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Symbiosis and Infantile Omnipotence
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The subjective life of the young infant is examined in the light of classical
psychoanalytic theory and of recent empirical studies of early infant be-
havior and development. The concepts of symbiosis and omnipotence are
argued to be products of poetic but largely misguided reconstructions from
adult experience, providing a questionable developmental foundation for
contemporary psychodynamic theories of object relations.

he psychic life of the human in-

fant—that is, its subjective dimen-
sions—is an elusive topic of psy-
chological inquiry, standing as a hinter-
land of contemporary academic infant
psychology. In the field of infant psy-
chiatry, however, where there is an em-
phasis on affective processes and com-
munication, the phenomenology of
infancy is a tacit but fundamental part of
considering the infant’s mental and
behavioral status. Most clinicians
accept the proposition that there is at
least a rudimentary phenomenology of
infancy—that infants feel and ex-
perience events in their day-to-day
lives. Adults, particularly those who are

involved in everyday contacts with
infants, act as though there is a
subjective domain, and there are
processes by which adults, particularly
primary caregivers, act selectively
according to their understanding of the
infant’s subjectivity.!2-¢8-77: 105 Not
everyone, however, would agree as to
how the infant’s subjective world is

organized, nor would there be
agreement as to the content of that
subjectivity.

In psychoanalytic theory, three ideas
concerning the qualitative, subjective
dimensions of infant mental life have
long stood at the forefront: /) a condi-
tion of nondifferentiation of self and
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other characterizes the earliest phases
of infancy; 2) the infant’s predominant
experience of its relationship with
others is one of omnipotence, and
3) this nondifferentiated condition is
the basis of an intrinsic regressive pull
throughout infancy as well as the whole
of development.

Collectively these ideas are specific
to what is widely termed, after
Mahler,%5- 19 symbiosis and the dif-
ferentiation subphase of the sep-
aration-individuation line of object-
relational and self development. To be
sure, as Mabhler herself has pointed
out, the ideas describe conditions of
infancy that are extremely difficult if
not impossible to verify or disconfirm.%?
Yet, they constitute a highly visible,
influential segment of contemporary the-
ory concerning early psychic expe-
rience and object-relational predispo-
sitions,

Infancy has been the focus of a
number of recent reexaminations of
psychoanalytic concepts of develop-
ment.?’- 85130 The aims of this paper
will be to trace briefly and to examine
critically these conceptions of infant
psychic life. In the end I will assert that
they have little behavioral foundation
(that is, identifiable behavior correlates)
in the actual life and development of
infants and that they are related to adult
proclivities for idealizing infancy as an
original condition of innocence and
perfection. At the same time there is the
adult’s recognition of the extreme vul-
nerability of the infant with respect to
the power of surrounding caregivers.
Such proclivities, when examined, ex-
pose the adult’s penchant for attributing
to infants qualities of subjective life that
are not, in the ultimate analysis, truly
explanatory.
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SYMBIOSIS AND OMNIPOTENCE IN
INFANCY: HISTORICAL ROOTS
IN PSYCHOANALYSIS

Freud, Ferenczi and M. Klein

Freud used the term symbiosis only
once in his writings* but not to refer to
phenomena associated with concepts
listed above.®® Benedek used the term
as early as 1949 to characterize the early
mother-infant  unit.4 Before that,
Fromm used it to describe the devel-
opmental foundations of his social
psychoanalytic theory of human ad-
Justment.*® He also described separa-:
tion-individuation phenomena that
are essentially the same as those
later described by Mahler.

Others also within or in contact with
the early psychoanalytic movement in-
corporated the basic tenets of infantile
symbiosis and individuation into their
developmental frameworks, even
though these specific terms were not
employed. Thus, Rank!!'8 made separa-
tion and individuation factors, including
the creation of symbiotic modes of
functioning to deal with the trauma of
birth, the central tenet of his conceptual
framework (see also Ferenczi, below).
Piaget several times referred to nondif-
ferentiation of self and other as a central
feature of development.!'¢ Sullivan's
prototaxic and parataxic modes of early
infant experiences are drawn along
similar lines.!3! Despite the clear his-
torical divergences of these schools of
thought, the common acceptance of the
symbiotic, undifferentiated nature of
early psychic life is unmistakable.

It is well documented that Freud
contemplated infancy from his position
as a parent.?'-73 He had a penchant for
reconstructing childhood phenomena
from the standpoint of an archeologist of
adult mental life. It is intrinsic to every-
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thing Freud wrote that he was a devel-
opmentalist, a trait Kaufmann has
shown to have been largely influenced
by Goethe.”s Freud therefore quite nat-
urally turned to the infant as a prototype
of mental processes.*3: 46- 47 He averred
that the infant’s recognition of the object
world is prompted by the rise of un-
avoidable experiences of pain (frustra-
tion). This formulation appears in a
number of writings concerning early
psychic mechanisms associated with the
differentiation of the self and non-
self.43: 45 Freud’s theory of reality test-
ing, thought, and judgment pivoted in
large part upon this conception of early
psychic life.

Following Freud, Ferenczi®? broadly
outlined a series of steps taken by the
child toward mature reality testing, em-
phasizing that primary feelings of om-
nipotence are embedded in the original
psychic condition of nondifferentiation
and that there is an innate regressive pull
toward the original undifferentiated
state:

If . . . the human being possesses a mental life
when in the womb, although only an unconscious
one—and it would be foolish to believe that the
mind begins to function only at the moment of
birth—he must get from his existence the impres-
sion that he is omnipotent. For what is omnipo-
tence but the feeling that one has all that one
wants, and that one has nothing left to wish for.
The fetus, however, could maintain this of itself,
for it always has what is necessary for the satis-
faction of its instincts, and so has nothing to wish
for; it is without wants. (p. 219) ... The first
wish-impulse of the child, therefore, cannot be
any other than to regain this situation. (p. 221)

Historically, these ideas are predicated
on Freud’s principle of constancy, a
principle holding the human organism to
be, like a bird’s egg, a closed biological
system. Like Freud, Ferenczi also
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viewed the role of frustration and dis-
crepancies between wish and reality
(the “promptings” specified by Freud)
to be the major impetus of the child’s
giving up magical-omnipotent thoughts
and feelings over the course of its devel-
opment.

