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Overture

. . . At first the infant,
Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.

William Shakespeare, As You Like It, 1599

" The babe whose birth embraves this morn,
Made his own bed ere he was born.

Richard Crashaw, Hymn of the Nativity, 1652

At 2 weeks, Jessica lay on her back between her mother’s knees, half-
swaddled in an oversized flannel nightdress. The mother talked to Jes-
sica and to the:visitor at the same time. “You're quiet now, aren’t ya?
You should have seen her at 4:00 this morning. Yeah! Yeah! You weren’t
quiet then, were ya? No. No. No you weren’t!” Jessica did not reply.
Her eyes, not quite meeting the mother’s gaze, flickered across her face
as though inspecting one eye, then the other; then the mother’s bangs,
then the eyes again. Her mother had been playing with Jessica’s hands.
Now each small hand was wrapped around one of the mother’s index

“fingers. “Could she know who I am already? The way she holds on to

me.” The baby’s lips parted and seemed to.make a round O. Her mother
imitated this, then laughed. “Is that “Yes'? Say, ‘I know who Mommy
ist" .

Amy, almost 4 months old, sat in her father’s lap in a booth at the
coffee shop. He was talking to a.friend. Amy was teething on a hard
rubber ring he had brought along for her. Her father supported Amy’s
back with his left arm, keeping his hand free. Twice he used that hand
to catch the ring when it fell to her lap or his own lap. When Amy
dropped the ring for the third time, he interrupted his conversation,
said, "“Klutz,” picked it up and-put it on the table. She leaned toward

1



2 Chapter One

it, awkwardly reached out and touched it, but was not able to grasp it
well enough to pick it up. Her father had returned to his conversation,
and this time without interrupting it (though he was glancing back and
forth between Amy’s hand and his friend) he tilted the ring upward
toward Amy so that she could get her thumb under it. She grasped the
ring and pulled it away from him. Absorbed in chewing on the toy, Amy
did not look at him. He went on talking and drinking his coffee, paying
no further attention to her until he felt the toy drop into his lap once
again. :

Dylan, at 9 months, played pat-a-cake with his grandmother. She
held her hands up, ready.to clap them together, and made a face as if
to say, “Are you ready?” He reached toward one of her hands with both
of his, but she clapped her hands together slowly, three times. Dylan

stopped, in mid-reach. When his grandmother finished clapping, he

started: slowly touching his hands together, separating them, touching
them together again. Grandma tried to get him to clap his hands against
hers, but he was distracted by the dog’s barking. The doorbell rang and
Grandma had to leave the house. When she came in the door 6 hours
later, Dylan was sitting on the living room floor. He looked up at her,
smiled when she greeted him, ‘then grandly reached out his hands and
clapped them together three or four times, without taking his eyes from
Grandma.

At 17 months, Nathan was standing between mother and father,

who were sitting in the kitchen. His father handed him a wooden block
from a pile on the table. Nathan took it in his right hand, passed it to
his left hand, and pointed with his right hand at the pile of blocks. His
father handed him another. “Now you’ve got one in each hand, don’t
ya?” But Nathan added the second block to the one in his left hand,
managing not to drop either of them. He pointed to'the pile again.
Father offered him another block. This time, holding two blocks in his
left hand and one in his right, Nathan seemed to hesitate for a moment.

Then he put the block that was in his right hand into his mother’s lap, .

taking another block from his father. He held out the blocks in his left
hand toward mother, who took them. Now he dropped the block from
his right hand into his mother’s lap, and she did the same with the two
blocks she was holding. Nathan picked.up one of those, looked at it,
then pointed at the pile on the table, looked at his father, and grunted,
“More.” Father obliged. Soon Nathan had transferred all the remaining
blocks to mother’s lap, where he could reach them without help.

At 30 months Nikki, whom we were observing in her home, said
to her mother, ’’I have to pee,” whereupon she left the room. She turned

on the light in the bathroom, pulled down her pants, sat down, urinated, -

stood up, pulled up her pants, turned off the light, and rejoined u: n

Querture 3

the living room. At that moment she truly seemed to have joined the
community: independent agent, tool-user, aficionado of electric lights
and toilets, respecter of domestic tranquillity and hygiene; socialized,
intelligent;.a person in her own right.

All these incidents have something in common: They are cognitive
achievements in a social context. They illustrate the impossibility of
drawing a line between mental life and social life at any age. And they
raise some specific controversial issues about the psychology of infancy:
Would substantially the samrie behavior have occurred without the par-
ents’ participation; perhaps in somewhat different form, but involving
the same basic skills? Or do we have to use some notion of communication

*in any explanation of this behavior? Do we see an exchange of mean-

ingful gestures between Jessica and her mother, or between Amy and
her father, long before language development begins? If so, shall we say
that later language development is merely a more complex level of ges-
turing, with conventional words and sentences taking the place of innate
gestures? :

This book replies “No” to all those questions. It argues instead that
the behavior of these children dépends as much upon preadapted adult
behavior and universal human interaction patterns as it does upon the
infant’s intrinsic cognitive abilities. The kind of exchanges with adults
that facilitate sensorimotor and later linguistic development require little
from the infant at first except regularities in behavior and expressive
reactions that parents tend to interpret as if they were meaningful ges-
tures. : C

It surely is a miracle that the kind of creature a man and a woman
can bring into the world by purely biological processes becomes (even-
tually) the kind of creature that possesses a mind and a sense of self,
an unsurpassed intelligence-and a personal identity in relation to society.

