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This essay was inspired by the experience of observing a new born baby on a weekly basis 
for an entire year. It gave me an opportunity to discover the receptive function of the 
maternal body in contributing to the achievement of mutuality and synchronicity within 
a mother baby unit. What began as the mother’s act to bodily mirror her baby opened 
up the intermediate area (Winnicott, 1971) between their bodies for what I call imitative 
playing. The concept of imitation came to mind because of its physicality. The reason for 
naming it ‘playing’ lies in its quality: I am not describing a simple mimicry of the other 
person, but trying to capture something about the perceptual and communicative capacity 
of the primary body that could be an observable quality, a precursor in the journey to 
symbolism. 

The significance of corporeality within ‘primary maternal preoccupation’ (Winnicott, 
1956) 

I share an assumption that at the very beginning there is hardly any distinction as 
such between internal and external reality in a baby’s perception. There seems to be 
corporeality, which combines both. When I saw newborn Alex, his body was already 
telling his personal story: he had two little bruises on his head, the marks of a ventouse 
delivery. Further impact of this complex primary separation seemed to manifest itself in 
the baby through unabated wind. While Joana shared diverse hypotheses about the origin 
of his wind, (such as her postnatal medications, her breasts’ anatomical peculiarity causing 
the milk to flow too quickly, or Alex’s sucking rhythm), the observed picture was one of 
asynchrony between the mother and baby. Alex eagerly latched on to the breast and there 
seemed to be no trouble in recreating the lost link, an ‘umbilical cord’, in the mouth-breast 
relationship. But having milk inside his body that needed to be digested, appeared to be an 
overwhelming experience to deal with. A restless body dominated his mode of being: he 
winced, wriggled, crouched, stretched. In my imaginative perception, the proprioceptive 
stimulation caused by ‘having insides’ induced him to move towards ‘being inside’, perhaps 
towards a framing surface to push and lean against. The minute variations in his states of 
being communicated themselves through his body and were received and imitated by the 
mother. When Joana gathered him up in her arms, she mirrored his suffering with the 
whole of her body. 

‘Alex was crying in a muted way. Joana responded with similar sounds... she put her legs 
up on the sofa to lie wriggling Alex on them, facing her. She then crouched towards him. 
Although he was still restless, Alex seemed to like this better... They were looking at each other 
closely and she was copying his grimaces. Alex’s facial muscles began to relax, and eventually 
his body collapsed in such a way that he looked as if he was wrapped up in Joana’s body’ (24 
days old). 

The imitative responses of the mother are not of superficial form, but have the content of a 



shared affective state. The mother is working within the same modality as her baby, which 
becomes feasible only under the primary maternal preoccupation. It is a special state of 
withdrawal from the external world, as much physical as psychical, likened by Winnicott 
(1956) to a temporary illness stretching over the period from late pregnancy to some 
weeks after giving the birth. 

‘Only if a mother is sensitized in the way I am describing can she feel herself into her 
infant’s place, and so meet the infant’s needs. These are at first body-needs, and they 
gradually become ego-needs as a psychology emerges out of the imaginative elaboration of 
physical experience’ (p104). 

It aims at maximum adaptation to a baby’s dependency needs. In my view, Joana was able 
to meet his primary needs by creating the illusion of a shared body through imitating 
his bodily being with her own body. This degree of maternal adaptation facilitates baby’s 
transition from the body-in-body to the body-to-body state. 

A newborn is separate from but vitally dependent on its environment. I believe that a baby 
has a nascent perception of separateness partly because of the radical and irreversible 
change in sensorial experience brought about by birth. Yet if he was exposed to the 
realisation of this state of simultaneous bodily separateness and absolute dependence that 
I see as a primary paradox, he would be subjected to the trauma. The mother who can 
allow herself to become fully preoccupied with her baby, accepts and respects this primary 
paradox. Being preoccupied means lending herself to her baby, during which body-mind 
differentiation in the mother blurs dynamically. In a way, this is a regressive unconscious 
identification with her baby-self, with her pre-verbal experiences. Through establishing a 
body-to-body link with the baby the mother can ‘know’ what her baby needs and meets 
those needs without actively thinking about them. ‘Imaginative elaboration of physical 
experience’ is the next step, involving the secondary process of the mother’s mind. At this 
initial stage, it is the mindful maternal body that matters. 

Deutsch (1925) reminds us that: ‘...for to the Ucs carrying and being carried, giving birth 
and being born, are as identical as giving suck and sucking’ (p 410). 

This means that birth is a mutual challenge for both mother and baby. The trauma of 
this primary separation is mastered through recovering the close bodily connection and 
mutuality between them. This recovered link contributes to the illusory re-finding of their 
oneness.

Where do I begin and end?
 