While contemporary authorities dis-
miss or respectfully ignore much of
Melanie Klein’s work, basic tenets of
infant psychic life that she incorporated
into her thinking continue to reverberate
in contemporary psychoanalytic theory
of infant mental activity. They include
the metapsychological constructions of
good and bad objects and the strong no-
tion that subjective-affective factors
play a key role in the formation of self
and ego structures as well as psychic
conflict. The importance of Klein’s
contributions rests not with her extreme
and unacceptable metaphorical dra-
matizations of infant subjective experi-
ence, anchored to the two poles of the
paranoid-schizoid and depressive posi-
tions in object relations, but in her
readiness to meet infant subjectivity on
its own terms, that is, not solely as a
reconstruction from adult material but
as a domain of experience to be studiea
directly. The absence of language in in-
fancy was not a deterrent to her pursuit
of a suitable framework for concep-
tualizing infant psychic life. She be-
lieved that there are many details of
early emotional development that can
be gathered through modalities other
than language. Thus, she asserted, if one
is to understand the young infant it will
be through empathic modalities (*a full
sympathy with [the baby]") that are in
many respects outside the domain of
language.®* Recent studies of affective
life in infancy have demonstrated that




THOMAS M. HORNER

empathic perceptual modalities on the
part of the observer can be objec-
tive—that is, reliably used in ratings
of behavior and affect.52- ¢4

The few actual behavioral vignettes
that occur in her works suggest that
Klein was attuned to interactional data
that today would be used to counter the
theories she expounded. Thus, in her
essay “On Observing the Behavior of
Young Infants,” one finds references to
the wakeful periods of focused positive
involvements that occur between young
infants and their caregivers, including
not only eye-to-eye contact at the breast
but also the young infant’s interest in
peek-a-boo activity.8? (See Kleemans®
in this regard.) Unfortunately, the con-
cepts that emerged from Klein’s pur-
suits found a vocabulary that essentially
cast infant psychic life in terms of the
grossly disturbed adult.

The theory of Klein and her associ-
ates8!- 119 incorporated the basic tenets
of Freud and Ferenczi’s model of the
infant mind. The undifferentiated phase
(merged objects) of development (au-
toeroticism) is retained, although, fol-
lowing Glover, Klein held firmly to the
notion that early on (first three months
of life) the infant experiences part-
object relationships that are predicated
on primitive distinctions between itself
and not-self (i.e., the breast)}—hence the
paranoid-schizoid position that she con-
sidered to be dominant during this pe-
riod. Klein and her colleagues also held
to the notion of infantile omnipotence.
Finally, they took the unmodified view
that the experience of self evolves
primarily out of painful experiences: *It
seems that at first the conscious idea of
‘me’ is largely colored by painful associ-
ations. Phantasy is then taken up as a
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refuge from the reality of ‘me’ ™ (p.
55).11% Yet withal, they emphasized the
important domain of subjective life in
infants:

Surely the [infant] feels, if it does not yet know,
that it is at least “acquiring knowledge” of new
sights and sounds, and so on, every day. We say
“*he recognizes me!” and it means “he has pre-
served his perception of me intact in his mind since
he first took it in.” And I think the baby too knows
in this way that ke isinvolved in the process. . .!!?

This emphasis was later continued by
Spitz (see below) and has continued,
modified by extensive and systematic
direct infant observational study, into
important contemporary approaches to
infant psychic life (see, for example,
Emde??).

Loewald, Jacobson and Modell

While terms and collateral concepts
have changed over the decades since
Freud, the main presumptions and
imagery concerning early stages of
nondifferentiation, regression toward
fusion states, and omnipotence have
remained essentially unchanged in the
developmental psychoanalytic litera-
ture_38. 39,40.71,78,79,93,103, 128, 129 The
writings all emphasize the basic com-
promise between the child’s need to
retain the symbiotic situation and op-
posing tendencies to loosen symbiotic
ties largely by way of aggressive, narcis-
sistic expansion and independent €go
functioning.”!- 23 All stress the period of -
early infancy as being one of nondif-
ferentiation. Jacobson’' and Model]!%4
viewed the early condition of nondif-
ferentiation to be an abiding feature of
object-relational development. Modell
wrote, for example, that the “wish to
merge, to fuse, to lose one’s separate-
ness” (pp. 61-62) is elemental to all




328

love relationships. Tensions and con-
flicts associated with merging wishes
and fears were central to Jacobson’s
codification of these object-relational
principles.

According to Modell, the function of
omnipotence is to deny (eliminate) sepa-
rateness between self and object—to
create an illusion of action upon the ob-
ject from a distance. Such denial serves
to protect the ego from feelings of loss.

The object that is eaten is “*all gone™: it needs to be
re-created . . . [Ilinstinctual demands made upon
parental objects, . . . implicitly threaten the loss of
the object. Therefore the danger of separation is
not limited to the danger of actual, physical sep-
aration from the protecting parental object, but
may also arise as a result of the fundamental ambi-
valent instinctual wishes that the child experi-
ences toward the parents . . . We [sic]suggest that
the capacity for magical thought mitigates the
danger of catastrophic anxiety through the cre-
ation of an illusion of lack of separateness between
the self and the object . . . [This anxiety] is the
motive of the institution of a magical, created en-
vironment that serves to mitigate the danger of the
experience of total helplessness. (pp. 22-23)

Jacobson viewed complementary
processes of symbiosis to be at work
with respect to the mother’s side of the
early dyadic relationship. In this context
she cited Benedek’s® and Greenacre’s®’
comments regarding the mother’s emo-
tional ties to the infant. These com-
plementary processes were conceived
as something to guard against. Drawing
on the work of Olden!?¢- 1°7 and Mabhler,
Jacobson emphasized the need on the
part of the mother to maintain a climate
of essential differences between her
own and her child’s needs and roles,
thereby insuring that the merging wishes
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on the part of the infant are not so-
lidified.

Modell, however, objected to the use
of the term symbiosis because “there is
no compelling reason to assume that the
object of this dyad is bound to the sub-
ject in an equivalent manner’ (p. 41).104
He stated that the concept of symbiotic
object relationship is misleading in that
it erroneously implies the existence of a
particular emotional bond of the object
to the subject. Curiously, he stated that
the emotional attitude of the object to
the subject may in fact be quite irrele-
vant; that is, a transitional object re-
lationship on the part of the subject (i.e.,
infant) may be established regardless of
the attitude of the object.