- The explanation has most often been given by pointing to man’s superior

brain. This book offers an additional perspective. It supports an argu-
ment that has been, until recently, a minority view. The evolution of the
human brain alone, as the instrument of learning and thought, could
not have brought about mind. Symbolic representation, language, and
thought could not emerge in any species, and would not develop in any
individual, without a special kind of fit between adult behavior and
infant behavior. That fit is preadapted: It comes to each child as a birth-
right, both as a result of biological propensities and as a result of social
processes learned and transmitted by each new generation.

Since the argument places social relations at the very root of mental
development, it amounts to an extension of Vygotsky’s theory and of
his objections to Piaget, down to the first year of life. (Their debate
actually dealt with the preschool years.) However, in the course of this



4 Chapter One

discussion and in the light of modern evidence we can also refine Fhe
Vygotskyan perspective. This perspective reverses the tacit assumption
of many authors,.that communication is the felicitous by-product of a

symbol-using mind. Like Vygotsky, I assume the contrary: that com- .

munication is the origin of mind.. Yet this only raises the question: How
does communication itself develop in an organism that still lacks a mind?

A great deal happens between birth and sometime around the mid-
dle of the third year.(when, filled with pleasure and pride at that glorious
accomplishment, we tell Nikki she is no longer a baby). The-processes
producing those changes are a great mystery in between two lesser
mysteries. Before infancy, our mechanisms of reproduction and gesta-

tion, miraculous and mysterious as they are, are similar to other mam- .

mals. After infancy, human development is an elaboration: of_ the
intelligence, learning processes, and communication that-all origmate
in the first 2 or 3 years. But human babyhood itself is practically mthou_}t
precedent: The uniqueness of our species is never more evident than in
the extraordinary transformation from newborn to 2-year—old7

From the Mouths of Babes -

Surprisingly, the psychology of human infancy has been a battleground
for many of the great issues of the modern social sciences: issues about
education (what must be taught? what is learned spontaneously? what
is innate?), evolution (what distinguishes the infant homo sapiens from
other primates that could explain its subsequent achievements?), lan-
guage (how does it originate?), culture (how early do cultural differenc?s
affect the child, and by what means?), social class (are differences in
ability hereditary or acquired?), sex roles (are sex differences biological
or conditioned?), humanism (is man ever an animal? and if so, when
does that animal change into a person?), theology (are we born innocent
or cloaked in-sin?), social reform (can we reduce poverty, retardation,
. drug addiction, etc., by early intervention?), and the relation between
science and political ideology (does the asocial, socialized, -or innately
social character of infants tell us anything about how .a society ought to
be organized or governed?). In the past decade, each of these issues has
been the subject of at least.a dozen articles, sometimes of entire edited
volumes. We seem to be turning to the young infant with questions our
wisest old heads have not been able to answer. : .
Perhaps the practical importance of those questions is only.a way
of rationalizing an enduring fascination. Paul Tillich (1951) wrote that
““man’s ultimate concern” is the question of what lies ahead, beyond the
death of the body. Personally, with no anticipation: of a hereafter and
with little confidence even in a tomorrow, I would be satisfied with a
better understanding of what lies behind. The mystery of where we

Owerture 5

came from and the contrast between what we are and what we were at
birth are at the core of man’s ceaseless quest to understand nature. There
are special obstacles in the way of understanding the part of nature that
is man himself, but there is also a special aesthetic, a special energy that
comes from confronting directly the most profound mystery of human
life.

To participate in that quest and to develop a coherent theory, we
psychologists have to avail ourselves (as well as we can) of biology,
anthropology, philosophy, and sociology. We need to think about how
evolution has provided man with the means to be opportunistic and
adaptable while also passing along technology and culture. We need to
think about the behavior of adults and children as they interact with an
infant. We need to think about symbolic representation and the origins
of mental life together with the acquisition of language and the way it
transforms social relations.

This book has five main goals. First is to explore the nature of the
human mind, self, and social relations, as all three of those gradually
and simultaneously emerge in infancy. We shall be concerned with the
intersection (not the union) of those three areas of work in develop-
mental psychology. Second is to examine a set of critical concepts for
the field, especially system, communication, gesture, symbol, representation,
intersubjectivity, imitation, socialization, and self-consciousness. Third is to
describe a new conception of the parental role in early development.
Fourth is to outline a theory that saves the best features and abandons
the worst features of what I call the “inside-out” and the “outside-in”
views of how the human infant becomes an intelligent person. The
theory is concerned with causal factors in development from a universal,
species point of view. This turns out to be a different task from theorizing
about the causes of individual differences in development. A final goal,
between the lines, is to pose some major metatheoretical and method-

~ ological problems of developmental psychology in a way that is, while

not definitive, at least challenging.

The substance of the book is in two parts. Chapters 2 through 6 deal
with the problem of our unit or units of analysis. I shall first explore
what we know about human action at the level of organism-as-system,
then expand the perspective to that of two or more organisms function-
ing together as a system. At both levels, the fundamental constructs
with which we must be concerned are the same: intention, attention,
representation, coordination, and so forth. But we cannot simply equate
the “parent-infant system” with the kind of system a single organism
is. The mutual coordination of infants with adults changes in the course
of their development together, and that change is nothing less than the
development of human communication. Our task is to identify and de-
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