Joana’s receptive body and attuned mind helped Alex to gradually emerge stronger, and 
at around two and a half months his wind abated. The dyadic synchronism allowed 
some degree of separation between their bodies and opened up the space for a playful 
dimension in the sense of Winnicott’s intermediate area. Who initiated the bodily dialogue 
was often ambiguous. My observations point to the existence of mutual cueing, resulting 
in a seamless continuity and fluidity of movement within the dyad, creating the illusion of 
there being no boundary between their bodies. I illustrate my point with an extract from 
the observation done when Alex was around three months old.



‘The baby kept moving his legs, in accordance with his sucking rhythm. His cheeks turned 
pink and he gradually seemed revitalised. Alex opened his hand, moving it towards his 
mother, whose hand met his halfway. His little hand disappeared in her enveloping palm. She 
held it for a few seconds until the baby withdrew his hand, only to repeat the sequence.’

Their hands seemed to imitate the feed in reverse, where Alex’s hand was the nipple and 
Joana’s incorporating hand was the mouth, as if they were playing: Alex was the feeding 
mother and Joana was the baby. I speculate that while he is the baby, he acts as if he is the 
mother. It does not seem so far-fetched if we bear in mind that, for the Unconscious, doing 
and being done to are one and the same. By imitative playing Alex achieves the bodily 
representation of the internal sensorial experience of having the nipple in his mouth.

Gaddini (1992: 21) argues that:
‘Concerning the psychic protomodel of imitation_’imitating in order to be’_ it may be 
helpful to repeat that it installs itself not in the presence of the object but in its absence, and 
that precisely because of this, it’s aim seems to be that of re-establishing in a magical and 
omnipotent way the fusion of the self with the object.’ (my italics)
 
Bearing in mind that Alex is in the mother’s presence, it raises the question of whether 
the baby’s emerging realisation of the mother’s separateness is dealt with at this early stage 
through the imitative acquisition of the maternal function; the sensorial incorporation of 
the external world organised in a bodily pattern. This results in an illusory completeness of 
his experience; he is both baby and mother. Their playing seem to denote an intermittent 
fusion and de-fusion between the self and the object, being and having. This fusion of two 
notions is easily established within the body, which is intrinsically something we are and 
we have at the same time. 

‘A person’s own body and above its surface, is a place from which both external and 
internal perceptions may spring. It is seen like any other object, but to the touch it yields 
two kinds of sensations, one of which may be equivalent to an internal perception’ (Freud, 
1923:25). 

I would therefore like to highlight the innate structure of the body which allows both 
experiential fusion and de-fusion with the Other. I wonder whether this shared imitative 
playing describing the dynamism of the fusion is the normative element in the process 
of differentiation from the mother. Initially, the presence and active participation of the 
mother is crucial. Unlike hallucination which is an externalised internal reality, the illusion 
occurs on the interface of the internal and external. That is why it plays the fundamental 
role of getting to know the self and the Other with subsequent disillusionment. At this 
very early stage, the mother who accepts the omnipotence of her baby equips him with a 
bodily memory of the receptive primary object. This primary trust in the object acquired 
in its presence, prepares an evolving self for its absence. The potential space and playing 
between the bodies of a mother and baby has been continuously expanded and elaborated 
throughout a year according to a baby’s developmental needs. What looked like a mutual 
initiation of playing gradually transformed into a distinct leadership on behalf of Alex. 
At around his six months, the introduction of solids opened up a new paradigm for oral 
aggression displayed in increased intentionality in relating to food and to the breast. 



Presence and absence was explored within the safety of proximity: dropping chunks 
of food nearby so that he could pick them up, through which he might also have been 
mastering the experiences of
separateness. The similar pattern was expressed at the breast in the setting of a playful 
sucking rhythm:

‘He was taking in the nipple sucking for some time and letting it go, in and out...’ This was, at 
times, expanded to ‘bouncing towards his mother and pulling away’ accompanied by some 
sounds. 

In my mind, when he ‘bounces towards his mother’ he acts as if he is offering the breast, 
and when he pulls away he is withdrawing it simultaneously regulating the distance 
between them. Therefore, in the context of initiated weaning through the medium of 
playing the loss has been both acknowledged and undone. In these observations, it is a 
baby whose impetus to explore, communicate and master sets out playing and the role of 
maternal body moved from active adaptation towards more passive presence.

Concluding thoughts

While reflecting on this observational material, I found myself preoccupied with a paradox 
about a primary body combining two functions: the body is both where the sensorial 
experience is lived and represented. Thus, the primary body is used as a medium of 
communication before words come to the fore to take on the representational function. Yet 
the language should forever remain rooted in the bodily matrix if we were to enjoy a self 
described by Winnicott (1949) as a psyche in-dwelling in the soma.
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