Direct Psychoanalytic Applications
to Infants: Spitz and Mahler

Spitz'27-12 and Mabhler®¢-1°° sys-
temically applied themselves on an
extensive scale to direct observations of
the infant-mother caregiving unit, intro-
ducing to psychoanalytic theory sys-
tematic observations of the communi-
cations, interactions, and general be-
havioral patterns of infants with their
mothers.* The work of both of these
individuals has transmitted the prevail-
ing notions of initial self/other nondif-
ferentiation and the collateral sense of
omnipotence, giving, at least ostensibly,
an empirical foundation to theory for-
merly based on reconstructions and
clinical observations from adult psychic
experience.

In the main, Spitz remained within the
classical framework of psychoanalytic
theory of object relations. With

* To be sure, direct observation of infants by psychoanalysts preceded the work of Spitz and Mahler

(see for example, A. Freud;*' Hoffer¢?). However,

unlike their predecessors, Spitz and Mahler repre-

sent focal points for contemporary developments in the field of infant psychiatry, and so their respec-
tive works are emphasized here.
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Hartmann, Spitz!?® addressed the phe-
nomenological dimension of the self,
and he attempted to account for it in his
conceptualization of self development
in infants. Unfortunately, some con-
volutions in his analysis of the early
stages of the self resulted in a failure to
resolve some of the problems connected
with distinguishing self, ego, and
awareness. Thus, he cryptically as-
serted that the infant’s

ever-increasing [external] cathectic investment fi-
nally compels the ego to become aware of the “*I's™
function in the unfolding object relations. Through
this awareness of the ego the *I" achieves identity
as the self. (pp. 120-121)t27

Following previous theorists, Spitz
subscribed to the view that the infant
stands poised between progressive de-
velopmental forces away from the ob-
jectless (undifferentiated) condition of
regressive

primary narcissism and
forces toward that condition and that
there exists a counterpart tendency in
the mother: “the equally conflicting
strivings of the mother, to embrace and
to remove” (p. 124).128

Under normal circumstances, in the first few
months, the mother’s antithetic tendencies are in
harmonious interaction with the antithetic ten-
dencies in the child. With the increase in the
child’s autonomy the synchronicity of child and
mother is subjected to ever more disturbances.
Such asynchronous incidents, as well as the at-
tempts from both sides to re-establish syn-
chronicity, contribute greatly to the richness of
the developing object relations. (p. 124)*

Like his predecessors, Spitz held to
the view that inevitable frustrations in
the infant’s behavioral-affective com-
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merce with the environment facilitate
the differentiation of the self. But he
enlarged the crucible of self/not-self
differentiation in an important way
when he emphasized the function of ac-
tion in the development of self/other
boundary representations:

The clash between the child’s will and that of the
mother leads the child to recognize the limits of his
will, his wishes, his fantasies about himself, and
thus the boundaries of the self are narrowed and
set up. (p. 139)

Finally, omnipotence, while infre-
quently mentioned by Spitz, was never-
theless a key part of his overall model:

One may say without exaggeration that the self is
fashioned from the atrophied remains of magic
omnipotence. . . . This origin of the self, its link-
age with magic omnipotence, will never be com-
pletely eradicated and can be traced even in the
adult. Reality testing blocks the road of return to
the omnipotent origin of the self. (p. 139)

Mahler’'s well-known theory of
separation-individuation®s- 98- 190 epito-
mized contemporary psychoanalytic
approaches to early child development
and psychopathology. For Mabhler, the
starting point in development is the pe-
riod (“first few weeks of extrauterine
life”) of absolute primary narcissism,
termed the stage of normal autism.
Mahler characterized this period as one
of virtual absence of object cathexis,
except for instances where transient re-
sponses to external stimuli can be dem-
onstrated. Re-evoking Freud’s analogy
of the bird’s egg,** Mahler!®® depicted
the phenomenology of this period as one
in which

* This point comprises one of Spitz's many original and lasting contributions to psychoanalytic ap-
proaches to infancy, his emphasis on the communication matrix with its emotional climate and the
critical auxiliary ego functioning of the mother. Some contemporary psychoanalytic approaches to the
study of early affect communication?¢:3! owe much of their impetus to Spitz’s seminal work in these

areas.
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. . . the infant seems to be in a state of primitive
hallucinatory disorientation [my emphasis] in
which need satisfaction seems to belong to his own
“unconditional” omnipotent, autistic orbit. (p. 42)

In the second month and beyond,

dim awareness of the need-satisfying object marks
the beginning of the phase of normal symbiosis, in
which the infant behaves and functions as though
he and his mother were an omnipotent system—a
dual unity within one common boundary. (It is]
that state of undifferentiation, of fusion with
mother, in which the “I"" is not yet differentiated
from the “non-I"" and in which inside and outside
are only gradually coming to be sensed as dif-
ferent. (p. 44)

In Mahler’s theory, then, the mother-
infant unit is viewed as the essential ego,
an extension of Freud’s concept of
“purified pleasure ego’’4* and a direct
application of Spitz’'s concepts of the
auxiliary ego and ‘“‘unified situational
experience.”’!2?

Although not the totality of primary
narcissism that characterizes the normal
autistic phase, the symbiotic phase, ac-
cording to Mabhler, is essentially a con-
dition existing ““within the orbit of the
omnipotent symbiotic dual unity” (p.
46).%° The ego is now being ‘‘molded
under the impact of reality, on the one
hand, and of the instinctual drives, on
the other” (p. 46).19° The infant’s inner
sensations.

