            CHAPTER 1: THE LOOKING-GLASS FACTOR








	                                          "Why, sometimes I've believed as many as six 	 	                                           impossible things before breakfast."


	                                                        - Lewis Carroll: The White Queen in 					                                            	THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS, Ch.6.





	In some measure, all of us live our lives through a fairy-tale looking-glass. Not exactly like Alice. Most of us conceive ourselves to be more sophisticated. But the wonderland is there. We sense it. Not always or at the same intensity at all stages of an individual life. What Wordsworth called the light of common day, and what, more mundanely, we call reality, imposes itself gradually and with uneven timing on most of us. 


	With maturity and the gradual accumulation of often harsh experience, fantasy becomes less dominant than is implied by an unqualified wonderland of life as it appears through childhood's fairyland looking-glass. Instead of an unqualified fantasy or an unqualified reality, fantasy and reality are mingled. With all of us sometimes - perhaps most of the time - a small and blessed ten per cent fantasy dominates a ninety per cent reality. Dreams gloss over life's vicissitudes. Like Willy Loman, we spend much of our time "riding on a smile and a shoeshine". (1) At other times, reality drives ruthlessly through a lifetime of dreams: the long-time corporal acknowledges at last that he has no field-marshal's baton in his knapsack. Or, less commonly, reality can cut through and banish a lifetime of nightmares. Can the horrors of the abused child be put to flight by the consciousness that there can be, after all, a kinder and more sensitive reality? These are the kinds of things encompassed within what we might call the looking-glass factor.


	How is such a looking-glass element created? How does it operate through our lives?


	The mind (2) forms images: reflections of the world around it. Some images evoke feelings of pain - memories of past tribulations. Some evoke pleasure - memories of happier experiences. Some provoke anger, as and because they did in earlier, perhaps our earliest experiences, beyond the grasp of memory. Some provoke love or hate, because they resemble images that evoked those sentiments in the past, perhaps so long ago that only a subconscious record remains of the original object or incident.


	When do these images begin? The answer must encompass another question: when does life (2) start? The newborn immediately starts to form images, within a very limited area, of a limited number of living things - the mother, a nurse, a doctor - involved in a limited range of activities, and objects within its immediate range of senses. Images might have started to form even before birth. Some current evidence is that the embryo in the womb responds to stimuli, for example, of touch and sound. Might images begin to form from the very moment of conception, as soon as the sperm penetrates and fertilises the egg? We don't know but certainly from the moment of birth images begin to form and, we can postulate, begin to have some influence on the baby's future life.     


	Every child discovers its own world in its own particular way. The baby's eyes swivel around, unfocussed, undisciplined, lacking conscious control, chancing on rather than searching for things that please it, such as food or protection or comfort, alleviation of irritation or pain. Those who provide the food or comfort are good; those associated with privation, irritation or pain are bad. The baby acquires conditioned reflexes: it responds to specific stimuli in specific ways. Once embedded, though shallowly after no more than one or two experiences, they might be difficult to shift. Later the original stimuli will be forgotten - conscious memory not having yet acquired the capacity to hold indelible imprints - but, we believe, the response will persist whenever the stimuli recur. 


	The baby's sensory range is limited. It will see, hear, smell, feel things close to itself that bear on itself. Phenomena in the next room or even a remote corner of the same room might have no relevance - will have none unless they can be sensed and have some impact on the child's feelings of comfort or pain. But, quite apart from externals, the baby looks at itself - mainly itself. Its fingers, toes, body. During the first days, weeks, months of its life, discovery is - has to be - largely confined to its own bodily features and functions. It cannot walk; cannot even crawl. Wherever it goes, it must be taken. Those "travels" will create images which, however, will have little impact unless the objects approach closely and prompt a direct response of pleasure, pain, anger, love or hate from the baby itself.


	Do these images have a permanent place in the child's "memory"? To answer this, we must know when memory starts to form and we don't  know that. Each of us knows when recall starts - conscious recall - but is there some subconscious memory dating to a time before conscious recall? Does it affect the way the mind interprets images subsequently coming to it?


	What we do know is that the physical self is the image-making object of most significance in early life. This infantile narcissism involves no objective value-judgements by the infant. Judgements based on intrinsic merit are wholly beyond it. But subjectively, the impact of external objects and the associations the infant forms with those objects cause it to make assessments and give values to certain objects and the way they relate to itself. The values are its own. They have no identity with value-judgements made by others, anywhere else at any other time in the universe. So a unique experience is built up by each of us in our earliest days, months and years, little or no record of which will be in our conscious recall as we mature, but which might subconsciously cause us to frame judgements - or are they no more than conditioned responses? - in later life.


	Although each child discovers its own world in its own way and the experience of each of us will thus be unique, there will be similarities in the environment and the responses of each of us to phenomena within it. The uniqueness of the individual therefore tends to be marginal within a given society and the margins of difference greater for individuals belonging to distinct societies or "tribes." But, however slight, uniqueness distinguishes individual life (and death). Everything each of us experiences, everything that causes us to form judgements and everything that motivates each of us, is distinguished by a unique genetic and experiential fingerprint.  


