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The Psychology of Babies




‘Books on parenting do not come any better than this! Professor Murray gives scientifically
based sound advice with extraordinary erudition and an approachable style suffused with
the emotional background of love and affection that maintains the child–parent bond. It is
a great contribution to the most important challenge that many of us ever face in our lives:
how to support the next generation.’


Peter Fonagy, Freud Memorial Professor of Psychoanalysis and Head of the
Research Department of Clinical, Educational and Health Psychology,
University College London; Chief Executive, Anna Freud Centre


‘If everybody who has a role in caring for babies were to read and implement the learning in
this wonderful new book, the current burden of disease that is due to attachment problems
could be significantly reduced.’


Jane Barlow, President of the Association of Infant Mental Health,
Professor of Public Health in the Early Years, University of Warwick


‘Wonderful and touching pictures! Babies’ amazing spirit of cooperation, their tenderness in
interactions with both animals and humans, and their sheer joy of the shared exploration of
the world, become crystal clear to us often inattentive adults through these pictures. Easily
accessible for the lay person or student with the clear illustrations and the carefully crafted,
simple and jargon-free explanations. I wish I had had this book when I began my own
delving into developmental psychology. . . .


The chapter on Cognitive Development is hugely important – a very clear case for how
the social interactions of parents and babies form the foundation for cognitive development.
With so many societies/countries being so concerned about academic school performance,
while [failing] to provide good early childhood care through reasonable maternity/paternity
leave and high-quality day care, this strong, evidence-based yet easily understandable voice
for the vital connection between the emotional quality of the early caregiving environment
and later cognitive development is sorely needed.’


Henrik Norholt, Chief Science Officer,
ERGObaby, Denmark
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‘What makes this book so enthralling is the way that film sequences bring alive the magic
and structure of parents and infants communicating. It takes a special mind to draw
important general truths from a lifetime of expert observations, and to make scientific
principles transparent to the everyday reader. Lynne Murray succeeds superbly.’


Professor John Duncan FRS, FBA, of the Medical Research Council’s
Cognition and Brain Unit at Cambridge, and Department of Psychology,
University of Oxford


‘This wonderful book is a compelling sequel to The Social Baby. As its subtitle explains it
is about how relationships support development and it provides an extremely lucid and
accessible exposition of the latest research that shows how critical the earliest relationships
are to the child’s social, emotional and cognitive development. It is copiously illustrated with
annotated stills from videos of parents with their infants, which bring vividly alive the lessons
from research. It will be an invaluable resource to all professionals working with infants and
young children, compiling as it does the learning contained in articles in scholarly journals
that would otherwise not be widely available. It shows how “it is the context of social
relationships that almost all other skills are fostered” – a message that needs to be heard by
all involved in the early child care and development field for its important implications for
where support and intervention needs to be targeted.’


Paul Barrows Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychotherapist;
former Chair of the UK Association for Infant Mental Health;
former editor of the Journal of Child Psychotherapy and of
the Newsletter of the World Association for Infant Mental Health


‘This is a beautiful and exciting book; years of careful, evaluated research into the
psychology of babies is generously shared with parents and professionals. The key point
that babies develop within relationships is brilliantly illustrated with captivating photos that
show each stage of an interaction between parent and baby. The evidence that parents and
babies affect each other and that emotional and cognitive development grows from this is
clearly shown. It will help parents give meaning to their baby’s behaviour and support their
confidence in responding. For professionals, these photos back up theory, and looking at the
sequence together with parents will help a shared understanding of babies.


‘This is perhaps the most successful format so far in bringing together the methods of
observation of Child Development Research and Psychoanalytic Infant Observation. These
“snapshots” provide visual confirmation of detail observed in the moment that back up the
evidence from long-term observation of a baby’s emotional development within its family.’


Dilys Daws, Hon Consultant Child Psychotherapist, Tavistock Clinic
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Foreword




Lynne Murray is a professor of psychology and
an internationally respected researcher on infant
development, known for her special knowledge of the
importance of affectionate parental care. She is also a
teacher and a writer whose earlier book, The Social
Baby, has given families pleasure and confidence in
sharing life with young children. She has worked in
Africa, as well as in Europe, to help parents care for and
communicate with their children. Being a mother and
grandmother, she knows first hand the joy of play, of
new experiences for parents in warm attachment with
their sons and daughters.