. . . form the core. They seem to remain the cen-
tral crystalization point of the “feeling of self,”
around which a ‘*sense of identity” [ego feeling;3?
identity theme®!] will become established. . . . The
sensoriperceptive organ—the *‘peripheral rind of
the ego,” as Freud called it—contributes mainly to
the self's demarcation from the object world. The
two kinds of intrapsychic structures together
form the framework for self-orientation. (p. 47)!2¢

The child’s movement through the four
subphases of separation-individuation
(differentiation; practicing; rapproche-
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ment; individuation and object con-
stancy) entails a long series of behav-
ioral transformations and achievements
aimed toward differentiating the self and
object from the original dual unity. In
the first three years of life the simulta-
neous or alternating attraction to (to
combat separateness) and threat of re-
merging with the mother (and losing in-
dividuality) looms in the background of
the infant’s and young child’s develop-
ment. According to Mabhler,® it is the
basis of an entire life cycle of longing,
derived from the original symbiotic mo-
tive, for the actual or fantasized ideal
state of self—that perfect and blissful
state of union between infant and
mother. (See also Joffe and Sandler.”?
See again Modell, above. See also the
recent experimental work of Silverman,
Lachmann and Milich.!?4) Correlatively,
there is the potential parental liability
of overgratification or overfrustration,
which could draw the child regressively
or fixate it to a level of nondifferentia-
tion. (See again Jacobson, above.) It is
not uncommon in clinical presentations
for these liabilities to be interpreted as
central causes of severe early childhood
disturbances,¢- 15-53.85.98 and they are
certainly part of the theoretical founda-
tion upon which several contemporary
psychoanalytic models of severe adult
psychopathology are built.?? 101122

EPISTEMOLOGICAL FACTORS

Given the foregoing psychoanalytic
material, it is pertinent to consider
briefly the genetic epistemology of
Piaget, since his view, generated from a
wholly different orientation, seems to
corroborate some of the psychoanalytic
points that have been cited.

The child interview data amassed and
reported by Piaget is compelling when
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one ponders the thesis that self and non-
self are indistinct in the child’'s mind.
Yet Piaget had in mind an ultimate for-
mal logical distinction, not the practical
and everyday distinctions made by
young children between themselves and
others. Thus, he averred that the self/
other distinction did not occur until
11-12 years of age (p. 241),''* and he
held that not even by direct intuition
could this distinction be made before
then (p. 129).'1% These are, of course,
positions contrary to psychoanalytic
thought.

“The problem of the child’s con-
sciousness of self is extremely complex
and it is not easy to treat it from a
general standpoint”—so begins the sec-
tion on consciousness of self in Piaget’s
early book, The Child's Conception of
the World.''¢

The child may be aware of the same contents of
thought as ourselves but he locates them
elsewhere. He situates in the world or in others
what we seat within ourselves, and he situates in
himself what we place in others. In this problem of
the seat of the contents of mind lies the whole
problem of the child's consciousness of self, and it
is through not stating it clearly that what is in fact
exceedingly complex is made to appear sim-
ple. . . . The consciousness of self rises in fact
from the dissociation of reality as conceived by the
primitive mind and not from the association of
particular contents. That the child shows a keen
interest in himself, a logical, and no doubt a moral,
egocentricity, does not prove that he is conscious
of his self, but suggests, on the contrary, that he
confuses his self with the universe, in other words
that he is unconscious of his self. (p. 125)

. . . the child begins by confusing his self and the
world—that is to say in this particular case, his
subjective point of view and the external data—
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and only later distinguishes his own personal point
of view from other possible points of view. In fact
the child always begins by regarding his own point
of view as absolute. (p. 126)

Piaget's references to the self here
are essentially epistemological, largely
centered on the capacity for self-
reflective (observing ego) thought. As
much as his writing on the subject con-
tains references to particular confusions
between self and external world,
Piaget’s perspective is always from the
standpoint of the child's inability to in-
trospect and to conceptualize the
other’s point of view in a situation.* In
his thinking, Piaget borrowed from ear-
lier psychologists, particularly Bald-
win,! who spoke of an ‘“‘adualistic™
period in development in which percep-
tion and reality are not distinguished
from one another. It is, however, a pe-
riod in which, according to Baldwin, ““‘an
incipient perception of persons as dif-
ferent from things™ does exist.!3

Piaget’s idea of how the self becomes
differentiated in the child’s mind from
the external world is similar to the view
held by psychoanalysts, namely, that it
is through contact with and frustration
from the object world that differentia-
tion takes place.!%: 16 Psychoanalysts
have been concerned, of course, with
frustrations that are connected wit
drives (need satisfaction) or, in
Spitz’s!37 view, affect-motivated ac-
tions. From Piaget's standpoint, frus-
tration centers primarily on the clashes
between points of view that arise from
the imposition of the child’s interpreta-
tions on others:

* While there is no basis whatsoever for disputing the infant’s inability to introspect it is not so clear that
infants lack totally the rudimentary capacity to take another’s point of view. Hoffman®? has recently
communicated some highly interesting examples of infants aged 15 and 20 months, respectively, who, by
virtue of actions taken toward others, must have possessed elementary capacities for evaluating the
other’s point of view (see also Hoffman,** Borke,” and Lempers, Flavell and Flavell®®).
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It is by a series of disillusions and through being
contradicted by others that {the child] comes to
realize the subjectivity of feeling. (p. 127)!!¢

Thus, it is through the experience of
being thwarted, hence frustrated, by
others’ points of view that the child's
cognition of self as distinct from reality
emerges. Interestingly, Piaget’s re-
marks concerning the self and the exter-
nal world referred to the five- to eight-
year-old child, an age range in which,
in contradistinction to Piaget, psy-
choanalytic theorists consider self/
object differentiations to be for the most
part (see Jacobson’!) established and
functioning except in extreme psy-
chopathological disorders.* (Obser-
vational studies of children’s play during
this age period in turn corroborate the
psychoanalytic view.!3%) All of Piaget’s
comments concerning the differentia-
tion of self and external world, then,
must be taken from the standpoint of his
dealing strictly with self-reflective ca-
pacities. Thus, while findings from his
interviews with children ““point to the
child’s ignorance of the fact [my italics]
of subjectivity’’''¢ they do not imply
anything in the way of an absence of
conscious experiences of subjectivity;
nor do they imply an absence of an
awareness of distinctions between self
and other in everyday social inter-
course.

