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The Dynamics of Mirror Reactions and their impact  on the  Analytic Group.

Miriam Berger.

Introduction.

The mirror is an ancient symbol that serves as a metaphor for a person’s perception of himself, his relationship with others and with reality in general. It is related to the central place we allocate to the human face and to the eyes with their significance (Eigen 1981). The mirror represents the complexity of otherness with its emotional and social implications.  It stands at the crossroad of subjective and objective perceptions of man about himself.

The mirror is mentioned often in a cultural context, in mythology, in literature, in folklore, and in psychoanalytic theories. It is laden with associations that have meaningful implications for the analytic group. The Book of Genesis teaches us right from the start that there is a significant connection between seeing and knowing when the serpent tempts Eve to disobey God’s prohibition of eating from the fruit of The Tree of Knowledge.

“For God knows that on the day you eat from it, your eyes will be open and you will be like God knowing good and evil and the woman saw that the tree was good for eating and tempting to the eyes and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise and she took from its fruit and ate and also she gave it to her husband and he ate: and both their eyes were opened and they knew they were naked and they sewed fig leaves and made themselves girdles.” (Genesis 3:5-7).

Eating of the forbidden fruit opened the eyes of Adam and Eve. From then on, they had lost the innocence of ignorance. They felt shame that they had not experienced and identified beforehand, and they hastened to cover their nakedness with fig leaves. This biblical short passage encompasses the dramatic essence of the complex relationship between seeing oneself from within, understanding that others see him from the outside, and the impact that this realization has on ones behavior. As I said before, it points to a “biblical” connection between seeing and knowing.

In other words: what we see changes what we know - and vice versa. By the same token, we know only what we are allowed to see -and vice versa. I suggest that this primal “opening of eyes” represent a meaningful developmental achievement in the process of formulating one’s personal identity. Namely, the individual becomes aware that he has an internal world of his own, which is interrelated with others that have their own internal worlds. Those other worlds are similar, but not identical with his own. Thus, the person embarks on a continuous process of negotiating his boundaries as a subject among other subjects. 

The issue of the other as a mirror and its impact on one’s self- perception and functioning has accompanied me throughout the process of my training as a group analyst, both personally and professionally.  My fellow members in the therapy group saw me for what I was in a way I would not have been able to know without this experience.  Foulkes’ notion about a “mirror reaction” has since become a valuable additional perspective for thinking about the dynamics of the therapeutic group. Writing my final paper on this concept provides me with an opportunity to learn more about its various facets and their implications.

Mirrors and mirroring, general remarks.  

While preparing the theoretical material for this paper, I found many interesting ideas about mirroring in group analytic literature, which I will refer to further on. Nevertheless, I would like to start with the notions of Lichtenberg (1989) a psychoanalyst, who did not relate to groups at all: he explored infants, mothers, and human motivation from an individual perspective. Lichtenberg (1985) maintains that the word “mirror” comes from “mirare” to wonder. A surface that reflects light and shows us our own image, has always aroused man’s wonder, and never ceased to enchant us. The root of “mirror” also contains “miracle” and “mirage”: thus we find in it not only something miraculous, but also magical and illusory.

In his opinion our enchantment with this phenomenon, has its roots in the human longing to know the unknown. It represents two “unknowns” that are emotionally charged for us:

1. Man cannot see his own face. 

2.  He cannot see the unconscious of the other upon whom he depends for his welfare and safety. 

Lichtenberg believes that the discernment of facial expressions is an essential guide that informs a person about his situation (within and without). It provides him with a “map” for emotional orientation, and hence, is crucial for self-knowledge. Since a person cannot read his own face, he must learn to recognize the “emotional map” of the other, in order to find his way in his own life. Thus, the ancient dictum “Know thyself” acquires a significant turn that has at least two facets: 1. “Know the Other” 2. Know the emotional make up of the Other (i.e. become acquainted with his feelings).  It appears that cognitive abilities and emotional intelligence are quite dependent on each other.

 “Since observing facial response is a principal map for reading emotion, no human can read his own emotional map.”  (p.205). 

For Lichtenberg (1985, 1989), mirroring represents the longing of man to penetrate the secret recesses of the mind and soul; one’s own and the other’s and to bridge the abyss of the impossibility of knowing the other - by way of mirroring and exchange. This is a poignant formulation about the reality of mutual dependence between people. It expresses his faith that people need each other and develop through a continuous process of mutual responsiveness and an active involvement with each other (As between the infant and his environment). In this manner people construct their subjective world and define their personal identities. Despite the fact that Lichtenberg is a developmentalist whose psychoanalytic thinking is embedded in a culture that believes in the primacy of the individual, his ideas provide us with a sound base from which one can start thinking about mirroring processes. The perspective of infant observation studies adds depth to the group analytic belief that our lives are interwoven with those of others, and that there is no existence outside the context of social relationships.  It appears to me that Foulkes would have appreciated the following statement by Lichtenberg (1989): 

 “I regard the mirroring, alter ego, and the idealizing transference, and the experiences beginning in infancy and continuing throughout life from which they are transformed, to be the nuclear model scenes of the attachment and affiliative motivational system”. (p.266).

Lichtenberg maintains that one of the central motivations of man is his need to belong and to be connected to others. Often his texts sound as if they were written especially for Group Analysis.

The Group Analytic approach contends that the group framework promotes the development of the ability to “read” a complex emotional roadmap and to use it to find our way both personally socially. The eyes of others in the group, participants and conductor alike, the different perspectives that interchange continuously, are the emotional “training map” upon which the individual may construct his world. (Foulkes’ “ego training in action” comes to mind). Mirroring is one of the main phenomena that allow this developmental process to take place from infancy.  Thus, we can see the structure of the analytic group as derived from the understanding that mans basic needs are dependent on a continuous exchange with others. 

Pines (1998) reviews the metaphor of the mirror quite exhaustively. He claims that it represents the mind in culture, literature and philosophy. He cites a long list of references wherein the mirror holds a central role: from the myth of Narcissus to “Alice through the Looking Glass”. 

Pines contends that often the mirrored image is perceived in myth as a means of magical control; especially when an encounter with natural forces, powerful and threatening in their incomprehensibility, is involved. He doesn’t mention the Wise Men of Chelem, but those of us who were raised on these tales, know that they too, thought a mirror had magical powers, and so, they decided to trap the moon with its help. They placed a barrel full of rainwater in the courtyard of their synagogue on a night when the moon was full. They actually did succeed in trapping the moon’s image, but alas, on the following day, it had begun to shrink, and finally after several days, the moon slipped away and its image disappeared from their barrel.

This story can serve as an example of the illusion inherent in the mirror.

Foulkes (1948, 1957) viewed the “mirror reaction” as a central group-specific therapeutic factor.

Despite the importance that Foulkes attributed to the mirror reaction and its therapeutic potential in the group, he wrote relatively little on the subject. Most of the ideas that enrich our thinking on this process and its dynamic implications are elaborated by his followers, particularly Pines. Further on I will summarize some of the group analytic writing about mirroring. In addition I will present ideas derived from the body of psychoanalytic literature that seems relevant to our understanding of this subject.

Before defining the concept of the mirror reaction as Foulkes described it, I would like to tell a story I once heard from Ilan Golani, an ethologist from Tel Aviv University, that came back to my mind while preparing this paper.  It occurred to me that although the characters in it are pelicans, it may be presented as a “clinical” example and helps us explore some of the facets inherent in the idea of mirroring with a fresh look.

The Pelicans of the Zoological Gardens; A story. 

Once upon a time, in the zoological gardens in Abu - Kabir, the place where Tel Aviv University began its life, there lived, together, in a cage, several pelicans. (Actually it was a fenced area in the yard, rather than a cage).

The zoologists who built this cage, meant to observe the behavioral patterns of these large birds; they brought together a heterogeneous group of pelicans, males and females, and expected them to begin courting, mating, laying eggs, hatching them and finally raising a new generation of young pelicans that would bring pride to Tel Aviv University. Several hatching seasons passed, but none of these expected events occurred. 