As she explains in the introduction to this book, she
has reviewed up to date research which has transformed
scientific understanding of young children’s vitality and
needs. This will be an important source for students.
But the book’s most impressive message is the story
of family life, presented in brilliant photographs and
pictures from videos of real-life creative communication
– usually taking place not in the laboratory, but at
home, in the garden, on the beach, or in a place of
daycare, by people who know and love young children.
We see the hopes and feelings of the babies and their
parents and other companions, as well as their affection
for one another and appeals for attention or help when
they need it.


The author first summarizes and illustrates the
steps by which an alert newborn baby, dependent on
intimate care and protection, becomes a mobile and
self-confident, even super-confident, two-year-old,
eager to know the world and to be a strong player in it.
Developments in body and mind bring discoveries and
challenges, sometimes troublesome doubts and fears. At
every stage a need for company is expressed – a partner
who responds with sensitivity and shares joys and
concerns. That is what love is about and how it sustains







relationships. Lynne Murray gives a clear account of
work on attachment relations and the evidence that
what aids parents best to provide for security in their
babies is ‘helping parents to think about their babies’
experience,’ – perhaps reflecting on their feelings about
the care they themselves received in childhood. Video
feedback can greatly help carers see things afresh
from their baby’s point of view . . . seeing strengths
in the relationship with their baby that they had not
appreciated before.’ That is the refreshing message
throughout –  babies are individuals with their own
point of view and their own hopes to do interesting and
enjoyable things for themselves and in warm friendship.


There is a well-informed and thoughtful account of
provision for out-of-home care for babies and toddlers,
and the benefits of high-quality care – ‘a high staff-
to-baby ratio, good staff training and higher rates of
pay all contribute to high staff morale, a sense of
professionalism and a low staff turnover.’ Attachments
to parents and care staff have to be supported, and
changes managed sensitively. There is concern about
inequalities of availability and quality of care: ‘Given
the importance of sensitive parental support for the
baby’s development, it is critical that government
policy should support both good quality daycare and
the ability of parents with young babies to work fewer
and more flexible hours.’ This is an urgent message
for countries such as the UK and the USA. Particularly
interesting is that good care out of home for babies
and toddlers can lead to the development of rich new
relationships between the children, which benefit
adaptation later to school and a wider group of peers.


Discussing the development of emotional self-
regulation skills, Professor Murray does not assume
that babies’ emotions are entirely self-related –  even
‘primitive’ expressions of distress of a hungry,
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xiii


FOREWORD




uncomfortable, sleep-needing newborn are offers of
communication with another person. The development
of well-being and well-feeling of a child is a life
process that is guided by the affectionate, sensitive and
playful care and the companionship of parents and
family: the book highlights this subtle and important
principle. There are delightful examples of how in more
vigorous games with a baby, ‘managing to enjoy the
game and not become distressed can exercise both his
own and his parent’s regulation skills.’ A key factor of
interpersonal timing is illustrated with Lynne Murray’s
own studies of the effects of a parent withholding
response to the baby’s offers of communication, or
of dis-coordinated behaviour, both of which may be
disturbing for a baby when a parent is suffering from
some emotional disorder and may seem ‘withdrawn’,
‘intrusive’ or ‘overprotective and unencouraging’.
For babies, as for anybody, responsive, emotional
attunement is important for confirming a relationship
and for learning in it. The author describes how
development of conversational ‘narratives’ of living and
learning help parents ‘socialize’ a child and ‘convey the
values of the family and the wider community’ –  from a
newborn being settled into a comfortable sleep routine,
to a two-year-old’s ‘helping’ at the table or in the garden,
or sharing imaginative play with other children.