It is well known that Piaget charac-
terized the thinking of the young child as
essentially egocentric, a term referring
to the child’s inferior position in logical
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and objective analysis. Egocentrism is
not synonymous with self-interest al-
though individuals characterized by
such qualities are often egocentric in
their thinking. Objectivity, according to
Piaget,

consists in so fully realizing the countless intru-
sions of the self in everyday thought and the
countless illusions which result—illusions of
sense, language, point of view, value, etc.—that
the preliminary step to every judgment is the effort
to exclude the intrusive self. (p. 34)'1¢

Egocentrism ignores the existence of
the self’s impact on perceptions and
thought, disregards the relativity of
one’s own perspective, and thus takes
the subject’s point of view as immedi-
ately real and absolute. According to
Piaget,

so long as thought has not become conscious of
self [which is to say, conscious of the impact made
by one’s self in everyday thought and com-
munication), it is a prey to perceptual confusions
between objective and subjective, between the
real and the ostensible; it values the entire content
of consciousness on a single plane in which osten-
sible realities and the unconscious interventions of
the self are inextricably mixed. (p. 34)"'¢

Nevertheless, these qualities of chil-
dren’s thinking are evidently related
to the absence of introspective ca-

pacities—that is, self-observing ego
capacities—not to the failure to dif-
ferentiate representations of the self and
of objects. Young children know they
are not the wind, the sun, their fathers,
etc. and act, except when pretending , in
accordance with this knowledge. How-

* It is perhaps ironic that none of Piaget’s major discussions concerning the mental activities of children in
the first two years of life!11- 113116 specifically raised the issue of self and other. In fact, none of them
directly involve others, only things and actions on things. In actuality, the observations themselves are
not incompatible with a dismantling of the idea of self/other fusion, omnipotence, etc., from the larger
framework of psychoanalytic object relations theory. Yet, it is clear throughout his writings that he held
to the theory, following Baldwin (see Piaget!?®), that the phenomenology of infancy is devoid of

self-awareness (see also Piaget!!s).
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ever, since children assume that all
other objects in the world act and feel as
they do, they confer traits on them that
are similar to what they experience of
themselves. But this animistic trait does
not require the corollary assumption
that children make or feel no actual
distinction between themselves and
others.

BEHAVIORAL FACTORS

The last two decades have witnessed
a grand expansion of empirical inves-
tigatory interest in the human infant.
New technologies, particularly video-
taping, permit detailed (microanaly-
tic) analyses of behavior sequences
and interactive states and open new
doors to the internal processing ca-
pacities of very young infants. Affect,
once viewed as part of the passive dis-
charge phenomena associated with
drive fluctuations, now has transac-
tional/communicative significance in
the caregiving relationship, and Dar-
winian hypotheses along these lines
are now being resurrected after a
long period of relative dormancy.2¢
The concept of the infant as a some-
time interactive partner has replaced
the notion of the infant as a pas-
sive-dependent figure (Mahler’'s®? *‘pas-
sive lap baby”) in an asocial care-
giving context.3- 10- 68

In this section I will emphasize that
very early on in development the infant
is a true agent in its social relationships.
This emphasis is supported by an ac-
cumulating array of observations and
experimental studies of early communi-
cative and interactive capacities in in-
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fants (e.g., Lewis and Rosenblum,®®
Thoman,'33 and Kaye??). While they do
not entirely dispose of many of the am-
biguities characterizing early infant de-
velopmental phenomena, these studies
nevertheless offer glimpses of early or-
ganizational and dynamic properties of
infant mentation that not only do not
require symbiotic conceptions of early
object relations but also challenge the
utility of such conceptions.

In this section, two questions will oc-
cupy the discussion of behavioral fac-
tors, each having to do with one of two
aspects of separation theory reviewed
thus far: /) Is the 3-6-month-old infant
symbiotic? 2) Does the infant feel om-
nipotent in its relations with others?

Isthe 3-6-Month-Old Infant Symbiotic?

This question has a corollary ques-
tion: Is the 0-3-month-old infant nor-
mally autistic? The questions go to-
gether because both refer to the premise
that the young infant is incapable of
making the fundamental distinctions
critical to the differentiation of self from
object. These questions will be consid-
ered with reference to infants’ periods of
wakefulness, leaving aside those pe-
riods when infants are asleep or upset to
a degree that they cannot or do not sus-
tain focused attention to surrounding
events.

Peterfreund!®® has already exposed
the terminological fallacy in the concept
of normal autism. A number of studies
have shown that the infant is capable,
from neonancy onward, of alert visual
interest in the face—or more precisely,
in features of the face.* Brazelton®®

* The bulk of formal research strongly suggests that the face of the parent is not perceived as a Gestalt
until 3—4 months of age.!- 23 Yet, the capacity for feature analysis and extraction of information from
the face is a conspicuous and documented set of visual factors from neonancy on.'¢-¢2 The point
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based a significant part of his behavioral
examination of the neonate on this
premise, emphasizing the distinct
tracking of the examiner’s moving face.
Haith’s remarkable studies of neonatal
visual perception indicate that far from
being strictly reflexive—that is, obliga-
tory to the stimulus—the neonate’s ““ap-
proach” to visual stimuli (and presum-
ably faces as well) is an active, self-
guided process of inspection and
analysis.®? Field et al** and Meltzoff!%3
have separately reported findings that,
while highly controversial from the
standpoint of imputing actual imitative
capacities to the newborn, take advan-
tage of the quiet, wakeful states of facial
interest commonly evident in healthy
full-term newborns.

Contemporary theories of early infant
cognition emphasize the importance of
motor processes in the formation of
mental representations of space and
objects. (Piaget, of course, is a major
proponent of this view.) Yet well-known
and widely cited neurophysiological
studies by Hubel and Weisel”® (see also
Colonnier,!” Edelman and Mountcas-
tle,22 and Szengothai and Arbib!32) pro-
vide evidence of probable innate feature
analytic mechanisms in sensory per-
ception that permit the organism to
make basic perceptual distinctions.
Their findings are compatible with an-
other view of early mental represen-
tational processes, namely, that object
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representations are not solely derived
from actions upon the object but from
direct perceptions of the object.*

These neurophysiological and epis-
temological considerations provide an
empirical foundation for conceiving of
the very young wakeful infant as
oriented toward external events in the
surrounding world—capable, in other
words, of direct perceptions of objects
as existing apart from its own body. The
organism is equipped to act not as
though an external/internal distinction
exists but on the basis of an ability to
make an actual external/internal dis-
tinction. Thus, Ball and Tronick? have
documented neonates’ anticipations of
impending collisions with approaching
objects, and Wishart, Bower and Dun-
keld!4* have shown through infrared
photography that young infants would
suddenly cease reaching for objects
when the laboratory lights were extin-
guished. Recent observations of pat-
terned  visual-behavioral interests
(pre-peek-a-boo-activity) made between
615—17 weeks of an infant’s develop-
ment have suggested the ability to make
external/internal representational dis-
tinctions. %8

Very young infants prove capable of
face-to-face engagements, and they are
equipped as organisms to register the
textural and spatial information that is
required to make such representations
at neurophysiological levels. It is likely,

underlying my comments about the 0—3-month-old infant is not that the infants are visually drawn to (and
visually alert to) the “‘faceness’” of the parent but that they are alert to the facial features of the parent.
Far from being phenomena that can only be exposed through the advanced technology of the infant
behavior laboratory—the latter does, of course, allow for crucial refinements to be made at mi-
crotemporal levels—they are conspicuous phenomena in everyday contact with parents and their

0-3-month-old quietly awake infants.

