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I. Introduction
The following paper is concerned with the results of research

about one aspect of the early childhood phenomenon of the imaginary
companion. It proposes that the imaginary companion be looked at in

a new theoretical light as a form of transitional phenomenon (Winni-
cott, 1953) which has its roots in the auditory experience of being
mothered. The paper contains a general review of the literature about
imaginary companions, a discussion of the theoretical notions involved
in conceptualizing an imaginary companion in this way, and the results
of an exploratory interview study in which 18 ﬁothers of children with
imaginary companions were asked to talk about these children and their
own parenting practices. It was anticipated that these mothers would
emerge as very verbal parents who were highly invested in these child-
ren's verbal development, that they would characterize themselves as
essentially "talking caretakers," and tﬁat the early, close-to-mother
experiences of these children would emerge as having been richly, and
perhaps unusually, filled with the "sounds of mothering." 1In general,

these expectations were well confirmed.
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II. The Review of the Literature
Parents, educators, psychologists, sociologists, and psycho-

analysts have all contributed to the literature about the childhood
imaginary companion. Some have studied the children who develop these
imaginary friends; some have focused on the fantasied creatures them-
selves; others have chosen to consider their metapsychological signi-
ficance. In the following section an attempt is made to review the
previous contributions to the literature from these varied quarters.

Definitions of the Phenomenon

Svendsen (1934) defined the imaginary companion as follows: Man
invisible character, named and referred to in cohversation with other
persons or played with directly for a period of time, at least several
months, having an air of reality for the child, but no apparent ob-
jective basis. This excludes that type of imaginative play in which
an object is personified, or in which the child himself assumes the
role of some person in the environment (p.988)." As an example she
cites a child who shortly before her second birthday began referring
to "Tagar", an imaginary character whom she led around on an invisible .
string. Tagar slept and had food kept for it under the radiator and
it was described as especially fond of ice cream, just like its
owner. "Berrie" and "Auntie" followed Tagar when the child was about
3%. She set places for them at the table, recounted their exploits
to her father at dinner, and asked them if they'd had "enough", al-
though they were never given real food. While the child was some-
times punished, Berrie and Auntie "never" were and never did anything

wrong. They often accompanied her on outings with her parents.

2
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An example of a rather different sort of imaginary companion is
given by Nagera (1969) in the form of "Pupu", the creation of a 2-
year-old girl named Maritza. Pupu, as his name suggests, was often
naughty. He said bad words, he toppled Maritza's block buildings,
he needed and demanded things, and Maritza's mother was often called
upon to see to his needs. '"Laughing Tiger", the invisible companion
of Selma Fraiberg's (1959) niece, Jannie, and Marécage, the imaginary
friend of Piaget's (1962) daughter Jacqueline afford two other well-
known examples and the literature is replete with others. (See es- .
pecially Nagera, 1969; Murphy, 1962; Munroe, 1894; Nice, 1919; and
Bach, 1971 for others.)

Svendsen's (1934) definition cited above excludes the imaginary
character who is neither talked about nor played with openly but who
remains part of a R;ivate fantasy world. Ames and Learned (1946)
and Nagera (1969) have noted that the older the child the more likely
his imaginary companion is to be kept secret. Nagera in particular
makes a case for distinguishing between the openly verbalized fan-
tasy playmates of the pre-schooler and the private companions of
latency-age and older individuals, suggesting the latter are more
likely to be asséciated with structuralized inte;nal conflict énd
psychopathology. His argument is discussed further below. It should
be noted, however, in considering the review of the literature that
writers who have studied the phenomenon by interviewing older child-
ren and/or adults about their childhood recollections (Jersild, Mar-
key, and Jersild, 1933; Singer, 1973; Hurlock and Burstein, 1932;
and Shaefer, 1969) usually do not make this distinction.

3
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Characteristics of the Imaginary Companion

Every writer who has described the behavior of a child with his
imaginary companion has recognized that the invisible creature is
a highly idiosyncratic creation. While no two companions are ever
quite alike and while no two children relate to their companions in
identical fashion, there are a number of observations which have been
made about the class of imaginary companions in general and about
their features in relation to the children‘who create them in parti-
cular. Some of these are summarized below.

Identity of the Companion: All writers have noted that a vari-

ety of beings--human, animal, mythical - and even occasionally
objects--may be cast in the role of imaginary companion. Many child-
ren have more than one companion at a time and/or a succession of
companions who may differ in type. Although the figures reporfed
vary, the majority of imaginary companions appear to be human: 79%
according to Jersild, Markey and Jersild (1933); 75% according to
Ames and Learned (1946); 89% according to Manose#itz, Prentice, and
Wilson (1973). Ames and Learned (1946) are the only investigators
who have attempted to draw a distinction between human and animal
imaginary companions, and they haﬁe suggested that there is a se~
quential relationship whereby the animal companions develop earlier
tban human ones. This interesting idea has not received any further
attention to date.

"Reality" of the Companion: There are numerous accounts in the

literature of children whose imaginary companions appear to be so

"real" that there are screams of protest if the companion is mis-

4
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treated or if space is not made for him at the table or in the family
car. Harvey (1918) described these playmates as "not merely vivid
ideas, or imaginings, but actual visual and auditory projections
(which) can be seen and heard as viﬁidly as if they are 1i§ing child-
ren (p.3)." Most later writers mention the strikingly real. quality
which some, though not all, of these creations possess (Jersild et
al., 1933; Hurlock and Burstein, 1932; Svendsen, 1934; Ames and
Learned, 1946). In Svendsen's study, 33 of the 40 companions were
conceived of as occupying space; Manosevitz et al. (1973) report

that this was true for 47% of the companions in their study.
Griffiths (1935) seems to be the only writer who has taken the posi-
tion that "a child may create for himself the idea of an imaginary
comﬁanion and may deliberately pretend that such a person is present,
but it does not necessarily follow that he sees the companion or has
images or hallucinations accompanying this experience (p.228)."

A case reported in a recent paper by Benson and Pryor (1973)
seems to have implications for the consideration of how "real" an
imaginary companion may be for the child:

Grandfather suggested to Lynn (aged 4) that she have Nosey

(her imaginary companion) close the garage door. She

agreeably did as he asked. Unbeknownst to her, Grandfather

activated a remote-control mechanism in his car. Lynn's

eyes widened in amazement as she watched the door really

close. About two weeks later, after the family had re-

turned home, mother became aware that Lynn no longer was

playing with Nosey. When she inquired about this, Lynn

told her that Nosey was gone. He had remained at her
grandparents to “"open and close the door. Grandmother
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and Grandfather needed Nosey for the garage." From

this point onward, Nosey was never again Lynn's com-

panion (p.459).1
This case suggests that the "reality" of the companion for the child
is of a very special nature, that perhaps it lies somewhere between
illusion and what we think of as reality, and that it is destroyed

when taken out of the hands of the child's control.

Sex of the Companion: 1In the early reports of imaginary com-

panions it is stated that same-sex companions are preferred (Vos-
trovsky, 1895; Hurlock and Burstein, 1932; Jersild et al., 1933;
Svendsen, 1934), although it is interesting to note that this ap;
pears to be true by smaller and smaller margins as one considers
these findings chronologically. Ames and Learnmed (1946) report

that most of their sample had companions of both sexes, that several
children with a éingle companion had chosen one of the opposite sex,
and that this tendency to choose a .companion of the opposite sex was
more marked among .girls (8:3). This finding was supported in a more
recent study too where boys were found likely to have same-sex com-

panions significantly more often than girls (p<.0l) (Manosevitz et

al., 1973).