The final chapter is on a favourite topic of
psychologists and brain scientists –  cognition
or intelligence. Our culture has long given great
importance to ‘brainy’ discrimination of facts and
formal transmission of knowledge and understanding.
These are skills that have been generally understood to
be outside the life of babies. But both kinds of science
have had to come to terms with clear evidence that
we come into the world with intentions and conscious
interest in goals and projects of our movements, and







brains that are especially sensitive to meanings of
other people’s behaviours, especially when these are
directed towards ourselves, to be shared. Once more,
Lynne Murray expands our appreciation of this native
cleverness and its development in relationships, with
pictures that show intimate details of how conscious
interests about the physical world, and making sense
of others’ actions, are communicated by and for babies.
The ways a teacher may assist early learning, and the
special value of book-sharing are all made clear. The
most important conclusions are that, ‘from birth, babies
actively push their cognitive development forward,
experimenting to find out what they can do, and how
the world works,’ and ‘for their natural abilities to
flourish social relationships are of key importance. . .
where the partner is responsive to the baby’s efforts, and
in particular to his interests and direction of attention.’


This is a book by a thoughtful and experienced
expert about the mutual support between human
natures in intimate relationships, and what they need to
grow strong. It tells a beautifully illustrated story of the
psychology of babies and their devoted company.


Colwyn Trevarthen, PhD, FRSE
Professor (Emeritus) of Child Psychology and Psychobiology,
The University of Edinburgh
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Introduction




Much of what is written about early child
development either covers the first few months
and deals with issues of caring, or else focuses on the
developing skills of the preschool child from two to
five years. My previous book, The Social Baby, falls
into the first group and, in the context of babies’ early
communication skills, largely covers the main areas
of caretaking that face parents through the first 3–4
months –  feeding, sleeping, crying and so on. While
parents and healthcare professionals who know the
book have been very positive about it, I am often
asked, ‘Why did you stop there?’ People feel they
need something about development beyond this
stage. This book fills the gap. It is not intended to
replace The Social Baby, since much of the detail about
understanding babies’ cues in the very early stages is
not duplicated here –  instead it takes a much wider and
longer-term look at the psychological development of
babies right through their first two years and sets out
how it can be supported by social relationships.


In those first two years there is particularly rapid
brain growth and babies are highly sensitive to their
social environment. Enormous strides are made in
psychological development: this includes major
advances in how babies understand other people, as
well as important developments in their wider cognitive
abilities, their language, and their emotional and
behavioural self-control. It is also during this period
that the pattern of the baby’s attachments to their carers
becomes established. In all these areas of development,
the nature of the baby’s interactions with others plays
a fundamental role. The first two years is a vitally
important period, since the baby’s development in each







of these realms can have a profound and lasting effect
on their later functioning.


This book is firmly grounded in research, and
accounts of the key studies are given throughout.
What distinguishes it from a standard text book,
however, is that this general scientific evidence is very
fully illustrated by the results of close observations of
individual babies, both in everyday life and in selected
experiments. The effect is livelier and I hope will help
to make the scientific findings more accessible to
parents as well as to clinicians or other professionals
working with parents and young babies, and to
students who are primarily interested in the research.
In fact, the technique of taking film or video footage,
and then subjecting it to frame-by-frame analysis,
has a long tradition in the study of child psychology.
Indeed, my very first job as a junior researcher was to
sit in a darkened room (no doubt ruining my eyesight),
tracing out by hand in fractions of a second, cine film
projections of the arm, head and leg movements of a
newborn baby as he watched a coloured ball dangling
before him. The main value of this approach is that,
unlike in real time when either as observers, or even
more as participants, events simply flash by, the frame-
by-frame unpacking of an action sequence allows us to
see its natural structure in a way that might otherwise
escape us. What we might treat, then, as trivial or even
random baby behaviour can suddenly be revealed as
something remarkable and systematic. So powerful
is this technique of highlighting key moments of
unfolding events, especially with a commentary to
alert the viewer to critical details, that my students and
clinical audiences overwhelmingly ask for presentations
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like this even in preference to seeing real-time
sequences, since they say it gives them unique access to
the psychological experience of the baby. The principle
applies no less to observations of other people’s
interactions with the baby: much of what we do
when we engage with babies is outside our conscious
awareness and, even if we do think about it, can seem
merely accidental or unimportant. But once we know
more about babies’ processing of experiences from
experimental studies, and put that knowledge together
with fine-grained observations of what happens when
a parent interacts with their baby, we can see that what
we do intuitively is often very complex and tuned to
the baby’s abilities in a way that precisely supports their
development.