In face of this hardship, they got together to explore the situation and consider possible solutions. They thought about the difficulties of the pelicans; what could be inhibiting them? What was keeping them from going ahead with their natural plans for procreation? Finally, they came up with the following strange idea: to order a huge mirror and put it in their cage. Thus, a large mirror was brought to the yard and placed along the length of the fence in the cage, facing the pelicans. Indeed, the holy task was fulfilled; The pelicans looked in the mirror, saw that their number had doubled, and strengthened by a massive group, they got down to the business of courtship.  They found mates, laid eggs, and in that very same spring sat upon them together, letting the natural life cycle take its course. Since then, the zoological gardens have been moved to the campus of Tel Aviv University. The pelicans moved also, together with their mirror. There, they continue to live happily unto this very day. 

This story has a psychoanalytically “developmental” ending. Today the pelicans hatch their eggs several times a year, even without the help of the mirror. If, for instance, we were to examine this story through Kohut’s eyes, we might contend that the pelicans felt the empathy of the workers in the garden, and “internalized” their responsiveness to their basic needs. Over time, a positive narcissistic core crystallized inside them and enabled them to enjoy each other, without external assistance. 

This explanation (about the nature of the needs the pelicans may have) is based on observations of German ethologists, especially Konrad Lorenz. Birds are tribal animals. They live in flocks and groups. Observations show that a flock of birds tends to imitate an individual bird that initiates a certain behavior: any move that one of them starts is immediately followed by the whole group if one bird begins to preen its feathers – all the birds around join in and preen their feathers, too. If one begins to peck and eat – the others do the same. If one takes off to change position – a movement begins in the whole flock, and so forth. It seems they have an inborn mechanism for contagious social moods. This phenomenon has been coined as  “socialshteimung”  (social mood in German).

Ethologists hypothesized that this phenomenon may have some survival value for the birds. The flock of pelicans hatches their eggs and sits on them together. This is called “communal raising of offspring”. The synchronization of the hatching of the nestlings seems to have some advantage against predators. A flock of pelicans may band together for common protection of the simultaneously hatching offspring. As it turns out, this natural course of procreation is activated only if the group includes enough birds in it. In other words, certain hormonal mechanisms are activated, and in turn, generate courting and mating behaviors, only when a “critical mass” birds, (an ethological term), accumulates in the flock.   Pelicans will procreate, only on condition that their group contains an appropriate number of individuals (not necessarily their own doubles.)

In general, we may formulate a psychobiological hypothesis of avian dynamics: the “creativity” of the pelicans is released and realized, provided that they are maintained in an appropriate socio/biological context. Doubling the size of the group enabled the pelicans to undergo a developmental transformation and to utilize their natural potential for procreation. 

Pelicans, upon viewing their reflection in the mirror, believe they are meeting an “other”: they need this “other” to be of their kind and similar to themselves, but not identical to them.

One may speculate that this belief of the pelicans contained a paradox that is implicit in the relationship between self and other: an other, who, while being similar to oneself is not identical to him. Only through this combination of similar/ separate/ different, an individual can be defined as an “other” and positioned in reality outside oneself. 

I have used this story with the hope it demonstrates the value of the group and its power to generate creative processes in the individual. As with the pelicans, it takes a group with a minimum number of participants for certain essential bio/social mechanisms to unfold. This principle applies to animals and to humans as well; Humans who, according to Foulkes are “tribal animals” just like birds; thus, the personal is closely intertwined with the social, and vice versa. 

Dalal (1998) who is adamant about “taking the group seriously” uses Elias’ conceptualizations to strengthen the arguments for a radical group analytic perspective that believes in the basic interdependence of individuals with their society. He states that “All through his work Elias is explicitly and implicitly arguing against philosophies that give the impression that every human being is by nature fitted for living alone as an isolated individual.” (p. 111). 

Foulkes, who was influenced by Elias’ ideas, believed that the group was the backdrop against which the individual delineates his personal boundaries, develops his creativity and unique idiom. He thought that the individual is part of a common fabric, and that his uniqueness has meaning only within the tapestry of social relationships.

By the same token, we can claim that the pelicans live within an essentially psychobiological “matrix”; it is possible that both birds and humans exist in systems of continuous mutual resonance and mirroring with each other. Apparently the hormonal generative system of tribal birds, (and for that matter, human creativity as well), depends on accumulating a “critical mass” in their group; namely, adequate functioning along with the ability to realize one’s innate potential depends on the size of the group.  In any event, I would like to think that with a bit of imagination, the story of the pelicans can be taken as a fable about the therapeutic power of mirror reactions. It seems that we may have a close interconnection, not only with human society, but also with the biological makeup we are part of.  The idea that there is a socio/biological basis that accounts for human functioning in groups has some hold in recent studies in neurology and biology.

Foulkes’ mirror reaction.

Foulkes (1948, 1957, 1964) claims that the “mirror reaction” is a therapeutic factor specific to groups, and enumerates it as one of the four most important therapeutic factors that Group Analytic therapy offers its participant. He perceives the group as a “hall of mirrors”.

According to him the notion of the “mirror reaction” consists of a series of reactions that are aroused within the individual in the group in response to the behaviors and evocations of others. This definition encompasses a complex of therapeutic factors in a group (such as identification, reflections, projection and internalization).

Foulks (1964) says: “ A person sees himself, or part of himself - often a repressed part of himself - reflected in the interactions of other group members. He sees them reacting in the way he does himself, or in contrast to his own behavior…. He also gets to know himself- and this is a fundamental process in ego development- by the effect he has upon others and the picture they form of him.” (p.110). 
In other words, a person gets to know himself both through the recognition of the influence he has on others, and through their perception of himself.

“The patient’s realization that other people have similar morbid ideas, anxieties or impulses, acts as a potent therapeutic agent, in particular relieving anxiety and guilt.”  (p. 33).

Further on, he states that, “A good deal of the therapeutic effect, … is brought about in the position of projection. Apart from counteracting narcissism, forces of identification and contrast are at work here. This whole set of factors we feel inclined to distinguish by giving them a special name, for which we propose “mirror reaction”. (p. 34)

Foulkes believes that the mirror reaction in the group is simply a recapitulation of a universal developmental process of differentiation of the self from the not self. 

Foulkes (1957) claims that:

“Mirror reactions help in the differentiation of self from not-self. The reflection of the self from the outside world lead to a greater self consciousness, so that the infant Narcissus eventually learns to distinguish his own image from that of the other images, the mirror reactions are, therefore, essential mechanisms in the resolution of this primary narcissism”. These help “…to counteract this morbid self reference. By sympathizing and understanding, by identifying with, and imitating, by externalizing what is inside and internalizing what is outside, the individual activates within himself the deep social responses that lead to his definition, in the first place, as a social being. ” (p.198 -199).

Here, Foulkes is speaking as a devout Fruedian: He views narcissism as an infantile mechanism that must be relinquished in the growing process, in order to avoid neurotic pathology.  Thus, the mirror reaction helps the individual overcome narcissistic self-investment (not to say self-indulgence).  Foulkes suggests that the group builds a bridge that connects the individual to external reality; so he can come out of himself and relinquish his infantile narcissism. 

Foulkes saw Freud as a major influence upon his development since he began reading his work in 1919. It is therefore interesting to note that his clinical work takes place in a very different setting from Freud’s analytic couch: the members of an analytic group sit face-to-face with each other and the conductor is an inseparable part of the circle. This structure is an integral part of the ideas that shaped Foulkes’ work and his ideas. We know that Freud did not like to be looked at by his patients; He had them lying on a couch and placed his chair behind them. His rationale was that by so doing he freed his patients from the “tyranny and distortion” of external relatedness, and assisted them in turning their gaze inward, thus directing their attention to the “real” arena, where things truly matter, namely, their personal unconscious. For Freud, sitting face to face with his patients was basically a distraction: it might even strengthen defenses against the truth and serve as a route to avoid dealing with internal impulses stemming from the depth of ones id. 

