead to diametrically opposed adult character traits. The Anal-

Retentive Phase is defined by the child's pleasure in withholding feces, using retention as a

method of control, possession, and resistance. The psychological impulse is to be orderly, clean,

and rigid, fearing the loss of control inherent in expulsion.

In adulthood, fixation at the retentive phase leads to the classic anal triad: parsimony (hoarding or

stinginess), orderliness (rigidity, excessive cleanliness, and compulsive habits), and obstinacy

(stubbornness and passive resistance). Conversely, the anal-expulsive fixation leads to traits

antithetical to this triad: extravagance, disorder, and defiance. While both types of fixation revolve

around the core theme of control established during the Anal Stage, the expulsive character reacts

by externalizing and rejecting control, whereas the retentive character reacts by internalizing and
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over-controlling.

7. Criticisms and Modern Perspective

Like many aspects of Freudian psychosexual theory, the concept of the Anal-Expulsive Phase is

primarily historical and theoretical within modern psychology. Its primary criticism revolves around

the lack of robust empirical evidence. Critics argue that Freud's reliance on retrospective analysis

of adult neuroses makes the developmental stages difficult, if not impossible, to verify scientifically.

Furthermore, the theory is often critiqued for its cultural specificity, as the intense focus and

associated conflicts surrounding toilet training are heavily dependent on Western cultural norms

established in the early 20th century; cross-cultural studies often fail to support the universal

applicability of these developmental conflicts.

Despite these limitations, the theoretical framework of the Anal Stage, including the expulsive

phase, retains significance in depth psychology. It successfully highlighted the critical importance

of early childhood experiences concerning autonomy, control, and aggression. Modern

developmental psychology, while rejecting the strict libidinal focus, acknowledges the 18-to-36-

month period as crucial for establishing self-regulation and independence (Erikson's Autonomy vs.

Shame and Doubt), providing a more empirically supported framework for the conflicts Freud

identified.
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