But if parenting is done largely intuitively and
in any case supports babies’ development, as such
observations suggest, then what is the advantage of
having it spelled out for us in a book? There are three
main ways in which setting out the research evidence
and observations can be valuable. First, there is the







simple, intrinsic fascination of learning more about the
remarkable capacities of young infants –  of realizing,
for example, that what might seem simple ‘mucking
about’ is actually a baby making an important discovery.
As a result of such understanding, our experience and
enjoyment of being with a baby can be vastly enriched.
Similarly, when we understand more of what is going
on and realize that babies’ behaviour has its own sense
and logic, it gives us a heightened respect for them;
we see that their behaviour is not simple, random or
passive, but that they are actively and effectively forging
their own development.


The second value in a greater understanding of
babies’ development is that it can encourage parents to
trust their intuitions, supported by knowing that what
they do naturally is actually important in fostering their
baby’s development. In a sophisticated world, parents’
intuition can all too easily be undermined. They may
feel embarrassed, for example, to speak in ‘baby talk’,
but if they understand that this style of speech has
universal features that are precisely tuned to babies’
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3


INTRODUCTION




sensitivities, and that these features are important
in supporting language development, then they can
put such worries aside. Such knowledge affirms the
immense value of what parents do, day in day out, a
role that can often be devalued by wider society.


Finally, knowledge is power: if we as parents are
struggling with our baby’s behaviour, as we can all do
at times, or are serving in the role of clinicians or other
professionals who support babies and parents, then the
understanding we can gain from the extensive research
on child development, coupled with an attitude of
careful observation as illustrated in this book, may
be an invaluable support in our difficulties. And even
when everything is going well, the more we understand
of our baby’s development, the more we are empowered
to make good choices about what we do.


One of the main conclusions to arise from recent
research is that some of our previous accounts of
parenting need to be refined. Through the last forty
years or so, the overarching theme in descriptions of
good parenting has been that of ‘sensitivity’. While







no one would advocate not being sensitive to their
child, it is (rather like ‘love’) such a general term that
its usefulness is limited. Instead, what has increasingly
emerged from studies is that different kinds of parental
responsiveness, all of which might be considered
‘sensitive’, are associated with different developmental
outcomes in the baby, something now generally referred
to as the ‘specificity’ of effects. Often, the same parents
who are able to give ‘sensitive’ responses to their baby’s
needs in one domain of development are also ‘sensitive’
in other domains, but this isn’t always the case. So
some parents who find it easy to give good cognitive
stimulation (for example, supporting the baby to tackle
shape puzzles, or encouraging his interest in picture
books) may feel at a loss when it comes to managing
a temper tantrum, and vice versa. This variability of
response in different areas of parenting is particularly
common where parents are experiencing difficulties
such as depression or anxiety, but can happen to anyone.
For this reason, it may be helpful to think in terms of
separate areas of the baby’s psychological development,
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and the associated patterns of parenting that can support
each of them. So although babies’ different psychological
abilities are largely intertwined, this book organizes
development into distinctive key areas.


The first chapter tackles a theme that is at the core of
the book, that is, the baby’s social development, since
it is in the context of social relationships that almost
all other skills are fostered. Social development and
understanding are completely transformed through the
first two years, from the newborn baby’s basic attraction
to human features, to the two-year-old’s ability to
cooperate with others and to understand that someone
else’s experience might be quite different from their own.


The second chapter deals with an area that is of
central importance in the baby’s development –  their
attachment relationships. Attachment relationships
centre on the baby’s need for loving care and protection,
and influence their sense of security. Although
relationships with parents are normally of utmost
importance for babies’ attachment security, those with
other carers are also relevant. Many babies experience







non-parental care and parents sometimes worry about
its effects. This chapter therefore includes the research
on daycare, with detailed observations of the related
attachment issues.