Plant (2003) cites Foulkes’ saying that illustrates his attention to visible details: Foulkes describes the characteristics of the circle of chairs that is part of the setting of the analytic group and explains its underlying rationale:

“… This (circle) leaves nothing to hide behind, so that members of the circle are exposing those expressive and revealing parts – the face, the hands, the feet – which “talk” their body language even during silent periods of the session. The therapist is one of the circle and equally vulnerable to the eye. (. Foulkes and Anthony, 1990, p.63). 

Within the group circle we are all ”vulnerable to the eye”; we are seen and exposed for what we are, for better and for worse. This phrase encompasses a whole dynamic spectrum between two polarized extremes: at one end there is the need for an other to see us with accepting and affirming eyes and at the opposite one, the fear that the other will see us with an ““evil eye”; an envious gaze full of ill wishes and destructive tendencies.   

Foulkes’s statement about the vulnerability inherent in the circle which places group members vis - a - vi each other is laden with ethical preferences and inherent values. Sitting face to face represents equality and mutuality between group members, openness to diverse viewpoints that are all allotted a valid “chair”, and a space for reciprocal democratic exchange between members. For Foulkes (1990)  “…the group situation is not a psychoanalytical situation manque: it introduces compelling new parameters of its own…one cannot be a psychoanalyst in the morning sitting behind a couch and someone else in a group in the afternoon.” (p.22).

Since what we see defines what we know and vice versa, the analytic group circle with its open vistas for all members can become a transformative space that facilitates development, new self knowledge and new self definition. . 

The many viewpoints in the group open our eyes to the subjective reality of others and to new aspects of ourselves as well. It has the potential to transform the reach and complex non-verbal exchanges that are part of the member’s physical and mental reality, into explicit verbal communications. Thus the process of identifying emotional signs and  “translating” them into a common language enhances the understanding between group participants and enables each one of them to have a more coherent view of himself. Foulkes’ saying about the autistic language of symptoms and the need to “translate” them is well known).  In short, the group process promotes the ability to “read” the emotional map of others and to be a better and more effective navigator of ones life both social and personal. 

Allow me to quote my three-year-old granddaughter, who turned to me as we rode in the car and said “Grandma, there is a fly in the car. Open the window, so it can enter into the outside.” It appears that the group setting is structured to allow participants to make just this strange and paradoxical move of entering  “ …into the outside.”

Sight is identified with affirmation, recognition and validation, which are central components in the shaping of ones personal and collective identity. The formation of identity is closely related to mirroring processes, but it deserves a separate discussion, which is beyond the scope of this paper. I would like only to mention that to be seen has the connotation of being taken into account, and hence perceived as a valued member in ones community. It means having a say, making a difference, be included and belong.  We are all familiar with the painful experience of becoming “transparent” to others. It is associated with exclusion and being placed “beyond the pale”.  “Visibility” has become a colloquial term in journalistic jargon to denote the modern age demand that things be “seen”, that social processes and government decision making will be open to public scrutiny; thus sight (or oversight) becomes a guardian of proper management, correct policy making, and democratic values.

Since the Foulkesian concept of the “mirror reaction” with its implications is derived from his broader perspective on man’s nature and his personality make up it is helpful to shortly review the general context of his ideas. Foulkes believed that individual existence has a meaning only within a social frame of reference.  He though that personal pathology can be understood only on the background of the whole group since it is derived from difficulties that stem from the group. Ones idiosyncrasies are revealed in the group, recognized as such both by others and oneself, and have a chance to be healed within this setting.  He claims that the neurotic person isolates himself because communication with him is distorted or blocked, and communication with him is blocked or distorted - because he is isolated. Ones pathology is expressed by his difficulties in explaining himself properly and adequately and by the distance this difficulty creates between himself others who belong to his natural community. Foulkes believed in the basic sanity embedded in the social context and saw the creative individual as an offshoot of this communal mind. He considered the group as preceding the individual that grows and develops from this common matrix. The analytic therapeutic group represents the larger community, and provides the individual with the opportunity to develop anew, and thereby to correct historical and biographical distortions that occurred during the process of his growth. In summary, the central idea of Foulkes’s “mirror reaction” is that the reflection of a one’s emotions by an other provides him with a unique opportunity to reorganize the nature of his participation and belonging to society. It facilitates a process by which one can establish a more sane and adequate base for his functioning. The analytic group is the setting in which the mirroring phenomenon, which is inherent in human social connectedness, is harnessed by participants and conductor alike, to assist in a process of healing one’s distorted development. 

Malcolm Pines and mirroring. 

Following Foulkes, Pines (1981,1998, 2000) maintains that the “mirror reaction” is the central dynamic factor by which the move from withdrawal into participation in the group is achieved.

Pines (1981) says:

 “It is the move from isolation, which is akin to repression, and it enables the member to become part of the coherent whole of the group. That is analogous to the repressed contents of the individual mind now forming part of the coherent ego of that same person”. (p.283).

Pines did not elaborate this idea any further, but its implications can be valuable for understanding the complex relations between the group and the individual participant: namely, it suggests that interpersonal relations in the group recapitulate the intra-personal relations of each participant with himself. It is possible to see the interactions of the individual with others in the group, as an x –ray portrayal of the relationship between conscious and unconscious aspects within oneself, (or between various states of self organization) and vice versa. In other words, the inner world and external reality, the personal and the interpersonal serve as mirrors for each other. We can imagine the subjective world of each member as comprised of an inner group with varied participants, while viewing the real group as a reflection of the mind of each participant.
  Such a perspective can be quite instrumental in understanding complex group processes and help the conductor to incorporate some useful concepts, (especially the ones that are advanced by the intersubjective discourse), into the ideas of group analysis. Thus, group analysis becomes a discipline that can offer a whole new psychoanalytic perspective about man in general, whether seen in a group or individually.
 To return to Pines: he emphasizes quite often the value of mutuality in the group and thinks that the group provides the participant with an opportunity to be objective and subjective simultaneously. According to his definition, the group offers a working model for a  “three-person psychology”. The many self-images reflected in the group situation, offer the presence of others as an opportunity; as an escape from the infinite web of self-projections that can entrap the isolated individual when he is enclosed in a world without sufficient exchange with others. We can imagine the group as a provision of vital “oxygen” supplies from an external source that rescues one from emotional suffocation.

Pines (1998) present the myth of Narcissus and Echo as a symbol of barren withdrawal into one’s self. Both are trapped in vacant relationships; Narcissus is enclosed in the reflection of his own image and Echo in - her own voice. Their worlds are empty of objects. They have no relationships with others that can see or hear them and respond to them; their only resource is their self-projections; Thus, the necessary break through to the other, to reality, to the richness and vitality provided by the external world, has not occurred.

Pines maintains that the many perspectives in the group offer an opportunity of release from this closed system. The myth of Narcissus and Echo illustrates the significance and importance that he attributes to the mirror reaction. 

According to Pines (2000), an individual definition of mental health is narrow, constricted and self enclosed by definition:

“The restricted range of what we term ‘normality’ is made clear to us when we are in contact with other cultures, looking – glasses to some of the most basic of human physical and mental functions. We take for granted how we eat, excrete, exchange, and fashion the business of our daily lives. Thrown into other contexts than our own, other sounds, languages, positions, affiliations, we discover that our sense of safety and wholeness is to a large part based on being part of a socio-psychological network.” (p. 45). 

The mirror represents the other, which for Pines constitutes the only route for self-knowledge, self-realization and growth.   Foulkes and Pines believe in the healing effect that the group has on its members, even if initially each of them presents distorted and neurotic personal symptoms.  The group as a whole enhances the individual therapeutic process and brings one closer to his own true identity.

Pines integrative vision is realized when a person sees himself pretty much as others see him. This is also his criterion for mental health and maturity. According to him neurotic distortions are alienating and a mature person should be able to recognize himself in the mirror.   

