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This book is dedicated to my wife, Nadia.




. . . also partly because it struck me, on my walk yesterday, that these moments of being of mine were scaffolding in the background: were the invisible and silent parts of my life as a child.


—Virginia Woolf




Introduction
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The Unfolding Worlds of a Baby’s Life


THIS book is the “personal diary” of a baby named Joey. It is a diary I have invented to answer the questions that we all pose about a baby’s inner life. What is going on in your baby’s mind when she is gazing at your face or looking at something as simple as a patch of sunshine on the wall? How does your baby feel when he’s hungry? When he’s fed? When he’s sad? When you’re playing face-to-face? How does he feel when he’s separated from you?


But how can we determine the answers to these questions?


I have made up Joey’s experiences and invented his voice, but not out of whole cloth. My insights are drawn from three sources: facts about infants based on extensive research, speculations based on those facts, and my own imagination. I will begin with the facts. What do we know about infancy and how do we know it?


Over the past three decades, there has been a revolution in the scientific observation of babies; in fact, we have more systematic observations on the first two years of life than on any other period in the entire life span. This revolution turned, in part, on our learning to ask the sorts of questions that babies could actually answer. For instance, even a newborn can turn his head from side to side in response to a stimulus. With this in mind, a good question for a researcher to pose might be, Can a four-day-old baby know his own mother by her smell? The question and its answer got yoked as follows. A breast pad, wet from his nursing mother, was placed on a pillow to the right side of the head of a baby several days old. A second wet breast pad, brought from another mother, was placed to the left side of his head. The baby turned his head to the right. When the pads were reversed, he turned to the left. He not only knew his own mother’s smell, he preferred it, and he answered by turning his head.


Another way to elicit a response is through the sucking mechanism. Infants are, of course, good suckers. All babies suck in short bursts, then pause for a moment, then begin another burst, and so on. They can control the length of these bursts and pauses. To answer the question What do babies like to look at? we can place an electronically bugged nipple into a baby’s mouth and hook it up to a slide projector so that the baby can see the projection. A three-month-old baby quickly learns that each time she wants to see a new picture, she needs only to start to suck; and when she just wants to look at it, she pauses. The baby will turn over the slides at a rate that reflects her interest in each picture. From this, it is easy to know what babies find interesting to look at and what is boring to them.


The bugged nipple can also be hooked up to two audio-cassette machines. One has a recording of the mother’s voice; the other, the voice of another woman saying the same words. In this setup, the baby will suck so that he can spend more time listening to his own mother’s voice, thus answering the question Does a baby recognize his mother’s voice? There are many other ways to measure a baby’s response to the myriad questions researchers want answered, including gazing, eye movements, leg kicks, heart rate, and so on, all of which are used in research today.


Television has also revolutionized our ability to observe babies and parents together. With television we can freeze a frame, review a gesture or facial expression many times over, and measure its duration exactly. As a research tool for exploring human behavior—especially nonverbal interactions—it has opened up new worlds.


This, then, is where the facts come from. So far as possible, I have based Joey’s diary on our current knowledge about infants. Some of this information comes from almost thirty years of my own research; some, from researchers and observers around the world. (At the end of this book is a highly selective bibliography of the principal research findings that inspired his work.)


Another part of this knowledge base comes from my personal contact with babies and parents over the last three decades. As a father, I have lived with five children. As a clinician, a psychiatrist specializing in the earliest years, I have observed and treated disturbances in the parent-infant relationship. This research and clinical experience is the trampoline from which my speculations have been launched.


What part of this diary, then, is pure imagination? That is hard to know. How much of what is imagined comes from experiences actually lived but have been reassembled? How much comes from vague memories of our own past? And how many of these inchoate memories are really just memories, and not a present part of the child still living in us? We as adults have many ways of viewing the world. Sometimes we need to be rational and logical to make sense of what is happening. Other times, such as when we listen to music, we need to rely more on intuitive, emotional responses and bodily feelings that resist being easily put into words. My assumption is that the baby views the world predominantly through feelings since he hasn’t developed a more rational approach. But this feeling-way does not disappear with infancy. It remains with us, operating in the background, hardly noticed. It may move into the foreground when, for instance, we go to a concert or unexpectedly fall in love. This is why even the parts of Joey’s story that are made up are still rooted in the reality of common human experience.