Chapter 3 covers one of the most challenging
developmental tasks for a baby, namely to regulate
and manage difficult experiences and feelings and to
learn self-control. Parents’ support for their baby’s self-
regulation and control abilities often comes into play in
the course of meeting attachment needs, but challenges
to the baby’s emotional and physical equilibrium
occur in many other contexts too. How they are dealt
with is particularly important for the development
of both ‘externalizing problems’ like aggression, and
‘internalizing problems’ like very shy or inhibited
behaviour. This area of self-regulation and control is
one where the influence of individual differences in
babies’ natural tendencies is particularly clear, and
such differences (for example, how sensitive the baby
is to stimulation and the strength of their reactions)
can have a real impact on the experience of parents.
Perhaps more than in any other realm of development,
then, the genuinely two-way nature of the parent–infant
relationship is apparent here.


The final chapter considers babies’ cognitive
development. ‘Cognitive’ refers to a range of skills,
including attention, learning, and language, as well as
reasoning. While these are all ‘mental’ abilities, what is
remarkable about young babies is that their physical (or
motor) activities, like reaching, touching and moving,
are key elements in their cognitive development. In
this area it is particularly clear that babies push their
own development forward, endlessly ‘practising’ their
skills. But as in other areas, how parents adjust to the
baby’s initiatives can make an important contribution
to their progress. There are many ways for parents to
give support, including certain forms of play, but one
particularly valuable activity is regular book-sharing.
This activity appears to be of specific benefit to the
baby’s language development and even pre-literacy skills.
Sadly, not all babies, particularly those in low-income
parts of the world, have access to this kind of activity,









[image: image]





so as it is part of the mission of this book to enable such
practices, a share of the proceeds will go to our research
in Khayelitsha, a peri-urban settlement in South Africa
where we have our ‘Baby book-sharing’ project.


Child development and parent–infant relationships
encompass a vast number of topics. Even a simple
count of references concerning ‘mother–child
relationships’ in psychological journals over just the
last fifteen years shows that almost 1000 papers have
been published. It has been necessary, therefore, to be
selective. The most striking omission will perhaps be
the relative absence of reference to sex differences in
development. This is of course an important topic, but
it is also the case that individual differences between
babies of the same sex are typically far greater than
differences between ‘average’ male and female babies,
and concentrating on observation of individual babies’
responses goes some way to make up for this gap. The
second aspect of selection has been to focus on babies’
relationships with their adult carers: thus, although
mention is made of relationships with siblings, and







other children in the daycare setting, there has not been
space to capture the richness of the baby’s wider social
contacts. Finally, and due to a dearth of evidence rather
than to any selection on my part, there is relatively little
coverage of the variety of cultural differences in the
context of babies’ development. This lack is a shameful
reflection of our ethnocentrism as researchers, since
we have largely worked with populations that are easy
for us to access: indeed, a recent WEIRD (Western
Educated Industrialized Rich and Democratic societies)
index calculation showed that over 95 per cent of what
we learn about psychology from scientific journals is
drawn from these countries –  that is, from a small,
skewed fraction of the world’s population. This striking
imbalance is beginning to be addressed, not before time.


Please note: I have tended to use just the masculine
pronoun to refer to babies in this book, for brevity –
I chose not to use just the female pronoun as it might
be confusing since I have to refer to the baby’s mother
more often than the father.
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Benjamin and his granny
make a cake.
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1  Social understanding
and cooperation




The first two years in a child’s life sees dramatic
advances in social development, starting with the
newborn baby’s basic attraction to other people and
ending with the toddler being able to understand other
people’s experiences, cooperate with them, and play
an active part in his family culture. This progression
is marked by a series of shifts, each of which is
accompanied by different kinds of social engagement,
as the baby’s carers intuitively adapt to his increasing
capacities. This chapter sets out each of these phases,
along with a description of the way in which the baby’s
social relationships can support their development.


Getting started: the newborn period
and the first month


Young babies are totally dependent on others to care for
them and the nature of the care they receive can have
profound and long-lasting effects on their development.
It is very important, then, that babies and their carers
quickly become closely connected and attached to
each other and, indeed, on each side there is a natural
readiness to ensure that this happens within the first
few days.


The parent’s part: intuitive parenting


In human mothers, the same hormones and specialized
brain circuits that are active when other mammals care







for their young support a kind of mental absorption
with the baby that has been called ‘Primary Maternal
Preoccupation’. This is a specific state of mind that
normally develops in late pregnancy, where the mother
becomes increasingly focused on thoughts and feelings
about her baby to the relative exclusion of other
concerns, and it lasts through the first few postpartum
months. In any other circumstances this state of
absorption or preoccupation might seem almost an
illness, but in the parent of a young baby, it is just what
is required, as it is precisely adapted to the baby’s needs
and means that much of the process of caring for the
baby is done intuitively.