	A wonderland residue of our experience when the view through the looking-glass was total will gradually be mingled with the less total looking-glass view of later years so that a mix of reality and fantasy will slowly form on which the child will come to rely. This reliance on the wonderland residue and the evolving mix of fantasy and reality will remain significant throughout the child's life and into adulthood. Edmund Wilson tells the story of Rudyard Kipling, at the age of six, sent with his younger sister to live with a relation, John Rudyard Kipling, the son of a Methodist Minister, whose  wife was "a religious domestic tyrant in the worst English tradition of Dickens and Samuel Butler". (3) They had a son called Harry. When, on her return from India six years later, Rudyard's mother "went up to kiss him goodnight, he instinctively put up his hand to ward off the expected blow". (3) His sister said that "her revulsion against...Harry conditioned her reactions toward people who resembled him through all the rest of her life". (3) Though modified by continuing experience, Kipling's character and attitudes were moulded in part by this interlude and its contrast with the tranquillity of life he'd known previously with his parents in India. 


	So we can generalise that, although the mix will be constantly diluted by the subject's evolving concept of reality, that reality will always contain an element of unreality which is the fruit of the subject's infantile and childhood experience, as well as his incomplete knowledge and understanding. 


	If there were no modification of infantile by later experience, the child would be what we have come to call autistic, that is, it would be totally preoccupied with self, closed off from the outside world, refusing to communicate, perhaps because of some - real or imagined -massive shock to some acutely sensitive part of its self, consciously remembered or experienced before conscious memory formed. Enclosed as though in a cocoon, the autistic child tries, laager-like, to repel any repetition of experiences it has found insupportable. It acknowledges no reality outside of itself. Its looking-glass reflects only images relating to itself: those left after intolerable images have been blocked out. The residual images have values to the child that, so far as our present knowledge goes, the child itself subjectively allots to them. This confining of the autistic child to a separate, isolated world of self is a mental condition - a disability - associated, as we think, with failure of the personality to develop normally, that is, to "mature".


	But autism in an attenuated form may be present or may be provoked in any or all of us, perhaps especially in the more sensitive, intellectual and otherwise most mature personalities. Stricken by the scandal of the Bokassa diamonds, President of France ValŽry Giscard d'Estaing withdrew himself from the reality of the outside media/political world: "for years - until 1988 - I never even glanced at the political page of a daily or weekly newspaper, I never read a single article concerning myself, I did not once watch the main evening television news - for fear that my name would be mentioned...I felt an affinity, a kind of distant kinship, to have developed between [autistic] children and me...my energy was applied to the sole purpose of protecting my life, while ignoring external reality. When anyone passed me the page of a newspaper and I arranged myself to shut my eyes - even if evidently I didn't close the lids - in order not to see it, or when I raised myself from my chair at the moment when the television news was announced on the screen, it seemed to me that, at the cost of making an extra effort, I would have been able to read it or look at it. In reality, I was not able to do it. Or rather I was not yet  able to do it, for slowly I did cure myself..." (4)


	Most of us have experienced some variation of this "Giscarditis", in some measure, at times of acute distress. But, certainly, all the way to the end of the spectrum of extreme autism, we will all be blessed or afflicted, in some degree, with the looking-glass factor: a modification of reality by the self, a filtering of the outside world through the gauze of our own experience and self-absorption. That will provide each of us with our own personal answer to the question, "What is real?" It will also provide us with ethical judgements: "What is good?" We will have values related to ourselves. We will place higher value on those things that most closely resemble ourselves and fit most closely our personal experience of what has been "good" or has given us comfort; we will place lesser value on what our experience has caused us to regard as "bad" or has caused us pain, irritation or deprivation; or which has simply been foreign to us. Xenophobia is not an extreme or eccentric condition; but rather a universal phenomenon, varying only in intensity and the mini or macro focus it takes. 


	So, from our earliest days, we will be, consciously or otherwise, engaged in a search for - or will hope to chance upon - those things that we ourselves value highly. We will seek to avoid - or will, by chance, be repulsed by - those things that are unfamiliar to us or which, because we associate them with "bad" experiences, we value less. Maturity will consist, not in elimination of the self, but a more expert search for it. Maturity will consist, not in total, inward-looking self-obsession as in autism, but in seeking the self manifested in other, external objects. 


	That is what narcissism really is. Past definitions have led us astray. It is not the absorption of the self in an identification of other objects as being  the self, but the seeking of the self through and as manifested by other objects. As we shall see, that was the true experience of Narcissus. He did not see his reflection as an image of himself. In falling in love with that image, he believed himself to be in love with another. He was distraught because, though the image approached and seemed to welcome him, it disappeared when he touched it. Having refused all other suitors, he now became obsessed, as a suitor himself, with an image identical with himself; but this image he saw as and believed to be another person. 


	If, as can reasonably be postulated, that is the true narcissism, is it a disease, a mental or spiritual aberration, a manifestation of immaturity or is it a natural and ineradicable part of man's personality, dominating our sexual lives, our mating instincts, our concepts of the society in which we want to live, our attitudes to race and our evolution to what we might - diversely - regard as higher forms? Does it, perhaps through the perfect cloning of the physical self, ultimately offer man the only or best chance he will ever have of immortality?


	These are matters we will now look at more closely.