Pines  (1998) suggests that there are 3 forms of mirror reactions that are activated in the therapy group: 

1.The antagonistic mirror reaction:

This form of mirroring is a primitive and destructive confrontation that represents early negative relationships. It occurs when two participants arouse in each other feelings of impatience, fury, opposition and rejection; they develop a mutual “allergy” to one another.  The creation of such a “pair” demands the conductor’s firm mediation and the understanding that “it takes one to know one”. The conductor’s awareness of the dynamics of an antagonistic mirror reaction may enable the participants to identify their mutual projections, to re-own them and thus to enrich their understanding and tolerance for themselves and for others.

As a short example, I can think of such a “couple” in the analytic group I conduct:

 K. often tells N. “You remind me of my mother. When I would come home with a heartache because I saw the boy I liked, laughing with another girl, or I’d received an undeserved reprimand from a teacher, or have been excluded from a game by my class mate, she would respond in Yiddish: ”Ein kleinikeit”.  (Loosely translated as ‘nonsense’).

“She was a holocaust survivor and my problems seemed petty and insignificant to her. She never had room for my “little” sorrows. You’re doing the same thing, here.” 

N. is a bereaved mother whose eldest son was killed on a military mission in Lebanon and whose husband died a few years later of a “broken heart”. At times the confrontation with her losses is too much for the group to bear.

N. would usually respond to K. in the following manner: “You think that Yaeli (her daughter with whom she had cut off relations) is justified in her accusations of me. You’re like my sister-in-law who abused me and set Yaeli against me after David was killed; she was venomous to me along with my husband’s whole family. Last year, she died of cancer.  I must tell you I was glad; I stood there alone in her funeral, and though to myself: they finally know what real suffering feels like.”

This kind of exchange between the two of them happens quite often, especially when the level of competitive tensions and anxieties rise in the group.  Mostly, it is resistant to transformations, despite the many efforts at working-through, my own and those of other group participants. It represents a hard core of isolation and loneliness that recapitulates the violent reality of trauma that is part of the lives of most of the other group participants. (Maybe it is part of our collective matrix in Israel generally).

2.The dialogic mirror reaction: 

This form of mirroring occurs when group members can explore a given situation from diverse viewpoints and accept all of them as valid and legitimate. This stance is a function of the members being open and secure enough to allow the development of an introspective space. It enables each of them to be sufficiently in touch with himself and with the inner world of others in the group.   Dialogic mirroring reactions enhance a sense of shared reality, enable new learning and strengthen the emotional resilience of both the individual and the group.
As a short vignette I would like to present part of a group session that deals with relationships between generations in the family; painful feelings are aroused when an elderly mother weakens and becomes dependent on her children’s help: 

A. Starts the session by talking about her 83-year-old mother: she raised five daughters and a son (the patient who talks is the youngest. she is number 6), and has lately suffered a light stroke that caused deterioration in her condition. She has owned a house-ware store and runs it for years; now she insists on continuing this work and manages it mostly by herself, despite the fact that her functioning is deteriorating. (She confuses the store’s accounts, transfers money irrationally from one project to the next, orders unnecessary merchandise, etc.).

She did ask for help from her children, but she demands non-negotiable obedience that does not take into account the priorities and needs of her busy relatives; thus, she annulles their efforts to be of use and leaves them feeling helpless, frustrated, eager to contribute, but dispatched with a reprimand. A. would travel from afar into her mothers home  with pots full of cooked food, only to  return back with most of them untouched, because her mother “would not eat  food that was  not cooked in front of her eyes  her in her own kitchen”.

 A.’s account is met with much resonance in the group and by diverse mirror reactions. Members share with each other their own experiences, both as parents and as children.  They talk about the sense of helplessness, shame and guilt they felt when their wish to contribute and help a needy relative was jeopardized and often turned into a painful trap that made them look insensitive, ungrateful or even cruel and indifferent to the ones closest to them.

Gradually, as the flow of associations in the group proceeds, the members find the ability to feel compassion and empathy for all parties in this rather tragic entanglement. Despite the heaviness and sadness of A’s situation, the atmosphere in the group becomes one of acceptance, empathy and tolerance for all parties that are involved in this drama. they are able to understand the point of view of both; the stubborn old mother who is fighting for her independence and human dignity in such a castrating and domineering manner, and A. her daughter, who returns home with her pots, shamed angry and helpless. 

3. Absence of mirroring: 

This can occur in a group that consists of members that suffer from serious personality-disorders. It is attributed to a dearth of internal representations of others and to a deficiency in the ability to be cognizant of the impact one has on others.  As a result the process of communication with others is awry, distorted or cut-off and the ability to have a sense of shared reality is damaged. The “reconnection” of ones inner world into the social fabric he belongs to demands a conscious effort of the conductor and a specific understanding for the works of dissociative mechanisms. 

As a short illustration I would like present M. an only daughter of rather older holocaust survivors, that was raised as the single child in a group of adult survivors. They all gathered around her small family, in an attempt to regain some sense of closeness and belonging. They, along with her parents, adored her intact youth and talents and placed in her their hopes for rehabilitation or even for resurrection. M. is very bright  but  quite  arrogant, and domineering . She   “ needs nothing from nobody”.  Since her childhood, she has difficulties in forming close relationships with others. She started the group feeling depressed and demoralized after numerous attempts of individual therapy that came to no avail.  Growing with a serious deficiency of mirror reactions from peers, she finds it very frustrating to share a common space with others in the group, and has continuous claims for my exclusive attention as a conductor.

She is amazed to find out that things she says have an impact on others and that she can be perceived as conceited and detrimental with her seemingly

“ objective” remarks.  Her disregard of others is matched only by her disregard for her own feelings, which she is quite oblivious to. It’s a tedious and arduous effort (by conductor and group participants alike) to have M. realize that she does need the affection and acceptance of others in the group; that she does care what they think of her.  As a child she didn’t understand why she angered her classmates.  She was the only Jewish girl in school and her achievements were outstanding. She could not identify the powerful emotional impact that the reality of exclusion and of the posttraumatic context she was born into had on her inner life. Group members struggle with her cynical attacks on neediness, but the longing of all of them to become meaningful and valuable for each other is helpful in harnessing their motivation not to give up. Although progress is very slow, M. has made quite a change in the way she participates in the group: lately she started to realize that she care about the way she is perceived by others in the group. They have become valuable mirrors.  For the first time in her life she believes that they do see her as she is; that she needs to take them into account if she wants to grow out of her prolonged depression.

Lack of mirror reaction reminds me of vampires: the well-known myth about these awesome creatures provides us with basic “criteria” by which to identify a vampire when we meet one.  There are 2  “sure” signs that predict that a person is about to turn into a vampire:

1. A thirst that can be quenched only by drinking the blood of another human being.

2. An absence of ones image from the mirror.  That is, One looks into the mirror but the mirror does not look back; it remains empty.   

If we examine this myth with a psychoanalytical perspective in mind, we could speculate that a person that was not adequately  “seen” by others, that lacks basic human responsiveness, is doomed to live an empty inner life. He has a deficient sense of being that is frequently experienced as an  “ inner black hole”.  Without a proper mirror reaction throughout ones life, there is little chance of developing a secure hold on being ones own person. It does make psychological sense that the vampire having no  “ inside” that can be reflected in the mirror, lives off the inner life (or blood) of others. 

Malignant mirroring:

Zinkin (1983, 1992) and  Nitzun (1998) point out that there is an additional side to the mirror reaction that is not sufficiently explored by Foulkes or Pines. 

Zinkin (1983) maintains that while the mirror reaction is helpful in promoting one’s self-awareness it can also be experienced as intensely persecuting. It may cause distancing and alienation and become quite catastrophic for a person who suddenly is faced with a truth he is not prepared to deal with.