11 know of no other case like this which has been reported in the
literature, but a similar one has recently been brought to me at-
tention in a conversation with Dr. Frank Berchenko, a personal ac-
quaintance. The child in question, also a little girl, had three
companions to whom she used to talk through the intercom of her
apartment. The intercom had one "dead" button which was always
used for this purpose. On one occasion the wrong button was pushed
and, instead of the usual silence during which the companions would
speak, ‘the voice of the doorman was heard. In this case too, the
companions subsequently disappeared.
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Age of the Companion: There is no general agreement about the

patterning of ages associated with imaginary companions. Some au-
thors have suggested that they are usually the same age as the child
(Harvey, 1918; Svendsen, 1934); some that they are rarely younger
and often older (Vostrovsky, 1895; Hurlock and Burstein, 1932); one
that nearly half of them are of indeterminate age (Manosevitz et al.,
1973). Ames and Learned's (1946) sample included children with com-
panions who.were contemporary, older, and younger, and from their
observations of this fact and of the ages of the children themselﬁes
they formulated an interesting hypothesis:

A clear developmental trend suggests itself in this respect.

It appears that the very youngest children to. have imaginary

companions have companions older than themselves. Later

they have contemporaries. Still later they have babies or

children younger than themselves (p.155).

Names of Companions: Most authors include examples which illus-

trate the rich variety of names which have been given to imaginary
companions. The majority appear to receive ordinary names (Vostro#-
sky, 1895; Svendsen, 1934; Ames and Learned, 1946; Manoseﬁitz et
al., 1973), but there is always a distinct minority in every group
whose names seem to be idiosyncratic creations of a highly fanciful
nature. The sources of the names are frequently unknown, but when
they are recognized they are believed to be drawn from the names of
significant people, story books, games, pleasant-sounding ﬁonsense
words, and recently TV (Sﬁendsep, 1934; Manosevitz et.al,, 1973).
Psychoanalytic writers who have contributed deeper analyses of indi-
vidual cases have often been able to assign more particular kinds

of significance to the names (Sperling, 1954; Nagera, 1969; Bach,

7
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1971); some of these will be discussed below.

Roles which the Companion Plays: The literature is replete with

aneédotal material illustrating the ways in which children may use
their imaginary companions. Nagera (1969) giﬁes a very complete ac-
counting of these, and due to the generality of his observations,
his "list" is reproduced here and references to all others are omitted.
More complete discussion of the significance of these functions is
deferred to a later section of the paper. Imaginary companions may
serve as 1) a superego auxiliary by 'reminding' the child of what

he 'ought' to do; 2) a "vehicle for the discharge of impulses which
are no longer acceptable to the child;" 3) a scapegoat whom the
child may blame and/or punish for his own misdeeds; 4) a means of
"prolonging feelings of omnipotence and control;" 5) an impersona-
tion of primitive ego ideals; and, occasionally, 6) a "weapon for
defiance and provocation" (Nagera, 1969, pp.175-182).

Prevalence of the Phenomenon

Estimates of the frequency of imaginary companions have varied
widely. In the early literature, prior to the use of systematic
sampling techniques, they range from 6% (Harvey, 1918) to nearly
100% (Kirkpatrick, 1920). The figures given in later studies tend
to fall into a narrower range; but the variety of methodologies
used, the different éges of children studied, and--most signifi-
cantly--the fact that the term 'imaginary companion' has rarely
been defined or treated consistently are undoubtedly responsible

for the discrepancies which remain.
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In a questionnaire surﬁey of high school students (Hurlock and
Burstein, 1932) 217 of the girls and 23% of the boys reported having
had imaginary companions sometime during childhood. When younger
ﬁhildren were interviewed, the incidence was found to be slightly
higher, at 35% (Jersild et al., 1933). The lowest figures are re-
ported in those studies where both children and parents were inter-
viewed: Ames and Learned (1946) ?eported an inéidence of 20%Z and
Svendsen (1934), 13.4%. Svendsen belieﬁed the much lower figure
which emerged in her study was to be explained by the fact that her
study was alone in defining the imaginary cémpanion as a phenomenon
of "at least several months' duration.” Maqoseﬁitz et al.'s study
(1973), in which parents of 3- to 5-year-old children we;e mailed
‘questionnaires, reported that 287 of those responding had a child
with an imaginary companion. A recent popular article in

Psychology Today, (Pines, 1978) writes of recent as-yet unpublished

research by J. L. and D. G. Singer and J. Caldeira in which, of
the children they. studied, "65%, according to the children, or,
55%, according to their parents” had imaginary playmates.

Ages at Which Imaginary Companions Appear and Disappear

Almost all writers have agreed that imaginary companions may ap-
pear very early in a child's life and that the exact oceasion of their
first appearance is often unknown. Vostrobsky (1895) noted that they
arose "anytime from the first to the thirteenth year of life (p.396)."
The more usual assignment has been to the pre-school years between
2 and 5; Kirkpatrick (1920) stressed the third year; Svendsen (1934)

gave a median age of 2.5 with an upper limit of 6 for her sample;

9
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Ames and Learned (1946) dated the onset to 36-42 months, with a
peak at 42 months; Gesell and Ilg include the imaginary companion
in their list of "growth gradients" for both ages 3 and 4. Several
observational studies of indiﬁidual children also report the first
appearance of an imaginary companion in this period (Munroe, 1894;
Swett, 1910; Nice, 1919; Sperling, 1954; Nagera, 1969; Bach, 1971).

A recent study by Fraiberg and Adelson (1973) of the beginnings
of self-representation in blind children has reported a finding of
interest in the study of imaginary companions as well. The acqui-
sition of the stable, non-syncratic "I" is delayed in the language
deQelopment of the blind child they discuss, but when it does ap-
pear it is accompanied by the first representations of the self in
doll play and by the invention of an imaginary companion. This
finding suggests that the lower limit for the period in which an
imaginary companion is most likely to develop may be "visible" in
the language development for any given child, usually in the third
year of life. '

The literature also contains numerous references to older child-
ren and adolescents who have imaginary compaﬁions (Brittain, 1907;
Hurlock and Burstein, 1932; Harriman, 1937; Bender and Vogel, 1941;
Wickes, 1966; Nagera, 1969; Bach, 1971; Benson and Pryor, 1973).
Some of these companions seem to be extensions of ones created
earlier in the pre-school era; others are created at an altogether
later period in the child's life. Nagera (1969) has suggested that
these imaginary companions of later childﬁood serve different func-

tions frum those of the pre-school era, that they are more apt to

10
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be associated with neurotic conflicts than with normal, developmental
ones, and hence that the two types should be separately considered.
This distinction is found to be a useful one in this paper in which
attention will be focused primarily upon the imaginary companion as
it appears in the early years.

Nagera's (1969) distinction is useful again in considering the
time at which imaginary companions disappear. The review of the
literature reveals no discussion of a "typical" age of disappear-
ance for the imaginary companion of latency or adolescence. The
companion of the pre-schoole;,'however, tends to disappear within
a year of the child's fifth birthday, usually beforé it (Ames and

Learned, 1946; Svendson, 1934).

?ype of Child Who Is Likely to Haﬁe an Imaginary Companion

Vostrovsky (1895) was the first to suggest that the imaginary
companion was likely to be associated with a particular kind of
child. She noted that‘he was apt to be "a child of nervous tem-
perament who is thrown largely on his own resources (p.396)" and
furthermore, that "boys are much less susceptible to these fancies
than girls (p.394)." 1In the subsequent literature there has been
considerable discussion of the characteristics she noted--sex,
temperament, possibly loneliness--along with those of intelligence,
creativity, and family position. The re1e§ant findings in each of
these areas are summarized below.