There is yet another more personal source leading into Joey’s diary. When I was two years old, I was hospitalized for many months for an operation that was complicated by an infection. In those days, antibiotics were not yet very effective and hospital stays could be quite lengthy. In addition, visiting hours for parents and family were fairly limited. At that age, I spoke only a few words and could understand very little of what was being said. But it was important for me to have a sense of what was happening. Like any child in that situation, I tuned into what people did, how they moved, what was happening on their faces and how they said what they said. In other words, I was paying attention to the music but not the lyrics, as these were beyond me. In short, I became a watcher and reader of the nonverbal. A lot depended on it.


All infants learn this lesson, but this hospitalization reinforced it dramatically for me. As an adult, I remained an avid reader of the nonverbal world, a place where I felt comfortable and which I seemed to understand. So it made sense that I would specialize in studying infants who are nonverbal but very communicative. The sense of being able to understand their experiences, at least in part, always felt natural to me, even if impossible to prove.


This brings me to the question Why is it important for parents to know what an infant’s experience might be like? The answer is that parents also become experts in reading the nonverbal. They have no choice. None of us can spend time with a baby without ascribing to him or her certain thoughts, feelings, or wants at a particular moment. In a baby’s presence we are forced to invent the baby’s inner world. What I am doing in this diary is what parents do anyway—except that I am starting from an established scientific base.


The pervasiveness of our need to imagine an inner life for a baby became clear to me as I observed parents with their babies. I listened to their ordinary chatter, the things we all say to a baby almost without thinking: “Oh! You like that, huh?” “You don’t want the green one, after all.” “Okay, you’re in a big rush, aren’t you? I’ll hurry up.” “All better now, isn’t it?” It is through such interpretations that you know what to do next, how to feel, and what to think. Parenting itself depends on these interpretations and so will the child’s eventual development.


You will want and need to know what is going on inside your baby’s head at many key moments—when she is hungry, say, or stares fixedly into the distance, or suddenly fusses in the middle of playing a game. At such times, you try to slip beneath your baby’s skin and into her mind and act as if you have a fair idea of what is going on there. And when you can’t identify your baby’s experience, you simply make your best guess—a guess inevitably colored by how you yourself see the world. If, for example, you read anger in your baby’s cry, you are likely to react with anger or guilt yourself. If you read only distress, you are likely to be able to feel and express empathy. Much of your response will depend on how you yourself were treated as a child, how your parents interpreted your feelings and behavior. (The Birth of a Mother, the companion book to this, goes into these issues in greater detail.)


When you love someone, you want to share what it feels like to be them. Intimacy and empathy start here. Imagining what your baby is feeling—which is partially based on empathy—is necessary for both you and the baby. It provides your main guide for what you do next, and your baby’s main guide in learning about her own experience. She may not know exactly what she feels, or where she feels it, or just what she wants, or what is upsetting her. It is your interpretations that help her to define herself and structure her world.


Without thinking about it, you will keep a running record of how you imagine your baby’s feelings and responses. You compose an ongoing biography of your baby’s life, which you constantly consult. This biography serves as a framework and dictionary both for how you see the baby and how she sees herself.


In my clinical practice, I see striking evidence of how these parental constructions can affect a child, and I am equally impressed by the strength of the parents’ need to invent a child’s experience. Imagine the long-range impact of believing: “He is just like his grandfather, strong and quiet.” “Her manner is so much like my late mother’s.” “He will be rich and famous one day, and the destiny of our family will finally change.” “Her manner is so alert to everything, not at all like me. I hope she won’t be fearful like me.” “He has his father’s charm; I hope it won’t get him in trouble.” These stories, created out of a parents’ own past and present, reflect deep wishes, fears, and aspirations.


If the parents’ fantasy about who their baby is (who they want him to be) is greatly at odds with the nature of the baby’s personality, natural tendencies, and wishes, the situation is ripe for conflict. This is why it is important to be aware of this inevitable process of imagining your baby’s inner worlds. Becoming conscious of what you are putting into the baby that may not be there at all can prevent future troubles.