* This is a distinct alternative to Piaget’s constructivist account and it is the subject of a recent cogent
theoretical discussion by Butterworth.!4 Butterworth draws on Gibson’s theory?#-5¢ of direct percep-
tion, which holds that perception does not depend on action patterns for mental constructs. The
theoretical orientation, then, is one of **direct realism™ ! as opposed to the “indirect realism’ of Piaget.
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then, that almost from the very begin-
ning the infant makes elementary
body/nonbody distinctions that are the
direct precursors of self/nonself distinc-
tions. These body/nonbody distinctions
call not for a theory of autism or sym-
biosis but rather for further elaborations
of a theory of the body self®s that is from
the beginning imbued with primary self
feeling, i.e., a sense of presence in the
perceived world of objects.*

Does the Infant Feel Omnipotent?

Does the infant feel all powerful?
Doesn’t the infant feel omnipotent when
itis fed in response to its cries? The tacit
assumption in these questions is that the
infant feels an illusory omnipotence—
illusory because objectively the infant is
vulnerable, dependent, and helpless;
omnipotent because things happen
when the infant wants them to. But do
infants ever not get what they want? Is a
feeling of efficacy in the world—the
feeling that one can make things happen,
which is certainly a characteristic of the
3-6-month-old,8- 13- 138 the same as
the feeling of omnipotence? We have
accumulated in our behavioral labora-
tory evidence that many attempts by
babies to make things happen, both in-
teractionally as well as nonsocially, fail.
Trying to capture the mother’s atten-
tion, trying to get out of a high chair,
trying to reach an object that is just
out of reach—all constitute instances
wherein the feeling of efficacy is not
forthcoming because the aim of the be-
havioral attempt is not achieved. The
babies’ reactions in Brazelton er al's
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study!' of still-faced mothers consti-
tute additional evidence that the in-
fant whose intended interactions are
thwarted is not in a position to feel om-
nipotent.

Freud was correct in ascribing a role
to pain and frustration in the develop-
ment of a sense of the limits in reality.
Similar assertions can also be found in
Piaget''® and in some Soviet psycho-
logical writings (e.g., Leowald®4). But
Freud did not dwell on experiences of a
nonpainful, nonfrustrating, nonthwart-
ing nature—experiences that also con-
tribute to the acquisition of sen-
sorimotor impressions of self, not/self,
things-affected-by-self, etc. Too much
is now known about the early intentional
capacities of infants to fall back on a
theory of symbiosis and omnipotence as
explanatory or even descriptive of the
infant’s subjective experiences. The be-
havior of infants, preserved on videotape
and calculated to the second,3: 134- 135, 136
attests to the very young infant’s active
interests in the social world—and even
to some differential behavior patterns
according to who (father, mother, un-
familiar adult) the partner is.?° Lewis
and Brooks-Gunn®’ have described the
distinct action-outcome pairings (cog-
nitions) of this period which, despite an
absence of permanence, could well be
the basis of clear-cut sensorimotor
self/other distinctions during the 3-4
month period and beyond. These are not
concepts, of course, but percepts—
proprioceptive in large part but also
cross-modal (i.e., visual-tactile, vis-
ual-proprioceptive, etc.). They do not

* There is, of course, a substantial psychoanalytic literature that addresses the topic of primary self (or
ego) feeling (see, for example, Federn,* Greenacre,’” Rose,!20- 121 Jacobson,”! and most recently
Pine'!?) but which does not deal with any of the issues I have faised in the service of correcting problems

with symbiotic postulates.




336

achieve concept status per se until the
child has gained the capacity for rudi-
mentary self-observation and reflec-
tion, a capacity that is native to older
childhood and adolescence. But the ab-
sence of a self-reflective capacity should
in no way be used as the standard by
which the capacity for self/other dis-
tinctions is judged, for they truly are of a
different order of experience (see Epis-
temological Factors, above).

The characterization of infant subjec-
tivity as a condition of felt omnipotence
derives largely from the presumption of
undifferentiated self/other represen-
tations during the symbiotic period.
Naturally, if one is all and all is one,
there must be an all-encompassing sense
of existence. However, behavioral and
subjective analyses of the infant (supra)
suggest that the perceptual and affective
worlds involve experiential distinctions,
even though they are not a matter
of self-knowledge per se. Following
Piaget, the infant’s actions upon objects
may be viewed as the predominant vehi-
cles through which these represen-
tational distinctions are constructed.
Intramodal perceptual-behavioral expe-
riences (e.g., object seen/not seen, ob-
ject palpated/not palpated) and inter-
modal perceptual-behavioral experi-
ences (object seen can be touched/not
touched; object shaken can be heard
[rattle)/not heard [teething ring]), each
corresponding to early stages of sen-
sorimotor development,!!* are both
predicated on such distinctions.

The symbiotic foundation removed, it
is difficult to mount a reasonable case
for infantile omnipotence or grandios-
ity. True, in the play of children one
frequently witnesses sequences and epi-
sodes of omnipotent contents, which are
largely associated with the egocen-
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tric cognitions of children. Much of this
kind of play derives from imitations of
and, in older children and adolescents,
identifications with adults; or from tem-
porary excitements engendered by
being powerful; or from the temporary
abandonment of constraints imposed by
external and internal limits; or from
needs to counteract pervasive feelings
of vulnerability, helplessness, or in-
feriority. There is, then, a capacity to rep-
resent and feel oneself as omnipotent
within the bounds of play or pathologi-
cally suspended reality testing. This ca-
pacity, however, may well be an ac-
quired one, whose appearance of in-
nateness is inevitable given the child’s
cumulative experiences with adults in
caregiving relationships that are suf-
fused with the latter’'s power. The
adult’s experience of the child (and in-
fant) is, in turn, a key factor in the as-
cription of omnipotence to the latter.
This will be elaborated further in the
next section.