Sex: Vostrovsky's (1895) obser&ation that girls were more

likely than boys to haﬁe an imaginary companion has received support

11

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



in several studies (Hurloék and Burstein, 1932; Jersild et al., 1933;
Svendsen, 1934; Ames and Learned, 1946). It is interesting to note
that the amounts of the reported difference decrease over time if
the studies are considered chronologically. Jersild (1960) re-
marked that the apparent difference between boys and girls in this
respect might well be a reflection of cultural rather than genuine
developmental differences. In fact, in the most recent study (Mano-

seﬁitz et al., 1973) 50% of the 63 children who had imaginary com-

panions were boys.

Intelligence: Harﬁey (1518) was convinced that "no stupid child
ever had an imaginary companion" and that its creation was an in-
dication of "unusual mental capacity (p.19)." Terman (1926) noted

. that the phenomenon occurred among "a good many" gifted children
but that comparative data were unavailable for other children.
Objective studies have confirmed that children with imaginary com-
panions tend to be of superior intelligence (Jersild et al., 1933;
Svendsen, 1934; Ames and Learned; 1946) ; although .at least one au-
thor took the pains to point out that the phenomenon was more pre-
valent among, but not limited to, this group (Svendsen, 1934).
It should be noted that the samples used in each of the studies
cited above were of better-than—aﬁerage intelligence to begin with,
however, and that no systematic study of the prevalence of imaginary
companions among children of truly average or below-average intelli-
gence has been undertaken to date. .

Creativity: Children with imaginary companions are considered
by definition to be highly imaginative by many writers and, by vir-

12
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tue of a somewhat slippery synonym, to be creatiﬁe as well. 1In 1907
Brittain remarked that students who had had imaginary companions
were "above average in,the'imaginatiﬁe quality of their stories (p.
137)." Since then there has been no attempt until quite recently

to assess the creativity of these children, either during the years
when they have their companions or later in their lives. Schaefer
(1969) compared "creatiQe“ to "non-creative" students enrolled in

the art, science, and writing programs of ten high schools of super-
ior reputation. Subjects were matched for sex, age, and grade point
average. The incidence of childhood imaginary companions was found
to have béen significantly greater among the "creative" writing groups
for both boys and girls. It was not greater in the "creative" groups
for either art or science in either sex. The creativity of those
who haﬁe a childhood imaginary companion thus appears to be speci-
fically verbal in nature.

Loneliness: Family Position and Opportunities for Play: When

explanations for the creation of an imaginary companion are sought,
one of the first to present itself is that it is the invention of

a child who has no one to play with, Vostroﬁsky (1895) was of this
mind, and Svendsen (1934) cites several other writers who shared
this opinion. The fact that imaginary companions tend to disappear
about the timé the child begins school is usually ad&anced as e&i—
dence in support of this Qiew, i.e., that the child created an
imaginary friend because his opportunities for soc;a; interaction
are limited and he giﬁes up the fantasy as soon as he goes to school

and has real companions to play with. A number of writers have

13
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pointed out, however, that while loneliness and/or lack of play-
mates are frequently characteristic, they are by no means always
associated with the child who has an imaginary companion (Harvey,
1918; Kirkpatrick, 1920; Jersild et al., 1933; Ames and Learned,
1946). 1In fact, most recent research suggests that imaginary com-
panion children may be socially more adept than their peers (Mano-
sevitz et al., 1973, and Pines, 1978).

The difficulties which confront the investigator of the rela-
tionship between loneliness and the creation of an imaginary com-
panion are réadily appérent. It is not easy to tease apart the
factors which could be contributing to loneliness and to handle
them experimentally in such a way that unequivocal results are ob-
tained. Sibling status and number of outside playmates or oppor-
tunities for play have both been mentioned as contributing factors,
but until recently neither has been studied in relation to a more
complete spectrum of potential causes of loneliness. Although it
has been commonly assumed that imaginary companions are more fre-
quent among only children, there does not seem to be much support
for this notion (Hurlock and Burstein, 1932; Ames and Learned,
1946). Even when only-child status is 1ooked at just for the time
of the imaginary companion's appearance, the children with siblings
continue to make up nearly half of those with compaﬁions (Svendsen,
1934). The only reported difference in play opportunities between
children with and without imaginary companions was given by Svendsen
(1934) who found that the children with companions in her sample
had had slightly fewer opportunities between the ages of 2 and 3.

14
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The recent study by Manoseﬁitz et al. (1973) has contributed
Qaluable new data to this discussion, not only because it is sys-
tematically more reliable, but also because it touches upon aspects
of the parent-child relationship hitherto ignored. In a group of
222 3-5-year olds, the 63 found to have imaginary companions were
compared with the others. The frequency of only children did not
differ significantly between the two, but that of first-borns with
younger siblings was significantly higher (p<.025) among children
with imaginary companions. No significant differences were found
in the numbers of pets or playmates, the age of next-younger sib-
ling, or the "social well-adjustedness" of the two groups. The
amount of time spent with parents was the same for the two groups,
although the children who had imaginary companions were engaged in
"significantly more different activities with members of the house-
hold (p<.001)." They were also rated by their parents as being more
adept at talking and interacting with adults (p<.0l) and at initiat-
ing their own play (p<.05).

The authors conclude from these results that indeed imaginary
companions are developed by the proﬁerbially lonely first-born or
only child in the absence of opportunities for peer interaction, and
that their purpose is "to partially alleviate the loneliness of a
child who has no siblings and generally lives in an adult-oriented
social milieu during a crucial period of childhood socialization
and language development" and who thus is enabled to "practice and
develop social and language skills which might otherwise deﬁelop

more slowly (pp. 76,78)." Such conclusions seem rather disappointing

15
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in that they ignore and even distort the intriguing implications of
these data. Argument will be put forth in a later section of this
paper that they may be differently and more effectiﬁely interpreted.

Pathology and Personality Difficulties: There has not to my

knowledge been a single instance in the literature in which the
phenomenon of the imaginary companion in childhood has been declared
an outright form of pathology. Even the earliest writers on the
subject emphasize that it is neither "the result of a defective
organization" (Vostrovsky, 1895, p.397), nor "an indication of men-
tal derangement" (Harﬁey, 1918, p.20). Bender and Vogel (1941)
appear to be the most extreme advocates of this Qiew in that they
present the cases of 14 hospitalized (severely disturbed but non-
psychotic) children whose imaginary companions they interpret, not
as indicative of pathology, but as being a "positive and helpful
mechanism used during a time of need...to compensate for some lack
or deficiency in the child's experience or in his relationship with
the world (p.64)." None of these children is of the pre-school age
under consideration in this paper, howeﬁer. Most of the discussion
of pathology and/or personality difficulties associated with imagin-
ary companions of this younger group concerns individual cases only.
Reliable objective data on this subject is scant; Svendsen (1934)
reported that personality "difficulties" of some kind were mentioned
by 35 of the 40 parents in her sample with "timidity" heading the
list; Ames and Learned (1946) state that such difficulties may be
but are by no means necessarily present. Manosevitz et al., (1973)

found that there were no significant differences in either the mean
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numbers nor the types of behavior problems reported by parents of
children with and without imaginary companions. Pines (1978) reports
on Singer's research inﬁolving 3-and-4~year-olds that the children
who had imaginary companions, when compared with others, emerged as
"less aggressive", "more cooperatiﬁg," and "better able to concen-
trate.