The natural human tendency to be attracted to
babies is reflected in our very basic responses, such
as those we have to baby faces. Human babies, like
kittens, puppies, baby seals or chicks, have a number
of special ‘cute’ facial features, like large foreheads, big,
low-set eyes and full cheeks, which draw us to them
and make us want to care for them. Indeed, when
we see a baby’s face, a very particular pattern of brain
activity, quite distinct from the response to an adult
face, occurs within just a fraction of a second in the part
of the brain associated with experiencing pleasure, and
triggers a readiness to interact with the baby.


Where our own babies are concerned, the automatic
brain responses we have to them are even stronger,
and trigger other specific kinds of brain activation as
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well. Seeing our baby’s face, for example, sets off brain
reactions that overlap with those occurring when we
feel romantic love, with a particularly large increase
in responses linked to the experience of reward. At
the same time, there is a decrease in brain activity
normally associated with making social judgements and
evaluations. In effect, then, where both our romantic
attachments and our babies are concerned, critical
thought is suspended and, indeed, ‘love is blind’.


One reason why babies prompt such intense feelings
of preoccupation and caring is because the parts of our
brain where these automatic responses are triggered
are associated with the hormone oxytocin. Oxytocin
is involved in very basic elements of care-giving in all
mammals, and in humans is also linked to feelings
of attachment, empathy and trust. It is produced, for
example, within seconds of touching or suckling a young
baby or even simply seeing or hearing a baby suckle.
Levels of oxytocin also increase in both mothers and
fathers following affectionate contact with their babies.


The baby’s part: the social brain


Just as adults are instinctively drawn to care for
babies, so babies too are geared up from the start to
be in relationships with other people. The wealth
of research in the last ten years or so on babies’
remarkable responsiveness to others, shown in specific
patterns of brain activity as well as their behaviour,
has led researchers to refer to them as having a ‘social
brain’. Again, and just as for adults, faces are an
important part of this. Babies show a clear preference
for looking at face-like patterns, rather than patterns
with the same elements scrambled up, within just days
of birth. Considering that eye-contact is one of the
most powerful ways we have of communicating with
someone else, it is particularly striking that newborns
are especially keen on looking at faces that signal
readiness for engagement with them –  that is, faces
with open rather than closed eyes, and faces that look
directly at them rather than looking to the side.


Very young babies are also sensitive to the human
voice and will turn to hear someone speak in preference







to listening to a non-human sound, even if it is of the
same pitch and intensity. In addition, just as newborn
babies are attracted to those facial features that are
cues for social contact, they are exceptionally sensitive
to the special speech that adults instinctively use to
communicate with them (‘baby-talk’, sometimes known
as ‘parentese’ or ‘Infant Directed Speech’ (IDS), see
Chapter 4, p. 212). Remarkably, within a few weeks,
they are even sensitive to the sound of their own name
being called.


As well as showing this general tendency from birth
to respond to human characteristics, especially those
involved in making social connections, babies very
quickly start to prefer the features of the people who
care for them, such as their mother’s face and voice, as
well as her odour; it is as though they are ready, not
simply to be generally social, but to form specific,
close relationships.


Newborn imitation and mirror neurons


One of the newborn’s most remarkable social capacities is
an ability to imitate another person’s facial movements
and expressions. Since the baby has never seen his
own face before, imitating someone else’s action –  for
example, sticking his tongue out –  depends on his
being able to match what he sees the other person
do with what he feels of his own facial movement.
He has to sense some fundamental equivalence with
the other person, to recognize they are somehow ‘like
him’ (see Figure 1.1a, and also Chapter 4 on cognitive
development, pp. 186–93). Although rigorously
conducted studies have established this ability, newborn
imitation is not always obvious and is best seen under
conditions that are sensitively attuned to the baby, for
example, when he is in a calm, alert state, in dimmed
lighting and quiet conditions. Even then, not all babies
will be inclined to imitate, and parents should not try to
force a response, or worry if the baby does not seem to
be interested.