SOURCES OF INFERENTIAL ERROR

There is poetry in the antithetical
concept of a dual unity!®® or of “a
self-object polarity, even when self and
object representations are not yet dif-
ferentiated” (p. 17)7°. Poetry, which ap-
peals to us as a medium for bringing the
ineffable into relief against a back-
ground of nonverbal experience,
bridges the verbalized and nonver-
balized realms of experience. It is not
surprising, therefore, that some of the
most elegant depictions of infant psy-
chic life in terms of symbiotic theory are
indeed poetic.74> 142

The poetry in this case, however,
does not necessarily capture the

realities under scrutiny and may reflect
more of the poet than the poetic object.
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Because the theory of symbiosis and
omnipotence is formulated on the basis
of psychic material drawn from adults as
well as from direct observation of and
interaction with infants, objective
analyses of the phenomenological ter-
rain of infancy must first deal with two
sources of inferential error: /) errors in-
volving reconstructions from adult psy-
chic material and 2) errors deriving from
ascriptive processes in adults’ percep-
tions of infants.

Reconstruction

Freud had a well-known penchant for
archeological-evolutionary technique
and analogy, according to which it was
possible to reconstruct (archaeology)
the past on the basis of presently ob-
served structures and according to
which early forms were germinal to later
forms (evolution). In a timely discourse

on the processes of psychoanalytic in-
quiry and inference, Spence!?’ has re-
cently drawn into sharp focus some of
the fallacies that attend reliance upon
reconstruction as a tool of scientific rea-
soning. His thesis is that inference made

from clinical data concerning past
events in an individual’s life, which are
gathered from free associative or active
recollection material, is better concep-
tualized as

. . aconstruction ['creative proposition’ ] rather
than as areconstruction that is supposed to corre-
spond to [an actual] something in the past. (p. 35)

Spence’s discourse enlarged on the im-
portant distinction to be made between
two kinds of truth, historical and narra-
tive, in the conceptualization of re-
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lationships between past events and
present circumstances. Drawing on
cogent methodological critiques by
Viderman'3” and Lock,%? Spence care-
fully demonstrated why reconstruction
of past history is an extremely tentative
and illusory proposition. According to
Spence, historical truths may ultimately
be less important than narrative (con-
structed) truths to the individual’s self-
coherence. To the scientist and clinician
concerned with infant phenomenology,
the narrative truths derived from adult
phenomenology must defer to the data
of direct observation and inference,
much as the historian faced with both
primary documents and secondary
sources will defer to the former.

To summarize Spence’s reasoning,
without recapitulating its careful and
straightforward demonstrations,* /) the
existence of formal correspondences
between present circumstances and past
events does not imply a causal relation
between the two, and 2) finding even
partial correspondences is likely to be
by chance (p. 151ff).!125 As Spence
pointed out, strong observer bias un-
dermines the possibility (let alone the
feasibility) of making meaningful as-
sessments of the chance factors operat-
ing in reconstructive inference pro-
cesses. There is also the question of how
specifically the reconstruction is to be
formulated. Global reconstructions are
much more likely to be confirmed than
highly specific ones, particularly if they
overlap with universal truths or con-
ventional wisdom.

In the history of psychoanalytic
theories concerning symbiotic, om-

* Spence illustrated, for example, how in case studies Freud and other analysts have sometimes
hypothesized the occurrence of early events on the basis of manifest patient material and then taken the
reconstructed events as facts upon which later events, as explained by them, were based.
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nipotent, and regressive characteristics
of infancy, much of what has been sug-
gested to us about infant phenomenol-
ogy is based on observations of adult
psychopathology, particularly under
primitive or regressed conditions.
Spence’s points expose the essential
methodological flaws in deriving views
of infancy from observations of the
functioning of older children or adults.

Ascriptive Processes

Infants are natural projective screens
for adults: embodying a host of individ-
ual (most often parental) and collective
aspirations and trepidations, they are
the most palpable link between the indi-
vidual and immortality. The infant’s po-
sition in life is therefore profoundly, if
not cosmically, charged for the individ-
ual, and subject to the timeless ascrip-
tions that flow from the mortal soul.

In “On Narcissism’ Freud44 wrote:

The primary narcissism of children which we have
assumed and which forms one of the postulates of
our theories of the libido, is less easy to grasp by
direct observation than to confirm by inference
from elsewhere. If we look at the attitude of affec-
tionate parents towards their children, we have to
recognize that it is a revival and reproduction of
their own narcissism, which they have long since
abandoned. . . . Thus they are under a compul-
sion to ascribe every perfection to the child—
which sober observation would find out occasion
to do—and to conceal and forget all his
shortcomings. Moreover, they are inclined to sus-
pend in the child's favor the operation of all the
cultural acquisitions which their own narcissism
has been forced to respect, and to renew on his
behalf the claims and privileges which were long
ago given up by themselves. . .. At the most
touching point in the narcissistic system, the im-
mortality of the ego, which is so hard-pressed by
reality, security is achieved by taking refuge in the
child. Parental love . . . is nothing but the parents’
narcissism born again, which, transformed into
object-love, unmistakably reveals its former na-
ture.
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Thus, Freud was keenly aware of ascrip-
tive processes underlying adult per-
ceptions and interpretations of infant
psychic life. Yet he opted for a view that
the primal narcissism of infancy is re-
vived in parenting rather than derived
from adults’ fantasies and ideals about
infant psychic life. While parental nar-
cissism as described by Freud is easily
observable and, to a large extent, pene-
trable by means of psychoanalytic in-
quiry, its genesis need not be attributed
a priori to the early forms and conditions
of narcissism he postulated—that is, nar-
cissism characterized by the absence of
self/other distinctions (with its corollary
regressive pulls) and omnipotence.
Equally tenable, for example, is the hy-
pothesis that parental ascriptions of
narcissism and omnipotence to the psy-
chic life of the infant are a function of
the parents’ deeper knowledge that the
infant is in fact vulnerable to and largely
helpless in the face of the powerful
adult world surrounding it. A corollary
hypothesis might be that narcissistic
ascriptions made by parents are in fact
idealizing defenses against hostility or
potential aggression toward the child,!4?
a factor in civilization well-documented
by history.!9: 5660