He claims that Foulkes’ and Pines’ assumptions about the therapeutic value of the mirror reaction are too simplistic and do not account for the complex and paradoxical character that the gaze of an other has on ones feelings. He stresses that the mirror (that is to say, the other) through which the person discovers his identity can be also immeasurably threatening and destructive. Zinkin offers the term “malignant mirroring” and describes the pathological (and as opposed to Pines - the irreversible) attraction that can arise between opposites in a group along with destructive implications on the whole process for the individuals and the group.

Zinkin  (1992) thinks that participants with borderline personality organization are prone to create such opposite   “pairings ”, when each one attributes to the other unbearable emotional parts of himself. Thus, they both become trapped in a vicious circle of mutual projections. As an example, we could think of a group member who is overly identified with power struggles, triumphant victories and control, that becomes locked into a “malicious” mirror reaction with another member who is overly invested in being a failure, and a helpless victim. The endless conflicts between such two protagonists can overwhelm the group with continuous pointless arguments, that feed the splitting in their inner world and strengthens the distortions in their self-images. 

The awareness of the conductor about the pitfalls inherent in this process can help him set more realistic goals for the group, be more cautious about the timing of interventions, and about group composition.   

Before going on with a short review about mirror reactions in psychoanalytic literature, I would like to say a few words that can serve as a general frame for the different theoretical approaches of various writers. 

The psychoanalytical ideas about mirroring range from emphasizing the need for a benevolent affirmation by a significant other in one pole, to perceiving the look of an other as a threat that generates fear and anxiety, in the opposite pole. In the more traditional approaches (such as Freud’s, Klein’s or Bion’s) the other’s gaze tends to represent an inborn, internal aggressive stance.  It symbolizes the threat inherent in the existence of an other with whom one must compromise, or appease in order to maintain the necessary social bonds with ones community. The  “softer” approaches (such as Winnicott, Fairbairn Kohut or a whole range of intersubjective writers) perceive the individual as needing acknowledgment and recognition that are represented by a responsive look. These approaches tend to believe that mirror reactions validate and legitimize the construction of a unique subjective self. . According to them, the fear of an “evil eye”, envious, and overpowering is not innate, but an outcome of emphatic failures and traumatic real life experiences. The following vignette from a therapeutic group may illuminate an aspect of mirroring that can perceived in both ways.

T. was ill and missed two consecutive group sessions in a row. . At her first session back, she sits silently for a long time (as is her habit) and follows the conversation with a tense and worried look on her face. About half an hour before the end of the session, she gathers her courage and asks/requests in a barely audible voice: “What had you been talking about in the group when I was away? Fill me in.”  Hesitatingly, members begin to respond to her request and to relate details from previous meetings, but it quickly becomes apparent that she had something else in mind. Her question was really intended to call the group’s attention to her absence and to express the fact that she felt hurt. Others “are ignoring her, and her absence. They hadn’t asked her anything from the beginning of the session, and nobody had phoned her to ask what had happened. Had they even noticed that she isn’t there? Was she missed? Did anybody “see” that her chair was empty?”  T. states  that she   “doesn’t expect anything from anyone”  it seems  “natural” to her that they don’t notice her since she anyway “never has anything interesting to say.”

The longing she feels for an affirming and responsive look from others, is blocked by fear of being criticized and ridiculed by her peers. Her difficulty to be in touch with her needs and to communicate them directly in an understandable manner result is a sense of paralysis, withdrawal and social isolation. She does, indeed, generally remain silent. It is rather easy to pass her over and to become involved in subjects that others bring up. . T. awaits passively for somebody to “see” her, to notice her need to participate, to belong and to be invited to join in.  Her passivity and helplessness arouses feelings of guilt, anger and the wish “to shake her out” of her victimized stance. To some of the group members, she is the personification of self-abnegation and at times, it is more than they can bear. As conductor, I make a conscious effort to assure that these interactions won’t start a cycle of negative mirror reactions in the group  (not to say “malicious” one, as Zinkin suggests), that may be destructive for her and for everyone else in the group.

As I have already mentioned, the psychological significance of the eyes and the look is quite powerful and runs the full gamut from the Kohutian “gleam in the mother’s eye” on the one hand, to the Kleinian persecutory and paranoiac look on the other.

Below I will present the ideas of Winnicott, Kohut and Lacan about mirroring, which seem relevant to foulkes’ concept.  There is a certain paradox about applying their ideas to group work, since none of them deals with groups, and their conceptualizations are strictly confined to individual development and therapy. Moreover they tend to think in terms of one directional processes; that is, they believe (but for Lacan whose thinking is different) that the mother has a crucial influence on the baby, but not vice versa. This one-way directionality is opposed to the basis upon which Foulkes’s rationale is built. 

Dalal (2001) has summarizes his criticism of this way of thinking quite sharply:

“The mother- infant dyad floats in a sociological vacuum.” (P.541).

Despite the above reservations, the psychoanalytic ideas of those theoreticians can contribute can enrich Foulkes’s perception, and add depth to his claims. In addition, it appears that familiarity with their approaches can be a contribution even if it only serves to stress the points of difference that group analysis may have with object relations conceptualizations. (Its worth to remember that Foulkes was adamant about the value that diversity adds to understanding).

Mirroring in Winnicott:

Winnicott  (1971) presents his ideas of the mother’s role in the life of her infant in a simple declaration that opens his paper on mirroring:  

“In individual emotional development the precursor of the mirror is the mother’s face.” (p.111).  

In other words, the mother’s face represents to the infant, the world of others with all its implications. 

He proceeds:  “What does the baby see when he or she looks at the mother’s face? I am suggesting that, ordinarily, what the baby sees is himself or herself. In other words, the mother is looking at the baby and what she looks like is related to what she sees there. All this is too easily taken for granted.” (p. 112).

The infant looks into the mother’s face and sees there, in her face and eyes, himself: Her look validates his personal existence and comprises a kind of “blessing for the road” for his development. The mother’s receptiveness and responsiveness is recognition of the infant’s right to its own subjective viewpoint. When the infant’s self is confirmed in this manner, he is allowed to “see” for himself. Her look is a kind of “permission” to have ones own right for a personal view of the world. 

An infant, who is thus seen, is free to attend to its own creativity. “ When I look I am seen, so I exist. I can now afford to look and see. I now can look creatively…. ”  (p. 114).

The process of an emerging sense of ones unique subjectivity, is explored by Stern  (1985) who states that infant observation studies teach us that toddlers begin to recognize themselves in the mirror only after 18 months of age. Before then, the image reflected in the mirror is not perceived as their own. He cites experiments where a spot of lipstick was marked on the children’s foreheads. Before they are 18 months old, they look for the lipstick mark on the image reflected in the mirror. Only at a later age, do they touch their own foreheads to find the mark, there. 

Winnicott suggests that the mother’s look sees “into” the infant, and by so doing frees the child to see outward. This idea is recapitulated in the therapeutic relationship. Winnicott says that therapy is similar to the mother’s look in that it allows the patient to be himself by providing him with adequate mirroring (i.e. looking “into” him). 

In a well-known quotation from Winnicott, he presents, in his succinct manner, his understanding of human development and its derivative in the therapeutic relationship. 

“This glimpse of the baby’s and child’s seeing the self in the mother’s face, and afterwards in a mirror, gives a way of looking at analysis and at the psychotherapeutic task. Psychotherapy is not making clever and apt interpretations; by and large it is a long-term giving the patient back what the patient brings. It is a complex derivative of the face that reflects what is there to be seen. I like to think that if I do this well enough the patient will find his or her own self and will be able to exist and feel real. Feeling real is more than existing; it is finding a way to exist as oneself, and to relate to objects as oneself, and to have a self into which to retreat for relaxation.”  (p.117).