In recent years, research with rhesus monkeys
(whose newborn infants are also able to imitate others’
facial movements, see Figure 1.1b) has shown that









[image: image]



9


THE NEWBORN PERIOD AND FIRST MONTH


Human baby and infant rhesus monkey can both
imitate the facial movements they see in another, even
when newborn – here both are copying the human
adult’s mouth opening and tongue protrusion.



Figures 1.1a and 1.1b


the basis for this imitative capacity is a special ‘Mirror
Neuron System’ in the brain, whereby just the sight of
someone performing an action automatically triggers
in us the same brain responses that are involved when
we produce the behaviour ourselves. Importantly,




research shows that this automatic triggering of brain
activity occurs, not just when watching or hearing
the actions of others, but also when seeing or hearing
their expressions of feeling. The mirror neuron system
provides, then, a fundamental basis for connecting other
people’s experiences to our own, and for our feelings
of empathy. Potentially, it plays an important part in
assisting communication during early interactions and in
the development of babies’ social understanding.


Social interaction in the first month


In the first few weeks after birth, much parent–baby
communication takes place through touching. Contact
occurs throughout the day, as parents feed and bathe
their baby, affectionately hold and stroke them, settle
them to sleep, or soothe them if they are distressed.
Although not obviously ‘social’, in the sense that they
generally do not involve much face-to-face engagement
(see picture sequence 1.1), there is nevertheless a kind
of communicative exchange in these physical contacts,
as parents adjust their touch to the baby’s state and
signals, and babies similarly adjust their behaviour
in response. But even in these early days, there can
be occasional opportunities for face-to-face social
engagement when the baby is alert and calm. When
the baby is in this state, parents intuitively tend to put
themselves in his mid-line of view, at just the distance
that the baby can see them clearly, and begin to talk to
him. If the baby is in a comfortable position, with his
head well supported, then he may start to look at the
parent’s face, scanning its contour or gazing at their
eyes. At the point when the baby makes eye contact,
parents will typically make a distinctive greeting signal,
with an exaggerated facial expression and smile to
affirm and encourage their baby’s engagement. This
greeting response to the baby’s gaze is so universal and
stereotyped that it is seen as belonging to what is called
‘intuitive parenting’.


In these first few weeks, however, in spite of having
the capacity to imitate others’ facial movements, babies
typically show rather little spontaneous imitation and
do not take a very active social role during face-to-face
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1.1    Early fleeting contacts


Stanley, aged 2 weeks. In the first few weeks, babies’
face-to-face social contacts are often only fleeting,
and much communication is through touch. Here,


Stanley is settling to feed, but he makes brief eye-
contact with his mother and seems to sense her
presence as a social partner as he sucks.



1   Stanley is calm and
wide awake as his mother
prepares to feed him.



2   He looks directly up to her
face and makes eye-contact.



3   As he settles into the feed, Stanley’s mother keeps up her
engagement with him, talking softly, and stroking his head.



4   Although Stanley is busy
feeding, he widens his eyes,
as though also aware of his
mother’s voice and touch in
the background.


contacts. This suggests that newborns’ imitation might
play only a trivial role in naturally occurring face-to-face
contact (a view consistent with the care and attention
generally required on the part of researchers to elicit it)
– its significance may lie more in what it says about the
baby’s fundamental capacity to link his own experience
with that of others. Thus, while the baby may
sometimes gaze intently at their parent’s face and make
tonguing and mouthing movements, these are generally
somewhat formless –  they are rarely responses to their
parent’s facial expressions and the baby seldom smiles,
‘coos’ or shows clear-cut, deliberate communicative
bids. In turn, parents’ responses during the first
month are generally not socially playful; instead, they
usually focus on the baby’s physical experiences (like
hiccupping, yawning or bringing back small amounts of




milk – known as ‘posseting’), and on signs of change in
their focus of interest or their emotional state (like starts
of surprise or pouts reflecting discomfort). What these
early face-to-face contacts do is help establish a sense
of close emotional engagement and a ‘conversational’
setting, where the parent makes sense of their baby’s
expressiveness and communicates their empathy and
understanding, laying the foundations for later, more
obviously social, communication.
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