There are several infant traits com-
mon to everyday adult contacts and in-
teractions with babies, and they bear
directly on the ascription of omnipo-
tence to infant subjectivity. Thus, in-
fants are in a position to arouse many
affects in adults that frequently favor
perceptions of the former's omnipo-
tence. First, the physiological-behav-
ioral states of infants, particuarly in
the first few months of life, frequently
change and thereby affect their manner
of engagement. Correlatively, their at-
tentional states are brief. They charac-
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teristically focus their attention from
object to object; or, as numerous exam-
ples from our videotaped observations
of infants show, attention may shift cyc-
lically from autoactivity to interactivity.
As anyone who interacts directly with
infants knows, the baby always takes
the lead in such circumstances. In fact,
when one *“‘forces” oneself on the infant,
for example, either by constantly ad-
justing oneself in order to remain in the
infant’s visual field** or by intensifying
the social stimulation of the baby (un-
published observations in our labora-
tory), infants visibly thwart the insistent
partner through gaze aversion. As unso-
cialized beings, infants do not follow the
rules that govern ordinary social inter-
course. However, they seem to follow
many simple interactive rules (routines)
that are either innately endowed or ac-
quired through interactions. It is a fact
of everyday laboratory experience, eas-
ily replicable in the natural environ-
ment, that when adults violate these
rules infants behave in ways geared
toward ‘“‘restoring’ them.!3¢

Second, through self-directed, egocen-
tric pursuits, older infants and tod-
dlers frustrate and thwart their adult
caretakers. Persistence and insistence
in matters of self-interest and a refusal to
take the other’s point of view (which is
not the same as failing to differentiate
the self and other), are familiar and
sometimes aggravating traits in infants
and toddlers, which lead occasionally to
their being characterized as tyrannical.

Third, infants and toddlers require
large amounts of attention and involve-

339

ment from the caregiving environment.
Matters of safety and protection, disci-
pline and control, and basic affiliative
needs on the part of the young child
stand ready to press the vulnerable adult
caregiver (e.g., the socially isolated
parent, the highly ambivalent parent,
and the parent who has no other duties
or personal outlets) into feeling en-
slaved by the child.

Finally, adults’ own generative needs
as beings conscious of their individual
mortality may spiritually incline them to
exalt the condition of infancy. The in-
fant as tabula rasa, fresh start, renewal
of life, innocent creature—all convey
basic existential themes that devolve
from adults’ contemplations of their
own limits and finiteness in life.

Ascriptions are made throughout
everyday intercourse with infants. Most
are innocuous in substance and reflect
shifting affects aroused in the course of
stimulating, controlling, or prohibiting
them.”® Ascriptions may be idealizing or
indicting in quality and serve to enhance
or diminish the infant. In toxic forms,
ascriptions become dangerous forces in
iile caregiving practices of parents and
lead to abuse or other damaging events
in the life of the infant. In both positive
and negative forms, though, it is the
adult’s experience of the infant that is
central, not an archaic condition of in-
fancy that reasserts itself.*

CONCLUSION

Although more behavioral observa-
tional material could be adduced to
counter the alleged utility of symbiotic

* The point here is not that introjects derived from early childhood experiences do not operate to form
adult outcomes (see the valuable insights of Fraiberg, Adelson and Shapiro3’ concerning the insidious
role played by negative maternal introjects in the mothering of some infants), only that the outcome is not
a derivation of an inherent pattern of infantile omnipotence.




340

theory, such data may still not amount
to deductive proof. As Mahler and
McDevitt*® have recently stated:

Whereas there is no conceivable method by which
the validity of the hypothesis of a symbiotic phase
of the mother-infant dual unity can be proven, it is
just as impossible, we think, to empathically or
otherwise provide or militate for acceptance of the
contrary hypothesis—namely, that the infant of a
few weeks “‘knows™ or even “‘feels” that it is his-
self that reacts to stimuli emanating from the
“other,” or that he can in any way discern them
from stimuli arising intrinsically within his own
body. (p. 828)

Hypotheses that cannot be falsified are
of little value to the scientist unless they
have some heuristic value. Ironically,
the chief heuristic value of symbiotic
theory consists of providing a plausible
set of syntheses concerning the etiology
and subjective correlates of many con-
ditions of adolescent and adult psy-
chopathology, particularly borderline
and psychotic conditions.”®: 102 Yet,
symbiotic features of psychopathologi-
cal, as well as normal, adult adjustment
(and this includes rapprochement
themes as well) cannot be argued to
derive from earlier stages that, in circu-
lar fashion, have been essentially con-
structed out of the adult experience. The
infant specialist must seriously question
the value of symbiotic theory because
its explanations and predictions of the
infant’s everyday behavior often seem
less reliable than those based on simple
description.

Theories serve two purposes in sci-
ence. On the one hand, they organize
and synthesize facts derived from sys-
tematic observation and inference. On
the basis of such syntheses, hypotheses
are formulated that either predict or lead
to new facts or to new interpretations of
old facts, and thus to new insights and
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new actions on behavioral events and
situations. On the other hand, theories
are used to speculate in areas where
facts are few or absent. Such theories,
while compelling for their apparent logic
or their appeal to intuition or imagina-
tion, are, as Freud*®:4® once charac-
terized psychoanalytic instinct theory,
mythologies: philosophical excursions
awaiting empirical tests. One cannot es-
cape the impression that the symbiotic
theory of object relations grasps for a
kind of philosophical rectitude when it
emphasizestheintrinsictensionbetween
oneness and separateness. But the re-
maining questions for symbiotic theory,
with its corollary postulates of omnipo-
tence and intrinsic regressive pulls
toward self/object fusion, are: What
does it predict (correlatively or
causally)? To which behavioral data
does it refer correlatively? To what
internal events, in terms of the infant’s
and child’s actual state of helplessness
and naive experience of adults, do these
traits actually apply in the infant’s direct
experience of the world?
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