Thus, in inventing Joey’s “autobiography,” I am only taking everyone’s natural tendency to create biographies for babies to a next step. My ultimate aim is to enlighten parents about the inner life of their babies. When parents realize the richness of this inner world, they usually view their babies with greater interest, curiosity, respect, and love. Also, it becomes easier for them to know when their own interpretation of their baby’s experience is getting distorted by their own wishes and fears. This enables them to become more sensitive and respectful guides of their baby’s development.
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The structure of this diary is based on the discontinuous leaps that mark the development of all babies. Each leap brings your baby forward into a more complex world of experience. To show how a baby is likely to go through the unfolding of these successive worlds, I have Joey chart his progress through five worlds of experience from early babyhood to the point when, at the age of four, he is ready to step forward and create his own story. Thus, at six weeks, Joey is in the first of his worlds, the World of Feelings, where the inner tone of an experience anchors his impressions. Here he is concerned not with how or why something has happened, but with the raw experience itself; not with facts or things, but with feelings, his feelings.


At four months he passes into the Immediate Social World. In this world of the “here and now, between us,” he reports on the rich choreography between himself and his mother, on the subtle moves by which they regulate their flow of feelings. Thus, Joey introduces us to the basic dance we play out with other people throughout our lives.


At twelve months, Joey discovers that he has a mind, and that other people do, too. In the World of Mindscapes, he becomes aware of such internal mental events as wishes and intentions in himself and others. He finds that one person’s mental landscape can overlap with another’s: one may have the same thing in mind, or not. For instance, he comes to know both that his mother knows that he wants a cookie, and that she knows that he knows that she knows.


More than six months later, at twenty months, Joey takes us into the World of Words, with its paradoxical combination of advantages and disadvantages. Here he discovers that sound symbols can both throw open new vistas of imagination and communication and simultaneously create havoc with his old nonverbal worlds.


Finally, there is a big leap to four years, when Joey can talk about himself in his own voice. Now he has the ability to think about and make sense of his experiences and to construct an autobiographical story about them to relate to someone else. He has entered the World of Stories.


In his diary, Joey touches on a wide range of events and common experiences every parent will recognize. Some, like being hungry, are crucial; some, like looking at the bars of his crib, are casual. All of the moments chosen are daily and ordinary, yet are rich in drama for a baby. They are fairly short, sometimes lasting much less than a minute; however, each reveals a world in a grain of sand.


Diaries are necessarily records of events in the past. In Joey’s diary, however, everything occurs in the present. Events run directly from his experience of them into the diary without any delay and without the reconstruction an adult would find necessary to “fix the present.” The events in Joey’s diary are like dreams being filmed.


Since babies do not have words to write, speak, or even think with, I have created Joey’s voice. To capture the essence of his nonverbal experiences, I have borrowed freely from sounds, images, weather, space, and movement. As Joey gets older and is more able to differentiate his experiences, his memory grows larger; thus the descriptions in the diary become longer and more detailed. Though I have to use language for Joey’s voice, I have tried to make his language reflect his worldview. For instance, words such as then or after appear only after Joey has some notion of how events follow one another. And conjunctions like because occur only after he has a substantial sense of causality.


Each of the worlds that Joey enters—the Worlds of Feelings, the Immediate Social World, the World of Mindscapes, the World of Words, and the World of Stories—makes up a separate part of the diary. At the beginning of each part, I introduce the new abilities and capacities available to Joey that permit him to enter that new world. The chapters within each part describe an event that occurs in the course of an ordinary morning. We see that event from three points of view: first, a brief setting to give the context of the event; second, Joey’s diary account of the event, in his voice; and finally, my comments on Joey’s experience in the light of our knowledge of infancy.


Repeating similar events at different ages—for instance, Joey’s response to a patch of sunlight when he is six weeks old and again when he is twenty months old—allows me to highlight the developmental changes that occur in a baby between the World of Feelings and the World of Words. In the final chapter (the only one where Joey speaks in his actual voice), many of these same events reappear but are transformed into his own story.