Psychoanalytic Interpretations of the Imaginary Companion

Parents and educators have tended to explain the imaginary com-
panion rather simply: as the result of the lonely child's need for
peer companionship. The popularity of their Qiew no doubt accounts
for its persistence in the literature. Psychoanalytic writers haﬁe
attended to the intrapsychic rather than the social significance éf
the imaginary companion in a child's deﬁelopmen;, and thus, where
loneliness is apparent, haﬁe considered lonelinegs and the creation
of an imaginary companion both as consequences of intrapsychic con=-
flict rather than one as the cause of the other. Griffiths (1935)
spoke of the imaginary companion as a "temporary solution" used in
coping with the "sense of loss or depriﬁation of lo§e by searching
some imaginary avenue to regaining of the lost object (p.273)."
Fraiberg (1959) wrote of the imaginary companion as a means of
mastering chiidhood fears, calling it "the direct descendant of
the séﬁage and ferocious beasts who disturb the sleep of small
children (p.17)." Murphy (1962) discusses its role as a support
to a child during a painful separation from his mother.

None of these authors has singled out the imaginary companion

for exclusive attention; they all mention it in passing, essentially
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as one of a variety of possible solutions which might be adopted by
a child in a moment of need. Fiﬁe papers dealing primarily with
the imaginary companion ha#e been published in the past two decades,
and it is their authors who haQe contributed most to the discussion
of the imaginary companion's metapsychological significance. Their
articles are summarized in some detail below.

"The Imaginary Combanion'as‘a Prestage of the Superego: Sper-

ling (1954) considered the imaginary companion to be a prestage of

the superego. His discussion was based upon obser?ations made in

his treatment of a three-year-old boy named Rudy, brought to him

because he "seemed to be hallucinating." Rudy had from birth been

a sensitive child who was easily upset when anything "frustrated...his
- illusion of omnipotence.(or) affronted his narcissism (p.254)." He

had been particularly seﬁsitive to his father's commands until the

' an imaginary companion, who had to approﬁe

creation of "Rudyman,'
all parental orders before Rudy would obey them. With the birth of
his companion Rudy's distress at parental commands disappeared énd
he became "more independent and more satisfied with himself (p.253)."
Rudyman had a number of Rudy's parents' characteristics. Although
he used expressions of and displayed the values of Rudy's mother,
Sperling (1954) emphasizes the attributes which were more clearly
identified with Rudy's father: Rudyman's loud male ?oicg, his in~
tolerance for any authority besides himself, his name--a combination
of "Herman", the father's name, and Rudy's own. Sperling especially
emphasizes the similarity of Rudyman's "jealousy" to the jealousy

Rudy's father had displayed when his son had admired a family friend

named Arthur. 18
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Sperling (1954) notes that as a very young child Rudy had coped
with fears by means of identification with the aggressor (he had
played "train" and "dog" when frightened of these); and he assumes
that Rudy's creation of an imaginary companion is likewise prompted
by fear and as such represents another form of this defense mech-
anism. He questions why the boy needed to identify with an ima-
ginary being, however, rather than directly with his father. The
implication of his answer is that the underlying motive for the
creation of Rudyman was the wish to "puncture" the omnipotence of
the parental authority:

The episode with Arthur which preceded the Rudyman

game seems to offer the clue. Rudy's parents did not

contradict one another in their dealings with him and

he therefore could not play one against the other, but

in Arthur he had found a second authority, one which

by its very presence punctured the omnipotence of the

first authority. In Rudyman, Rudy established a second

authority and one which would not arouse his parents'

jealousy. (p.255).

Sperling (1954) does not full explore the implications of -his thought
here, but goes on to conclude that Rudyman represents 'the nar-
cissistic root of the ego ideal" and evidence that "a boy can have

a male superego (p.255)." 1In Sperling's #iew, the father's jealousy
is taken over into his introjected image with the result that other
earlier ego idezls (namely, the dog, the train, and Arthur) are
repressed and the unification of the superego is begun.

Sperling (1954) is not the first writer to discuss the imaginary

companion in relation to the superego or, in non-psychoanalytic
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terms, the moral development of the child,z but he does seem to be
the first to relate its creation to an experience of '"nmarcissistic
injury" in so many words. This seems a valid and useful observation.
His explanation of the phenomenon simply in terms of the mechanism
of "identification with the aggressor," however, seems incomplete.
It will be proposed in this paper that it is the controlling and
protecting, rather than purely the aggressive aspects of the parent
which come into focus in the creation of an imaginary companion and
that the companion serves--not to puncture the ommipotence of a
parent--but to prolong the omnipotence which the child experienced
in an earlier stage of relationship to that parent.

The Imaginary Companion as an Aid in Egg'Deﬁelopment and Conflict

Solution: Nagera (1969) considered the imaginary companion as a
special type of fantasy with particular significance in the solution
of developmental conflicts during the ego deﬁelopment of the small
child. Like ordinary daydreams, he points out, the imaginary com-
panion fantasy is an attempt at wish fulfillment. It is governed
by the pleasure principle, and its creator can disregard the reality
principle without impairment to normal reality testing. Also like
other forms of fantasy, the imaginary companion may be a temporary
measure devised in a time of stress "to solve conflicts and to re-

store, at least tramsitorily, the inner equilibrium before excessive

2Munroe (1894) considered "the fancy to be of immense benefit to
the child's moral growth (p.184);" Swett (1910) wrote of an imagin-
ary being "associated most prominently with C's moral development
(p.104) ;" Wickes (1927) mentions the imaginary companion as an em-
bodiment of the conscience and the ego ideal.
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stress forces a path into symptom formation, regression, or other
disturbances (p.182)." Nagera points out that there are two im-
portant ways in which the imaginary companion of the pre-school
child differs from the fantasies of older children and adults.

The latter are generally concerned with gratification of instinctual
impulses which have become conflicted while the young child's
imaginary companion "fills the emptiness, neglect, loneliness, or
rejection which the child seems to be experiencing (p.194)" and is
not associated with wishes which are conflicted in a neurotic sense.
Hence while older children and adults tend to be reticent about ex-
posing their fantasies, young children will talk openly and eagerly
about their imaginary friends. Secondly, while an active fantasy
life usually implies some withdrawl from the world of real objects,
the creation of an imaéinary companion does not, since its young
creator seeks actively to integrateé his fantasy into real life and
to gain acceptance for it within his real object world.