It seems that Foulkes would agree with this attitude to therapy. Despite his different viewpoint, he, too, believes that the individual is able to develop healthily only if he is provided with adequate conditions for growth. He stresses the importance of maintaining a therapeutic setting and considers it of greater value than the conductor’s interpretations. His well-known statement expresses this spirit: “If the conductor will take care of the group - the group will take care of its members.”
If the mother is not available to see the infant as a unique subject, the infant will not be available to himself. His vitality and feeling of being real is lost. He will be mostly preoccupied with trying to decipher what is wanted from him, how to win the affirming look. He will relinquish his own needs and wishes in order to maintain his safety. The child’s defensive response is to exist as a reflection of the mother.

The mother’s look is “…the beginning of a significant exchange with the world, a two-way process in which self-enrichment alternates with the discovery of meaning in the world of seen things.” (p. 113).

Foulkes uses the same word “exchange”, and designates it as a central therapeutic factor in the group.   

Winnicott’s well-known claim the “there is no baby without a mother” can serve as a passage from his thought about individual development, to Foulkes’s ideas about the group. Winnicott stresses his belief in the critical influence of the nurturing environment. This indivisible unit of “baby-mother” may be viewed as the prototype of the group within which human life exists. Within this core matrix, the character of each individual is formed and shaped. The mother’s mirroring function supplies the infant with its first social experience. In this role she serves as a bridge that connects us with Foulkes’s “Hall of mirrors”.

The group can be seen as both mother and child at the same time. The group becomes a mirror for the participants and thus “allows” them to be themselves. If the group “sees” the individual, he is freed to “see” himself and the group as a whole, in return. . The group provides the individual with a holding frame in which he is able to define his own unique identity and realize his creativity. 

We can see the Foulkesian dynamics of “the hall of mirrors” in the analytic group, as being in resonance with the Winnicottian unit “mother-child” including the developmental processes it facilitates. This is of course my own personal application that Winnicott might not have endorsed. Despite his faith in the central place of the environment in individual development, Winnicott was not intersubjective in his views. The personal feeling of vitality and authenticity interested him more than existence within a social field. I doubt it whether he would send his patients to analytic groups. 

M. expresses herself in ”Winnicottian” language during a group session:  “The work we’re doing here is like cleaning the mirror. Only when we talk like this, can I begin to see myself and understand. It strengthens me. . it is as if  there were a thick layer of dust on the mirror, there were simply years and years of neglect. Here I can see the neglected girl I was.”

It seems relevant to conclude a discussion on Winnicott by mentioning that the need to be seen by others also has the meaning of “being found”. The true, hidden self is revealed and realized by the mother’s look. 

A scene from Atura Skola’s movie, “The Family”, can be an illustration of Winnicott’s meaning: The family has gathered in the drawing room for a festive event, and one of the children – about four years old – mischievously hides behind his father’s broad pants. The scene begins as a game of hide-and-seek. Everyone asks, “Where is Tony?” You can see that the child is enjoying himself in the beginning, and accepts his father’s denials that “Tony isn’t in the room” as one of the rules of the game. But when several more minutes pass, and the father continues to claim that he doesn’t see the child clinging to his pants, Tony gets panicky. He tries, with all the means at his disposal, to put an end to the game, and to show his presence to his father. He starts crying and shouts repeatedly and frantically: “Here I am! Look at me! See me. You do see me!”

This scene illustrated poignantly Winnicott’s well known quote: “It’s a joy to hide. It’s a disaster not to be found.” The participants of an analytic group hide seek and find each other and themselves continuously. Thus Foulkes’s “hall mirrors” is a playground where this Winnicottian hide and seek game can be played, in a protected and controlled way.

Mirroring in Kohut:

Kohut also regards the mother’s look as vital to the infant’s development, and talks of a mirror reaction. But his understanding is formulated in different terms than those of Winnicott.

Kohut (1989) maintains that there is “ A normal phase of development of the grandiose self in which the gleam in the mother’s eye, which mirrors the child's exhibitionistic display, confirms the child's self esteem….” (p.116 ). 

He claims that the grandiose and exhibitionist infant needs a mother who adores him in order to develop healthily and to feel worthy. The “gleam in her eye” validates and affirms the infant’s value and uniqueness.  Since the infant sees his mother as an extension of himself, her admiring look is experienced as part of his self worth and thus, vital to his functioning.

Kohut thinks the infant has 3 basic needs, which are provided for by the parent.

1. He needs to feel that he is wonderful and receives this feeling from the look in her eyes (her mirror reaction).

2. He needs to feel that his mother is wonderful, perfect and great. 

In short, He needs to adore her and to be adored by her. The infant’s admiration is experienced as a feeling of closeness to the ideal parent that represents the “Idealized Parental Imago”. Identification with a great powerful parent provides him with a protective shield and with a sense of basic security that is vital for a development of a healthy self. These needs are the basis for Kohut’s formulation of two central forms of transference:

1. The Idealizing transference: The therapeutic activation of the experience of being close to an adored, omnipotent parent.

2. The Mirroring transference: The therapeutic activation of the grandiose self through the experience of affirmation received by an admiring parent (mother or therapist).

Later Kohut defined a third form of transference: the ‘twinship transference’ which entails the activation of that an identification with someone similar to oneself.

For Kohut, the mirror reaction, is the cornerstone of infantile narcissism. The ability of each individual to feel valuable, significant, and optimistic about his future is based on the right kind of mirroring he received as a child.  

To put it simply, somebody has to be joyful and enthusiastic about the infant, so that he will later be able to feel the same way about himself.

Kohut’s expression “the gleam in the mother’s eye” has become a slogan that represents his belief in the necessity of a positive self-object to assure the continuos provision of narcissistic supplies that man needs for nourishment throughout life whether he is an infants or an adult. When these narcissistic needs are not properly supplied, the infant learns that he has no chance, and that his attempts to realize his ambitions will be useless. The emotional experience that accompanies this self-state is depression, withdrawal, heightened narcissistic vulnerability and a general sense of failure. 

Despite the essential differences between Kohut’s approach and that of Foulkes, his emphasis on the enormous significance of environmental provisions for self-growth can promote our understanding of the mirror reaction function in an analytic group:

The group can be perceived as the “gleam in the mother’s eye”. It nourishes and preserves ones cohesiveness by affirming his sense of uniqueness and validating his self worth.  The group can be perceived as a self-object for its members. It offers itself as an object for idealization, twinship and mirroring Identifications.  The experience of belonging to a wonderful group supports the development of healthy narcissism and provides for a sense of security and strength. The group as - a - whole and each of its participants function as the “gleam in the mother’s eye” for each other; the group is a mother and a baby at the same time. It’s emotional contract (or to use Foulkes term “exchange”) is realized when each member contributes this nurturing look to the others and receives it from them.

The conductor who listens to the group with Kohut’s perspective in mind, can understand expressions of idealization, mutual admiration, and identification, as signifying meaningful, positive developmental wishes. He will refrain from using too many interpretations that point to resistance to change or defensiveness against a “mature” relinquishment of dependence on a significant other. Kohut’s ideas can assist the conductor in understanding the importance of relating personally to each member of the group and respond to their need that he will really “see” them, enjoy them and care about their personal developments. Too many group - level interpretations (a la Bion) might be experienced as abandonment or as a delegitimization of personal longings for acknowledgment.  Kohut’s ideas about the value of benign narcissistic strivings can add a valuable aspect to the Foulkesian “hall of mirrors”: this “ hall” provides each group member with a host of motherly “gleams” that compound the positive developmental effect of narcissistic provisions. By contrast, the lack or paucity of an appropriate mirror reaction constitutes narcissistic deprivation that block growth.

Winnicott and Kohut have much in common. Both believe that the way we see ourselves is closely related to the way others see us.   The perceptions of others in the community one grows up in, and belongs to, become an integral part of one’s inner self-experience. 

Mirroring in Lacan:

Lacan (1997) has a different view on the phenomenon that he describes as the “mirroring stage.”