As he matures, Joey encounters each world in succession. Yet he never fully leaves behind the previous worlds. Nor does each new world replace the older ones; it adds something to them. So when Joey enters the Immediate Social World, it does not push aside or totally absorb the World of Feelings but adds another note. And, as in music, when a second note is added to the first, both sound different in the presence of the other. In this fashion, as each new world is added to the existing worlds, it alters its predecessors.


We live in all of these worlds at the same time. They overlap but never disappear. Out of the interplay between them arises the richness of human experience, a dynamic most clearly seen in the World of Stories. Thus, Diary of a Baby records a journey through worlds that, unfolding for each human being early in life, endure for a lifetime.


Diary of a Baby was conceived of as the first of two companion books. It deals with the baby’s experience of his interactions with his parents. In the second book, The Birth of a Mother, the mother’s experience of her interactions with her baby are revealed. Together they form a whole—two inner worlds converging on the same events.


Geneva, September 1997




I
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THE WORLD OF FEELINGS: JOEY AT SIX WEEKS
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STEP into Joey’s earliest world and recall what you have never really forgotten. Imagine that none of the things you see or touch or hear have names, and few any memories attached to them. Joey experiences objects and events mainly in terms of feelings they evoke in him, and the opportunities for action they offer him. He does not experience them as objects in and of themselves. When his parents call him “honey,” he doesn’t know that honey is a word and refers to him. He doesn’t even particularly notice it as a sound distinct from a touch or a light. But he attends carefully to how the sound flows over him. He feels its glide, smooth and easy, soothing him; or its friction, turbulent and stirring him up, making him more alert. Every experience is like that, having its own special feeling tone—for infants as for adults. But we pay less attention to it. Our sense of being is not focused on it as Joey’s is.


Now, pretend that weather is the only medium. Pretend that chairs, walls, light, and people all make up a weatherscape, a special moment of a day or night, its unique mood and force deriving from its own combination of wind, light and temperature. And, finally, pretend that there is no you to stand outside the weather and watch it happen. You are part of the weatherscape. The prevailing mood and force can come from inside you and shape or color everything you see outside. Or, they can start outside and resonate inside you. In fact, the distinction between inside and outside is still vague: both may seem to be a part of a single continuous space. As adults, we have many moments when the inside and the outside worlds seem to influence one another directly, almost flow freely one into the other. For instance, the inside moves to the outside when someone close to you does something hateful and looks for that moment intensely ugly. Or, the outside moves inside when you walk out into an unexpectedly sunny and clear morning, and your spirits lift and your body lightens. In adults, these partial breaches in the inside-outside barrier are short-lived. In infants, they are almost constant.


A human weatherscape is a unique moment of feelings-in-motion. It is not static like a photograph. It has duration, like a chord or several notes or even a musical phrase. It can last from a split second to many seconds. And during the time that fills a moment, Joey’s feelings and perceptions change together. Each moment has its own sequence of feelings-in-motion: a sudden increase in interest; a rising, then a falling wave of hunger pain; an ebbing of pleasure. It is as a sequence of these moments strung together that Joey experiences life.


The four chapters in part I describe four such moments as they occur one after the other on a single morning when Joey is six weeks old. In the first, Joey is looking at the sunlight falling on his wall (“A Patch of Sunshine”). Then he looks at the bars of his crib and, through them, at the wall beyond (“Space Songs”). He becomes hungry and cries (“A Hunger Storm”) and, finally, is fed (“The Hunger Storm Passes”). Like shots in a movie, one moment may be continuous with the next, or fade into it, or cut abruptly against it, or be separated from it by a blank pause. It is not clear to Joey how he gets from one moment to the next or what, if anything, happens between them. (Is it so clear for us?) But all his senses are focused on each one, and he lives each intensely. Many are the prototypes of moments that will recur over and over throughout his life.
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A Patch of Sunshine: 7:05 A.M.


JOEY has just awakened. He stares at a patch of sunshine on the wall beside his crib.
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A space glows over there,


A gentle magnet pulls to capture.


The space is growing warmer and coming to life.


Inside it, forces start to turn around one another in a slow dance.


The dance comes closer and closer.


Everything rises to meet it.
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