Nagera (1969) continues to point out the differences between
the pre-schoolér's imaginary companion and the fantasies of later
childhood as he describes the #arious functions it may serve. His
"list" of these functions, presented briefly earlier in this paper
(see p.8), is illustrated in rich detail with clinical material
from his own comprehensiﬁe review of the literature, from his own
practice, and from the files of Hampstead Clinic. Like Sperling
(1954) he stresses the frequent role of superego auxiliary into

which the imaginary companion is cast as a kind of intermediate
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step between dependence upon external controls and the establishment
of an internalized superego of the child's own. Secondly, he men-
tions the use of the imaginary companion for an "opposite purpose:"
"as a vehicle for the discharge of impulses that are no longer ac~
ceptable to the child either because he has internalized parental
prohibitions or because he fears the parental attitude to such im-
pulses (before internalization has.taken place) (p.177)." Closely
related is the use of the companion as a scapegoat to whom all the
child's badness and negatiﬁe impulses are assigned, a precursor of
later externalization onto a real object. When children feel re-
jected or unloved for some reason, they may de§elop imaginary com-~
panions who because they personify primitiﬁe ego ideals may allow
the child vicarious access to parental love and approval. And,

"for a few, the imaginary companion is a necessary intermediate step
before they can transfer, at least in certain areas, control to
their parents while simultaneously accepting limitatioms to their
own previously omnipotent feelings (p.lSZ).*

Throughout his paper Nagera (1969) stresses his belief that in
all its many functions the imaginary companion acts as a "deﬁelop-
mental buffer...that mitigates for the child's primitive ego what
is at times an impossible situation (p.18l)." Given its normality
énd the importance of its functions, he raises an intriguing ques~-
tion: why do imaginary companions so seldom make an appearance in
the treatment of children and why are they so infrequently recalled

by adults in psychoanalysis? Among other possibilities he suggests:
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Perhaps the answer lies (in the case of the very young
child) in the fact that what is important is not the
content of the fantasy associated with the imaginary
companion, but the developmental purpose it is designed
to fulfill (p.166)."

The Imaginary Companion as an Aid in Coping with Difficulties

in the Anal Stage and the Formation of Gender Identity: Bach (1971)

addresses his attention to Nagera's (1969) question and to the issue
of the "developmental purpose" which might be served by the imaginary
companion. 1In his analytic work he treated twvo female patients whom
"a distinctly'deﬁiant dgvelopment" had brought to analysis and who
both retained vivid memories of childhood companions. He also had
occasion to observe a brother and sister, aged 2 and 3, whose shared
companion "Doodoo" flourished for a year or so and then, by contrast,
was quite forgotten. 1In both normal and pathological cases, accord-
ing to Bach, "the fantasy companion appeared as an element in the
displacement series of nipple—feées—penis-child, and its survi&al or
disappearance seemed related to how successfully this .series was in-
tegrated (p.160)." He sees the imaginary companion as playing a
special role in helping the child cope with cerﬁain conflicts of the
anal stage and with the establishment of his sexual identity,

Where these developmental goals are achieved satisfactorily, the com-
Panion is internalized and its existence forgotten; where they are
not, the companion continues to exist because to integrate him into
the ego would be too conflictive, yet to .abandon him would be to

lose an important part of the self.
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Bach (1972) points out that both Doodoo and Crumber .(the imagin=-
ary companion of one adﬁlt patient3) are created "in response to a
narcissistic blow, the main ingredient of which is a loss of omni-
potent control over reality (p.169)." Doodoo appears during the
toilet training of the younger sibling and is described as "a boy
who is very dirty and ﬁery bad...about two to fiﬁe inches long, al-
though he grows bigger when he eats carrots and meat and vegetables
(p.160)." Crumber, "myself folded outwards" in the patient's own
words, was invented when during the course of a long trip the pa-
tieﬁt's mother refused to stop the car for her to go to the bath-
room. Bach considers both companions to be "a projection of the
omnipotent scybalum...by means (of which) a fragment of the shattered
omnipotence was preserv;d and used to deny separation and helpless-
ness and to master and contain the aggressiﬁe'impulses'(p.l69)."
Both companions also became equated with the fantasied paternal
phallus in addition to holding anal significance4. Doodoo eﬁolves

into a character who shares many of the children's father's most

3Robin, the imaginary companion of the other adult patient, was es-
sentially an "alter ego' and not an imaginary companion in the clas-
sical sense, as Bach is careful to point out. Hence she is omitted
from discussion here.

4Nice (1919) reports a series of imaginary companions whose anal and
phallic significance seems strikingly evident. The series of imagin-
ary companions in question were developed by a little girl between

the ages of 3% and 6. They included "babies," bought at the "choco-
late store," who are kept in the cellar until they grow up after "eat-
ing so much food;" into a creature called the "Haneater' who eats
"hands what are broken off of people" and "just lumps around;" then
creatures who "let toads come into their shells; they have jewels in
their tails and give them to people and children;" and finally into

a "husband" who is "as large as father."
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striking attributes; Crumber, through the analytic work, .is under-
stood as an imaginary penis around which unresolved conflicts oﬁer
penis envy and castration fear (dating from the original experience
of powerlessness with the mother) have cr&stallized.

It is through a comparison of the de§elopmental courses of Doo~
doo and Crumber that Bach (1971) explores the relationship between
the fate of the imaginary coméanion and the maturational process.
He concludes that where the original anal conflicts as well as
those surrounding the establishment of sexual identity are resol§ed,
the need for the companion disappears, it becomes part of an inter-
nal psychic structure, and its separate "outer" existence is for-
gotten. Thus Doodoo evolved into "Good Doodoo,". the inéarnation
of a perfect ego ideal, before he was internalized and forgotten.
In Crumber's case the process was not so successful. He could
neither be given up nor fully integrated into the child's ego, hence
he continued to exist in memory as an external rather than an in-
ternal object and to be the focal point of the patient's difficul-
ties in establishing her feminine identity. Bach (1971) closes by
classifying the imaginary companion .as:

++.2 kind of transitional phenomenon, for it becomes

implicated in the displacement series of nipple-feces-

penis-child3, ‘and should tend to disappear with the

successful integration of this series through the in-
ternalization of the superego and the sexual role (p.170).

5For other examples of companions which represent explicit elements
in this displacement series cf. Kaplan & Rank's (1962) discussion
of "Goopy" an imaginary companion represented by a cup which they
interpret as a substitute for the breast, and Murphy's (1962) ac-
count of "Woody," a companion with obvious phallic significance created
by a child after an accident which exacerbated his fears of castra-
tion.
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The Imaginary Companion as a "Gi2lf-object" with the Function of

"Self-mirroring-with Approval:" Benson and Pryor (1973) draw fur-

ther attention to the relationship proposed by Bach between the
imaginary companion, the child's narcissistic development, and the
trapsitional zone of experience. Their article is based on discus~
sion of two cases, in which imaginary companions of long-standing
suddenly and dramatically disappear. The first of these, invol&ing
Lynn and her companion "Nosey" who was made by Lynn's grandfather
to shut the garage door, was mentioned earlier in this paper (see
P.5). (The second case is not included here because it is not
concerned with a childhood imaginary coméanion but with the fantasy
construction of a psychotic adolescent with a well~established delu-
sional system.)

Lynn's imaginary companion Nosey first appeared sometime after
her third birthday while her mother was pregnant with her second
child. Nosey was a male dog who stood on his hind legs wearing an
apron-like skirt and carrying a mop or broom. As such he was quite
similar to the stuffed dog outfitted in a dress which Lynn had
adopted as a transitional object when she was 7 months old. At age
16 Lynn recalled that Nosey had been very real to her, although she
never actually saw him. She spoke of the circumstances of his last
appearance hesitatingly and with "slightly saddened affect," although
with no apparent awareness of the unusual nature of the garage door
incident. After Nosey's departure, her stuffed dog again became
Qery important to her. Eﬁen after her ninth birthdéy ﬁhen she was

persuaded to give him up, she kept him in a box in her closet and
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continued to "visit" him regularly. She spoke of taking "him" out
and putting on "his" dress, then interrupted herself to say it must
have been "her." Although Benson and Pryor (1973) do not make any
reference to Bach's (1971) paper, Lynn's confusion over the gender
of her transitional object and presumably of Nosey as well is fur-
ther evidence of the ﬁalidity of Bach's obserQation that the imagin-
ary companion ié only internalized and forgotten where conflicts
over gender identity are successfully resolﬁed.

