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THE FIRST PAGE 

We speak of the miracle of language, the astonishing feat 
babies perform in becoming members of the community of words. 
This process has been closely observed in recent years by psy­
chologists and linguists but, as Val Suransky points out in 
her article on her son's early language acquisition, no outsider 
has the privileged vantage point for thick descT-iption as does 
a parent. When the parent is a psychologist by training and a 
phenomenologist by inclination the result is a wealth of both 
detail and analysis. We hope to publish further reports on the 
growing linguistic skills of Sasha, the Meddle-Paws. 

Imaginary companions are familiar to parents and teachers. 
They have traditionally been viewed with at least mild concern, 
as part of a stage children will grow out of. In "Friendships 
with Imaginary Companions" Peggy Stubbs discusses the many pos­
itive functions such companions may serve in the classroom, sug­
gesting a more useful, positive way of looking at the fantastic 
array of imagined people and creatures children invent. 

Other articles in this issue of OUTLOOK cover a variety 
of topics. In "The View From Below" David Hawkins looks at the 
way children become mathematicians, discussing the nature 
of mathematics and some of the implications for pedagogy both 
of the discipline and of what we know about the ways children 
learn. From the Soviet Union, through the good offices and 
translation of Freeman Dyson, comes an account, fascinating and 
teasingj of what some ohviously unhandicapped scholars with 
serious disabilities think about their lives — fascinating be­
cause these artists and scientists see the world in unique ways, 
teasing because we know almost nothing about the author, the 
setting, or how the' article came to be written. In "AutoZoze 
Zondag" Loren Barritt looks at one way the Dutch coped with the 
oil embargo of 1973, suggesting a positive response to a world 
of increasingly scarce petroleum, but! a response which the pres­
ent political and social climate in the United States makes al­
most infinitely remote as a possibility here. 

OUTLOOK does not have a style guide, though authors often 
enquire about one. From now on we will suggest they read Lewis 
Thomas's "Notes on Punctuation." Readers of Thomas's essays 
know him as a remarkable prose stylist who says important things 
with grace. We commend his thoughts on an old pedagogical buga­
boo to any teacher, and to any future OUTLOOK contributor. 
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ON IAISINS, CHEEYIOS, AND "EVYBODY GOT TOES": AN ETHNO­
GRAPHIC PORTRAIT OF SASHA THE "MEDDLE-PAWS" 

Val Polakow Suransky 

To see a world in a grain of sand 
And a heaven in a wild flower.... 

Auguries of Innocence 
William Blake 

Introduction 

In this article I want to present a personal history of 
the growth and development of my second child, Sasha, over a 
five-month period. How to present a detailed ethnographic ac­
count of the culture of babyhood is a question I have often pon­
dered. Perhaps it is Husserl's famous injunction, "To the 
things themselves," that best convinces me to start with the 
rich and complex web of intimate family interactions that Sasha 
and I share. 

The way children acquire language, the way they form an 
active epistemology of the world, has long been a source of pro­
fessional fascination for me. The way a baby learns "to name 
the world" and thereby transform it^ seems to me to be grounded 
in the earliest encounters within the family. To begin to ex­
amine in detail how one child, my own, starts the awesome task 
of understanding the world, I will draw on both Piaget's early 
work and on the well-established tradition of developmental 
psycholinguistics represented by Roger Brown, Dan Slobin, David 
McNeill, and others. However, I also wish to go beyond this 
tradition to elaborate the central importance of context and 
description of the child's world. After sketching a portrait 
of Sasha, or "Meddle-Paws" as the family nickname aptly goes, 
I want to begin to explore some broader social concerns signifi­
cant to a young child's development. 

Sasha: A Brief Background to a Mercurial Meddle-Paws 

Sasha is now twenty-one months old and will celebrate his 
second birthday on April 3rd, 1981. He lives in an extended 
family with a nine-year-old brother, Shael. Grandparents live 
one block away. Child care is shared by his grandmother, his 
parents (who have flexible working hours), and a baby-sitter 
once a week. Sasha is a happy, energetic child with a sunny 
disposition, constantly on the move and, except during his two-
hour midday nap, he chatters, toddles, walks, runs, climbs, 
and "mec 'es" from seven in the morning until bedtime. 
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Sasha uttered the traditional "first words" early. When 
he was six months old his father, Len, and I listened in the 
early hours one morning and thought we heard ba-ba-da-da com­
ing from the cradle adjacent to our bed. The next night the 
babbling continued, taking the form of mum-mum-mvm and la-la­
ta. Over the following few weeks mum-mum and la-la were 
dropped and ba-ba-da-da or da-ba-ba-da became more and more 
selectively directed toward his father, as Sasha moved from mere 
vocalization to actual meaning. By the end of his sixth month 
Sasha had begun to say and use i-mama selectively when he wanted 
milk from me or when he wanted me to pick him up. 

Since that milestone, when babbling changed to active 
speech, I have made frequent observations, entered in my diary, 
of the way Sasha has constructed his world. As I reflect on 
these observations almost a year later I continue to be awed 
by the genius and creativity that is babyhood. 

The First Disappearance: October, 1979 

By almost seven months Sasha had developed distinctive 
welcomes for Len, his brother Shael, his grandparents, and me, 
which involved a constellation of different physical reactions: 
gestures, sounds, and smiles. He "talked" a lot, using dif­
ferent tones and placing his "words" in distinct and appropri­
ate contexts. I-ma-ma, which he addressed only to me, meant 
mummy, food, being held, or a combination of these. Ba-da-da-
ba or da-da meant daddy or bathtime, and these he addressed 
only to his father who had, by now, an established and exclu­
sive bathtime ritual. Uppa or pah meant "pick me up," which 
he would ask of any family member, and ba-ba was used as a 
general term to refer to anything else in the environment. 

In mid-October Len went to a conference in Texas for sev­
eral days/ The first two nights that he was away I bathed Sa­
sha (and evidentally performed poorly as a substitute!). Dur­
ing the bath the first night he looked around and shouted 
"da-da, ba-da-da-ba," as if he were intentionally calling his 
father. He repeated the same pattern the following night. 
When Len did not appear, however, Sasha stopped saying da-da 
and on the third night did not call his father. The word tem­
porarily disappeared from usage. 

On the fourth morning, when Sasha woke for his five 
o'clock feeding, I brought him into our bed. After he had 
been breastfed he turned his head and caught sight of Len, 
who had returned late the previous evening. He touched his 
father's face and very softly said "ba-da-da-ba" in a tone of 
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