Lacan claims that the image reflected from the mirror  (between 6 to 18 months) is an illusion. Its function is to defend against the deep unconscious anxiety that is awakened in the face of the true state of affairs: namely, that the self is only a patchwork of pieces that have no real bonds with each other. This fragmented state of affairs arouses deep anxiety and engenders a need for defensive maneuvers that are represented by the flight unto the wholesome illusory image, which is reflected in the mirror. The frightened infant (or person) is tempted to experience himself as he is perceived from the outside, through the “objective” eyes of the mirror: namely, as having a cohesive and coherent identity. Thus, he is doomed to seek a sense of self-wholeness through an other (or to use a Lacanian idiom, an analyst that “knows”) and to be in the grip of an elusive promise for safety and comfort.

In other words, the individual avoids the unbearable truth of his alienation, and holds on to a defensive denial of the existential reality in which he is trapped.

Part of the rationale for the setting of an analytic group is to create a bridge that connects one to external others. Since Lacan does not believe in the therapeutic value of the connectedness with such “others”, we may assume that he wouldn’t recommend group analysis as an appropriate treatment modality for man’s ailments.  His approach denotes a basic suspicion towards the visible external world and a prioritization of introspection over Fouksian mirror reactions. Possibly, Lacan would adopt Freud’s
 position and place the conductor opposite the group as a neutral mirror, certainly not as an involved subject among other subjects that participate in the making the analytic group circle. 

Lacan’s ideas are not overly supported by clinical research, but Winnicott’s and Kohut’s conceptualizations are quite popular in recent infant developmental research. 

Mirroring, affects and child developmental studies.

Schorr (1994) who reviews an enormous amount of findings from infant observation studies and psychoanalysis emphasizes the significance of the mirroring phenomena and its crucial influence on the development of infants. The mother in particular, and parental exchange in general functions as psychobiological mirrors and echoes that are crucial to the growth of their children.  

Schore contends that, “Visual stimulation, embedded in mutual gaze transactions between care giver and infant, is an essential component of a growth promoting environment. The mother’s emotionally expressive face is the most potent source of visuoaffective information, and in face - to - face interactions it serves as a visual imprinting stimulus for the infant’s developing nervous system.” (p. 91).

Furthermore, Schore stresses particularly the central place of positive emotions. It turns out that. The “gleam in the mother’s eye” has a significant psychobiological role in increasing the infant’s ability to be happy, enthusiastic, optimistic and hopeful about his prospects in life.

Stern (1990) describes the mirroring process as a reciprocal relationship in which the mother gradually raises the intensity of her emotional responses to her infant, thereby extending his ability to experience a larger range of feelings. He says that “ Joy is the product of a mutual regulation of social exchange by both partners.” (p. 16). Thus, she enhances his affect tolerance, his ability to process emotions and manage them effectively.  In other words, the mirroring process is a sort of an amplifying system for generating positive emotions that are needed for normal development at all levels; from the physiology of the single cell to an awareness of self and social behavior. 

It’s worth mentioning that these studies stress the developmental value of positive feelings such as joy, enthusiasm, vitality and creativity, since these emotions are perceived as enhancing one’s emotional resilience and enable him to have a hopeful outlook on life. They can be perceived as a kind of mental immunization system, and resonate with Foulkes’ faith in the basic sanity and healing powers of the group.

Lichtenberg (1989) says: “The sense of sharing an intersubjective state is conveyed by a 10 months - old baby and her mother who are being entertained by father making funny faces, looking at each other laughing, almost simultaneously, pointing to the “clown”, and looking again at each other. “ (p. 265).

Schore (1990) summarizes: “I conclude that mutually regulated opiod activity supports the psychobiologically attuned mirroring process and that positive affect-amplifying mirroring process supports a neurobiological imprinting mechanism.” (p.88). 

A final aspect of this subject, that deserves mentioning, is the discovery of the neurological phenomenon that is called the “mirror neuron” (Damasio 2003 p. 115 –116):  Apparently monkeys respond with a matching activity in their brain cells to the sight of another monkey’s behavioral signs (that signify affective states). Without entering into details about these experiments, we can speculate about the existence of a   “neurological matrix” that is common to monkeys and men alike. It provides group analysis with an additional neuro/biological rationale for placing people in therapy groups with the expectation that they will take care of each other.

To state it simply emotions are “contagious” and we may be continuously   “infected” by the moods of others: A smile breeds smiles, and a sorrowful face generates sorrow as if they were being transmitted by some mirror neurons. (Actually, It is hard to know whether we are exploring concepts   of exchange, resonance or mirror reactions. Maybe a bit of each since the differences between these notions are not very accurately defined).

It appears that biologically we are natural mimes, just like tribal birds; This mimicry may have a neurological basis that probably has a survival function, that we do not identify or know much about. 

Dalal (1998) claims that imitation has a bad name in the world of psychoanalysis. It is associated with artificiality, superficiality and depreciation. The widespread opinion is that true learning is not merely external. Imitation is considered “grafted” knowledge as opposed to the real authenticity attained through internal changes achieved by psychoanalytic explorations. True knowledge is supposedly derived only from “insight”. Dalal builds on Elias’s symbol theory that says that all learning has an element of imitation, copying from others and from external reality. Thus, all learning and development is generated by society. 

As an example that shows how “deep, personal” taste is actually the product of imitation he presents the bell-bottomed trousers that appeared strange and ugly to him, 25 years ago, and now seem completely acceptable. In a paragraph that is subtitled “In Praise of Imitation” he says: "This is an uncomfortable realization that to some extent we are behavioral and cultural sheep.” (p.216). 

These ideas about human interconnectedness are emphasized throughout the writings of intersubjective theoreticians in psychoanalysis. 

Mitchell (2000) says that: “Human beings, starting as small babies, seek other human minds to interact with, not for satisfaction of some discrete needs, but because we are wired to respond visually to the human face, olfactorially to human smell, auditorially to human voice, and semiotically to human signs.” (p. 106). 

Conclusion:

In conclusion, I would like to present 2 clinical vignettes that illustrates the process of a mirror reactions: at the first one mirroring is at work, and at the second one it is absent:

N. Opens a group session: “ I want to tell you something about myself. I’ve really hesitated. I avoid touching it, find ways of going around it, and I want to stop, and tell the truth: I was in therapy for nine years and did a lot of work for myself, but something always remained empty inside. Now, I’ve been taking prozac for the last year, and my life has changed. I feel completely different, as if I’ve suddenly put on a pair of glasses, and begun to see. I’m worried that you’ll look down on me. It feels as if I gave up on myself, I admitted to being weak and incompetent. I don’t talk about this because of fear it will mark me as different and unworthy; it might even hurt me at work and damage my reputation as a successful manager. I did expect to handle my life on my own, without medication; it is a disappointment, but I feel good for the first time in years. I hadn’t meant to talk about this in the group but everybody is revealing himself or herself here, and I want to be involved; if I don’t speak about it, I am out of the circle. It’s important to me to be authentic and part of the group. Despite all my fears, I want you to see me as I really am without faking.” 

These words stir up a lot of feelings and draw everyone in:

L. can’t sleep and is struggling not to use barbiturates. She sees her difficulties as a sign of pathology; something is probably very wrong with her; she is ashamed to admit that her nights are tortuous and that she needs help to achieve something that comes so “naturally to everyone else” like sleep when one is tired.

G. tells the group about a crisis he went through  in adolescence, when he spent almost a year at  home. He had never mentioned this before even though it had an indelible effect on his life. .

F. talks about a period  when she was so plagued with anxiety attacks  that she had  to see a psychiatrist and take medication,  a fact she hid from her family and close friends. This secrecy was damaging in its own right because she became withdrawn and isolated, and avoided contact with the ones that she loved most. Even today she cries when she recalls the shame about her lies, and the fear that she had lost their trust by her behavior.   

As conductor, I barely intervene here. I note the flow of communications, the resonance and mirroring they offer to each other.  I say briefly something about their wish to be authentic, recognized and accepted for what they are; About the courage it takes to risk being ridiculed or humiliated. 