In discussing the ﬁetapsychological significance of Nosey and
the stuffed.dog Benson and Pryor (1973) draw upon Kohut's (1971)
conception of the "self-object" and Winnicott's (1953) formulation
of transitional phenomen; which they treat ag equi?alent. Both
the original stuffed dog and the imaginary companion are considered
as belonging to the transitional zone of experience and are held to be
"self-objeéts" in that they are invested with narcissistic cathexis
and are subjectively experienced as parts of the self.b 1f Lynn's
progress along what the authors refer to as the "developmental line
of narcissism" had proceeded smoothly, these "self-objects" might
through the process of transmuting internalization (Kohut, 1971) have
become integrated in a true cohesive self. By effectiﬁely removing

Nosey from the imaginary to the "real' world, however, Lynn's grand-

6In discussion of the part played by "omnipotent self-extensions"
as "'transitory psychological structures of normal growth" Wangh
(1962) makes a similar statement: 'The imaginary companion of
later childhood may be a second edition of the early 'transitional
object.' 1In any case, we are dealing here with a thing, a persom,
or an image created and invoked to play a role in the service of
the self without any regard for the object involved (p.453)."
Greenacre (1969) makes a similar statement.
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father interfered with her companion's status as a "self-object."
At a time in her life when Lynn was most certainly sensitiﬁe to nar-
cissistic injury,

...he (Nosey) represented aspects of herself, such as
phallic completeness and self-reliance, that she could not
quite achieve or yet renounce without a devastating loss in
self-esteem...But if Nosey functioned independently of her
intention, then he wasn't a part of her. If that was the
case, his phallic and competent qualities were a painful
confrontation to her and not a satisfying self-reflection.
He thus became heir to all the conflicts experienced by
Lynn at this phase in her development and which involved
all of her object relationships. He was no longer exempt
by virtue of his distinction from the object world. A
developmental interference took place which greatly inter-
fered although accidentally, with this fantasy construct
so necessary if Lynn's development was to continue unim-
peded. Nosey had to be abandoned, not only because he
wasn't helpful in protecting Lynn's self-esteem, but was
in fact a threat to it (p.468).

Having lost her imaginary companion, Lynn turned back to her
original transitional object. . Benson and Pryor (1973) asséciate
both objects with the function of protecting the seif-regafd and the
sense of the cohesive self. They relate them to Kohut's (1971)
"self-approving" function and to what Tolpin (1971) calls “soothing
functions" when they are performed by a transitional object. They
go on to say:

As the child gets older, however, the needs become some-

what different from those of "soothing." What the child
seems to seek from his use of the imaginary companion,

TThe only other author, to my knowledge, who has commented on the
effects of such "interference" with an imaginary companion is Mun- '
roe (1894). In describing Katharine and her companion "Morrie" he
observed that Katharine's parents "must not 'pretend' about her
(Morrie) themselves-—-except when, occasionally, the mother is asked
to pet her,--and if she is called into the room they must not make
pretence of seeing her and talking with her. If they do, a certain
anxiety seems to fill Katharine's mind: she becomes, in a measure,
afraid of her own creation and is suspicious, too, that she is
being ridiculed (p.184)."
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is an inner sense of perfection and worth. Thus the
function of the imaginary companion, rather than being
one of soothing, is a kind of reassuring, reminiscent

of the demand made upon the mirror in Snow White-—
"Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the fairest (most
perfect) one of all?" We have used this phrase "self-
mirroring with approval" here to reflect this particular
function of the imaginary companion and presumably other
self-objects at this time. (p.470).

I believe that Benson and Pryor's (1973) conception of the imagin-
ary companion as a transitional phenomenon inﬁested with a particular
and significant function is a useful and interesting one, although
I question whether "self-mirroring with approﬁal" adequately des-
cribes the function. Further discussion of this is deferred to
Section II of the paper.

Imaginary Companions in Relation to Mirror Dreams and Deperson-

alization: It is interesting that the most recent contribution to
the psychoanalytic literature on imaginary companions (Myers, 1976)
also relates them to mirror phenomena although its author appears
to have been unaware of Benson and Pryor's (1973) paper. Myers
(1976) cites material from the case histories of 4 women to demon-
straﬁe genetic linkages between the presence of imaginary companions
or fantasy twins and extensive mirror play in childhood and early
adolescence, and the appearance of mirror dreams and depersonaliza-
tion in later adolescence and adulthood. He conceives of all these
phenomena .as having in common a "defensive splitting of the self-
representation (...) as a means of warding off castration anxiety
and anxiety about object loss, anxieties which arise because of
conflicts primarily centering on intgnse aggressive dri&e deriva-
tive wishes (p.503)." Of the imaginary companion in particular
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he writes: "In the imaginary companion phenomena, an attempt is
made to maintain the object .tie by one of two mechanisms—-either
by disavowal of the rageful aspects of the self or by the compan-
ion's being seen as an idealized phallic self-representation. In
both instances the self then becomes acceptable to the parents
(p.520)." |

None of the imaginary companions created by the wom;n,whom
Myers discusses can be considered typical of the class of imaginary
companions under consideration in this paper. éli were created at
or later than the age of 6 and in response to severe narcissistic
blows in unusually stressful childhoods. Two of the women had psy-
chotic mothers; all suffered abandonmment by one or both parents,
the birth of and subsequent preference for a younger male sibling,
and profound oedipal disappointments which led to intense feelings
of castration. While aggressiﬁe fantasies and resulting anxieties
about castration and object loss may play a role in the creation of
all imaginary companions, their intensity in these 4 cases8 does not
seem typical of the pre-schooler whose imaginary companion flourishes
for a while and is then forgotten. Nor does the typical pre-schooler
who has an imaginary companion seem predisposed to episodes of de-
personalization in later .life.

One aspect of the companions Meyers describes is interesting to
note. All were ideal, all good creatures: they "never fought,"

they "always shared,” they were "adored" by their parents, they

8And in another, similar, instance cited by Eisnitz (1961) to which
Myers also refers.
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never experienced rivalry nor anger, they were admired and had spe-
cial and often .obviously phallic, super-powers.

One of the questions raised in the proposed study is whether
particular configurations of "role assignments" to imaginary com-
panions appear related to some aspect of ;:he child, his parent, or
their interaction. Myers' data suggest that the creation of a 'very

idealized companion may possibly be linked with a less-than-satis~

factory parent-child relationship.
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ITII. Theoretical Considerations

This section of the paper is devoted to an articulation of the
particular theoretical premises upon which the hypotheses of the
proposed study are based. In it I intend, first, to review Winni-
cott's (1953) original conception of transitional phenomena in
order to make clear why it is useful to consider the imaginary com-
panion in this way. Secondly, I hope to examine the differences as
well as the areas of oﬁerlap between the blanket or Teddy bear and
the imaginary playmate. I will consider the timing of their emer-
gence and the function(s) they ser&e. Then I will examine their
"essential properties" (Winnicott, 1953) from the perspective of
the different central features of the parent-child relationship
which I believe are reflected in each. I will propose that for the
child who creates an imaginary companion the sound of the mother's
voice has been a central feature of his early together-with-mother
experiences. Finally, I shall consider the existing evidence in
support of such a conception.

Winnicott's Formulation: The Parallels Between the Transitional Object

and the Imaginary Companion.

Winnicott's (1953) formulation of the transitiomnal object con-.
cept begins in the spatial metaphor by which he understands huﬁan
experience. Between the external reality of our common experience
and the inner reality of each human being, he claims there must be
a third area of expe?iencing, an area which lies between the subjec-

'tiﬁe and the objectiﬁely percei&ed, where the perpetual human task
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of keeping inner and outer realities separate yet related is con-
tinually performed. Transitional phenomena belong to this inter-
mediate area and their role is defined in terms of this perpetual
task. The first transitional object, the bit of blanket or soft

toy with which the infant soothes himself, is transitional because
it is a not-me possession which is ne@ertﬁeless not fully recognized
or experienced as belonging to external reality.

Its essential nature deri&es in part from the fact that it
stands for, and yet.is not, the mother or the maternal breast. The
transitional object is a product of the infant's relationship to the
"good-enough" mother who, by means of her initially perfect adapta-
tion to her child's needs, giﬁes the infant the illusion that her
breast (or the soothing care for which it stands) is part of himself.
The fact that initially she is there, ready to respond to his need,
enables the infant to experience her response as his own creation,
i.e., through his need he is able to create her over and over again.
Winnicott refers to this phenomenon as "primary creativity." By
means of this "primary creati§ity" an illusion is fostered within
the infant that there is an external reality which corresponds per-
fectly to his own need to create. Eventually as the infant grows
and is able to tolerate greater doses of frustration, thé mother
adapts less and less perfectly to his needs. Thus a process of dis-
illusionment is initiated through which the conception of a reality
which is external, i.e., beyond the reach of the infant's need and
control, is allowed to arise. It is only at the end of this process

that the child has de?eloped a conception of himself and his needs
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which is truly distinct from the concept of his mother and her
ability to satisfy them. The intermediate area between the ini-
tial illusion and the end of the disillusionment process, when the
child becomes capable of "objectiﬁe perception based on reality
testing," is the home of the transitional object.

This bit of blanket or soft toy has a number of distinguishing
propefties in Winnicott's (1953) formulation. First of all, in a
very important sense, it is the infant's creation and property: . he
"assumes rights over it" and it is implicit that we do mot question
or challenge this assumption. Although from our point of Qiew_the
object belongs to the outside world of reality which is extermal to
the child, for the infant it remains in an intermediate area of
reality which is neither purely external nor altogether internal as
an hallucination would be. The fbject's physical qualities of soft-
ness, texture, and odor are jdentified with the mother and her care
and "are essential properties." The infant makes use of the object
in falling asleep and in times of stress as a defense against
anxiety, particularly of a depressive sort. It will be subjected
to a wide range of behaviors and feeling-states: it will be "af-
fectionately cuddled as well as excitedly loved and mutilated,"
and "it must survive instinctual 1oving,.and algc hating, and, if
it be a feature, pure aggression.”" The object must never be changed
by anyone other than the child himself; mothers usually know and
respect this instinctively. And finally, its fate is "to be
gradually allowed to be decathected,".it is neither forgotten nor
mourned, it does not "go inside" nor undergo repression, it simply
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"loses meaning (p.91)."9

If the imaginary companion is considered in relation to this
same list of Winnicott's (1953) "distinguishing properties" the
parallels are striking indeed. The imaginary companion, too, is
the child's creation and property: he "assumes rights over it,"
alone directing its entrances and exits in such a way that we
understand implicitly that his assumption is not to be challenged.
While we may recognize that the companion's actions or attributes
are really those of "real” people, for the child they remain firmly
attached to an imaginary being who occupies a position in the inter-
mediate area between "inner" and "outer" realities. Certain of the
companion's qualities--with the important difference that they are
auditory rather than tactile--are identified with the parent and
his/her care ana "are essential properties." Just as the blankét
serves as a defense aéainst anxiety, so does the imaginary compan-
ion: wusing it as a scapegoat the child avoids the anxiety of hav-

ing to recognize shortcomings of his own; investing it with power

9This last aspect of the tranmsitional object--its fate--has recently
been reconsidered by Tolpin (1971) who proposes that it does "go in-
side" and become internalized as a new piece of psychic structure.
In her view the transitional object is associated with a particular
maternal function, the soothing function, and it represents a transi-
tional form of mental structure which is repeatedly cathected and
decathected by the infant as need arises during the long process in
vhich he eventually becomes able to spothe himself. She suggests
that Kohut's (1971) concept of the"transmuting internalization" is
useful in understanding this process and she gives a beautiful,
sensitively detailed account of its course. Tolpin's (1971) revi-
sion of Winnicott's (1953) concept is cited here not just because

it seems to be a valuable addition but because it affords another
parallel between the transitional object and the imaginary companion
which I also think, as Bach (1971) suggested, "goes inside" when
development is successful.
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or virtue, the child gains access to support or approval when his
real parent is unavailable to pro?ide{them directly. Like the
blanket, the companion is subjected to a wide range of behaﬁiors
and feeling-states as it is 1o§e§, hated, admired, punished, or
simply ignored by its creator. The imaginary companion, too, "must
never be dhanged by anyone other than the child himself." Just

as the "good-enough" mother refrains from washing her infant's
beloved blanket or stuffed toy, she intuitively honors and does

not interfere with the toddler's imaginary companion. And finally,
as with the transitional object, the imaginary companion .is eﬁen—
tually given up in healthy development once the child is able to
perform for himself internally the functions for which he ﬁre&iously
needed his imaginary friend.

The process of "construction" of the two can also be considered
the same. Neither transitional phenomenon can arise outside the
context of the "good enough" mothering relationship. Winnicott
(1953) makes clear how the "good enough' mother provides the in-
fant with the illusion of an external reality which conforms per-
fectly to his needs and how the creation of the transitional ob-
ject is dependent upon the prior experience of this illusion. The
creation of the imaginary.companion depends upon a similar previous
experience of omnipotence, an illusion of an external reality in
which the child's actions and impulses have no harmful or unpleasant
consequences. The '"good enough” mother of the young toddler pro-
vides him with this illusion by virtue of her own controlling and

protecting behaviors. Just as the mother of the infant "places the
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actual breast just there where the infant is ready to create, and
at the right moment" (Winnicott, 1953), so the mother of the toddler
speaks a word of caution or places a controlling hand "just there"
where he is in need of it "and at the right moment." From the mo-
ment he can walk dangerous objects are placed out of reach, he is
kept away from the stove and the medicine cabinet, and in numerous
other ways precautions are taken to protect him from being hurt or
getting into trouble.

Eventually, howeﬁex, the parent expects his child to assume con-
trol of his behavior on his own. ‘Toilet-training, which .is Qery
likely to be underway in this stage of the child's deéelopmenp, is
a case in point. As the child gets older and especially as his com-
mand of language improﬁes, he will be increasingly expected to "lis-
ten to" his parents' warnings or commands, to remember and to anti-
cipate the consequences of his-actions, and to master his impulses
so that he behaves in socially appropriate ways. In other words,
these functions originally performed by his parents must eventually
become internalized as a part of his own mental structure.