N’s. wish to be seen was a turning point in the process. His decision to be real, to come out of his hiding and present himself in full view in the eyes of others, initiates a developmental move that enhances the value of the group as a whole for each one of its members if they all join in.

The mirror reaction has to be mutual and reciprocal. If the group doesn’t become a true “hall of mirrors” and its members avoid self-disclosure or don’t respond openly enough to their fellows, the feeling of caution, constriction and aloofness, prevails and even intensifies:

When this state of mind controls the group it becomes risky to come out with personal contributions; members keep to themselves and avoid sharing; mirrors are cautiously “covered” and no one is overly expressive.

Members may become very sensitive about what they say, about the responsiveness of others, or irritated about the ones that rarely reveal anything personal.

T. turns to G. saying:” You don’t say anything about yourself. It doesn’t help me that you listen and seem to be very much “with it”. I do not need your understanding if you sit here without talking.  I got myself down in the mud here and you stay always clean. It makes me angry. you can come into this mud, too. Don’t you ever have any of the feelings I talked about?

I suggest that maybe everybody would like  “to get dirty”, to play in the mud, to be involved and take part, but they’re also afraid and avoid each other. It seems too much of a risk at the moment. 

This comment encourages some members to start talking hesitantly about their anxiety; they are afraid of being left alone, exposed in their   “dirt” and ridiculed by the “clean” ones. They may end up feeling embarrassed, stupid or ashamed.   

T. (Whose long silences I have already mentioned), says that she always gives up and avoids saying anything: She will be laughed at, she doesn’t have anything clever to contribute…others have more urgent issues to deal with … she doesn’t want to bother them. She cannot find the right words… and in any case she can’t remember what she wanted to say.

G. recalls that she’s still feels hurt over something that happened in a group session several weeks ago, when she shared intimate details about her relationship with her husband.  Other members had plenty of “clever advice” and told her what she should do in order to fix her marriage. “You all kept your clothes on and only I took them off. That’s what happens to me at home: He tells me he is not attracted to me because I’m fat”. She went home feeling humiliated and guilty. “Why did I have to say those things. What good did it do me?”

Zinkin cautions us that mirror reactions or the gaze of others can arouse anxiety and fear.  To receive no response at all, (or no real emotional sharing) may turn into a threatening experience of “loosing face”, of not counting as a worthwhile person. When there is no adequate response to the need for an acknowledging and accepting look, the “good eye” that is missing turns into an “evil eye”.

My personal experience as a member in an analytic group taught me something about the impact of being exposed to the mirror reactions of others.  Over time, we saw each other for what we were and with all its difficulties the process was illuminating for me. The mirroring of others “found” me and brought me out of my personal hiding places, sometimes almost against my will, at other times with pleasure and a sense of surprise. 

There are 2 comments that come to my mind upon concluding this presentation:

The first one is a question that an elderly widowed patient poses when speaking about his daily routine:  “Do you have an idea what it means to go through the day with no one that looks at you?” 

The second is a final comment that I found in Caroline Garland’s (1980) paper:

“Group Analysis taught me to make use of mirrors, to find one’s self in and through others and through others; Not just to retrieve the lost or buried parts of the self but to discover but to discover some I did not even know where there; sometimes to bring together elements that had seemed irreconcilable and make them, even momentarily, into a coherent whole." (P.43).

My personal history as a child survivor was reactivated in the group quite forcefully in unexpected ways. I did not know that I carry my biography “on my sleeves” and that others can really see me to that extend. It makes a difference to realize that one counts, and has an impact on others. Mirroring, or a “mirror reaction” is one way to define a process of exchange by which group members and their conductor create an inner reality for each other.  

Final comment:

I would like to conclude with some thoughts that I found in a paper by Robin Cooper (2002), our beloved conductor who was taken from us suddenly, when he was killed not long before we completed our training program.

Cooper quotes a saying he likes by Foulkes’: “In our profession there is a mistaken belief that depth is preferable to what is on the surface”.

In Foulkes’ opinion (1990) ” Depth is always there: it is always possible to get hold of it on the surface, it is there all through, visible and tangible.  It depends on who is looking, who is listening; one need not jump from what is going on to what is behind it. This also has a bearing on a partially mistaken idea of interpretation.” (p. 280).

If Cooper were alive, he would surely enjoy the paradoxical way that Oscar Wilde chose to express the same idea: “it’s only shallow people who look beneath the surface.”

In his paper, Cooper adds that Foulkes would warn his colleagues about a tendency to give clever “knowing” interpretations that he called “plunging interpretations”. He saw them as intrusive (similar to Winnicott’s “impingement”) and preferred reciprocity, emotional engagement and a way of being authentically present face to face with his patients.  

For me, these comments by Foulkes, the founder of Group Analysis, and by Robin Cooper, a pillar of the Israeli Institute of Group Analysis up to his tragic death, join them in a common belief in the value of people being there for each other truly, and realizing themselves through each other. Robin Cooper came to Israel for many years, to work with us with devotion and love. . He sat with us face to face and “saw” us with a personal enabling and nurturing look. His “seeing “ became part of the way we see ourselves as people, therapists and conductors.

I dedicate this paper to his memory. 
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� Ogden (1994) refers to the Question of Otherness and says: " the infant requires the mirroring relationship with the mother in order to see himself as other to himself. In this way a reflective space between the poles of the dialectic of  “I” and   “me” is created in which the experiencing self-reflective subject is simultaneously constituted and decentered from itself.”  (p. 53).


�  This may be the rationale for gathering at least a “ minyan”  (ten men) in Jewish tradition in order to be able to hold prayers, or for mourning customs that require the surviving members of the family to do their work of mourning as a group.  It seems to imply that important emotional events in mans life have to be processed collectively. They cannot be worked out only individually.


� This statement is one of those confusing and ambivalent formulations that sometimes make it rather difficult to follow Foulkes’s line of thought. It contains an internal paradox: the belief that man is essentially a social being, precludes the idea that he has an innate   “autism” and must relinquish his inborn narcissistic nature in order to adapt to a social reality that has been forced upon him by default. 








�It seems that our visual perceptions are not as objective, as we would like of them to be.  The nature of our perspective depends on the context, social or otherwise. 


Plant (2003) has used Foulkes’ phrase  "vulnerable to the eye” as the title of an article, wherein he relates to aspects of vision and its implications in man’s perception of art and culture. He maintains, among other things, that “We are used to the idea that spoken language is learned through interaction with others. We are less used to the idea that we learn to make use of visual perception in much the same way, through our interaction with our total environment. We acquire a visual language which underlines and informs much spoken and written communication. “ (p. 147). 


 


� 


A relevant comment on this therapeutic position can be found in Hopper’s (2003) ideas: “Psychoanalysis and group analysis should be completely intertwined. This is why I am always both psychoanalyst and group analyst, whether I am working with one person, a couch and a chair, or with several people, a table and a collection of chairs.” ( p.19)


� Brownbrige (2003) elaborates this idea in a recent paper and claims that group analysis offers a new paradigm in psychoanalytic theory in which there is no strict dichotomy between the individual and the group. They reflect each other continuously.


�(Hopper (2003) and Dallal (1998), have each contributed meaningful conceptualizations to promote and enrich this view). 


� Winnicott’s concept of the capacity for “object use” versus object relating can add a relevant facet to this idea.  





� Winnicott credits Lacan for coining the concept of a “mirror stage” which he supposedly borrowed from him, but as usual for Winnicott, he distorts Lacan’s ideas (creatively) and shapes them into his own theory.  





 � “The doctor should be opaque to his patients and, like a mirror, should show them nothing but what is shown to him” Freud 1912 p.





� Kohut (1982)  relates to this issue  with a poignant question: “Why can't we convince our colleagues that the normal state, however rare in pure form, is a joyfully experienced developmental forward move in childhood, including the step into the oedipal stage, to which the parental generation responds with pride, with self-expanding empathy, with joyful mirroring, to the next generation, thus affirming the younger generation’s right to unfold and be different?”  (p.402( .


 