The process by which this is accomplished is like that which
occurs in the formation of the transitional object. In Winnicott's
(1953) terms once the "good enough" mother has given her child the
illusion of being perfectly safe and insulated from harm, her task
becomes one of disillusionment. In Tolpin's (1971) words the pro-
cess begins as the child experiences "repeated minimal losses" of
parental control or support. These "minimal losses" may occur in
several ways. Even the "good .enough" mother cannot anticipate and
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prevent every misfortune. Sooner or later the child will fall,

cut his lip, or overturn his orange juice on the carpet, if not
worse. When he is suddenly frightened, hurt, or the object of
parental anger, he gets his first tastes of an environment in which
his actions or impulses haﬁe unpleasant consequences and where his
self-esteem is easily shattered. As he gets older and is increas-
ingly expected "to know better by himself," his parents begin to
scold or be disappointed in him for doing things which previously
they would either haﬁe‘allowed or themselﬁes taken steps to pre-
vent.. Again tﬂe child finds himself facing unpleasant consequences
because he did not ha%e access to the kind of parental protectiomn or
support which he once enjoyed. A mother's preoccupation with a new
baby, her absence due to illness or death, or her withdrawal in
depression might also be responsible for his suddenly feeling alone,
unprotected, or in Winnicott's words, "disillusioned." This dis-
illusionment, this experienced gap, provides the motivation for

the creation of the imaginary companion as a transitional form of
mental structure.

Differences Between the Transitional Object and the Imaginary Com-

What about the differences between the transitional object and
the imaginary companion? Before I turn to,tﬂe obﬁious and signifi-
cant difference between the all-important tactile properties of one
and the invisibility of the .other, I should like to discuss their
differences with respect to the timing of their deﬁelopment and the

function(s) that they serﬁe. In both of these areas there is over-
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lap and distinctions between the two phenomena are blurry. Typically
the attachment to the blanket deﬁelops earlier, often in the first
months of life, while the imaginary companion cannot appear much be-
fore the age of 2 or wheneﬁer language is adquired. Several writers,
however, have noted that attachments to blankets or stuffed animals
may develop later than the first year and well into the period when
imaginary companions also are créated.10 Transitional objects are
generally associated with self-soothing at bedtime and imaginary com-
panions assumed to function as playmates or protectors of a child's
self-esteem, but there are children whose imaginary friends are
summoned at bedtime just as there are others who turn to their
blankets when scolded or who use their Teddy bears -in play: In
other words, either may serve the same function. Greenacre (1969)
writes of a little boy who when sent to retrie&e his rubbers from

a strange closet, opened the door and threw his blanket in before
venturing in himself. She characterized this as a "further step

in the development of the transitional object," saying that the
blanket here functions as a projection of "that version of the self
in which the mother's presence still lingers,” and suggesting that
it is in this instance a "forerunner of the imaginary companion (p.

- 320)." I question whether "forerunmer" is truly accurate. Some

10gtevenson (1954) reported .on 43 children of whom 22 developed .at-
tachments at a year or older, and 12 at 2 years or older. Busch

et al. (1974) distinguished between "primary transitional objects"
created in the first year of life--studying 27 or 40 children who
developed attachments in this period--and "secondary" ones, developed
later. Gay and Hyson (1976) interviewed parents of 20 children with
transitional objects and found 11 dated from the first year of life,
6 from the second, 3 from the third, though none after the age of 3.
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children develop imaginary companions which seem to be direct des-
cendants of their transitional objects--"Nosey, the imaginary com-
panion cited by Benson and Pryor (1973) and mentioned earlier is
one such--but other children may have both at the same time or con-
ceivably one without eﬁer de§eloping the other. I think the func-
tion(s) of either is more related to the age of its owner and thus
to whatever conflicts or anxieties are uppermost for him at that
time,l1

Broadly defined, the function of both transitional object and
imaginary companion can be considered the preserﬁatioh of the child’'s
sense of well-being. As the child de§elopé from an infant to a
four-year-old, he becomes an increasingly differentiated .and complex
person and the task of ensuring his well-being likewise becomes in-
creasingly complicated. Freedom from distress for the infant may
be largely a matter of physical comfort and security in the presence
of mother's body. For'the toddler, howe&e;, with his advanced
motoric capacities, his differentiated.driﬁes, his increasingly com~
plex relationships to others and his emerging psychological aware-
ness of separatemess, distressing insults to his narcissistic equi-
librium may come from many quarters. If as an infant he has devel-

oped a transitional object which at times of distress helps him to

11lgay and Hyson's (1976) observations of 2 and 4 year olds revealed
"different kinds of stress" precipitated.a move to the blanket in
the 2 age groups: more overt conflict over the child's autonomy or
mother's refusal to meet demands in the younger children as opposed
to "more subtle, sensed rejections or feelings of guilt in the older
ones. (p.308)" Similar observations of imaginary companion usage

in relation to children's ages have not been made (except in the
broader sense of Nagera's distinction between pre~school and latency
age imaginary companions. 40
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feel better, it is understandable that he might continue to draw it
into service in meeting whatever stresses arise as he grows older.
Another child at this juncture might develop an imaginary friend to
cope with the same stresses. What accounts for the difference be-
tween the two? Why do some children continue to rely solely on
their blankets while others develop imaginary friends instead or
alonggide?

I think the answer is to be found in considering the differences
between the tactile properties of the transitional object and the
verbal, auditory ones of the imaginary companion. I would like to
propose that the two phenomena be considered self-objects in which,

to borrow Greenacre's metaphor, different aspects of the mother's

presence still linger, i.e., while the blanket contains the lin-

gering presence of her body and clothing, the imaginary companion
contains the lingering presence of her words and her voice. In a
literal senmse it is not that either "contains" an aspect of mother

so much as that each lends itself to a particular kind of interac-

tion in which the memory of being with mother, and all the feelings
of well-being that connotes, is eﬁoked.
How it "works" is this: when the infant nuzzles or strokes

his blanket, he produces tactile and perhaps olfactory sensations
which are intimately associated with his experience of being held
and soothed by his mother. As he is increasingly faced with her
absence in situations where he has previously experienced her pre-
sence in these ways, he turns to his discovery'that he can produce
by himself some of these sensations and the feelings of well-being
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they bring. I think something similar happens with the toddler and
his imaginary friend. When he talks to, tells about, or "listens
to" his iﬁaginary companion, I think he too is engaging in a fami-
liar, highly cathected form of interaction. It is my hypothesis
that the early close-to-mother experiences of the child who deﬁelops
an imaginary companion haﬁe been especially filled with the sounds
of mother's voice. They make up an integral part of what Sandler
(1960) has described as the "background of safety." When these
children are suddenly faced with a loss of mother's supportiﬁe
presence-—especially in situations where they are accustomed to
hearing her voice--I think they perpétuate or recreate the feeling
of her being there by resorting to words. They create an imaginary
being who can be interacted with E§.§E§.ﬁ2§' I do not mean this
just on the most concrete level, i.e., that the child talks to or
about the companion as he has been talked to by his parent (al-
though this certainly happens), but more generally that the child
experiences himself as all-right and not-alone because the conjuring
up of the sounds or verbal imagery in which he experiences his
iméginary frieﬁd is so reminiscent of together-with-mother exper-
iences.

Conceptualizing an imaginary companion in this way has certain
advantages. First, it provides a basis for explaining why some
children develop imaginary companions while the majority do not.
While tactile experience is bound to be an important aspect of
mothering for most infants (hence the frequency with which transi-

tional objects are developed); this is not necessarily the case
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for auditory experiences. Mothers differ widely in their propensi-
ties to talk or sing to their children and their children may dif-
fer widely in their semsitivities and responsiveness to this kind

of int:ex:c:hange.i2 Secondly, conceiﬁing of the imaginary companion
as evocative of mother's Qerbal presence and the transitional ob-
ject as reminiscent of her physical presence provides an interest-
ing perspective from which to think about why a child resorts to

one or the other in a gi&en situation. Considering the child who
has both a Teddy bear and an imaginary friend--can his choice of
comforter be understood as reflecting the particular aspect of
mother which is missed at a specific time? 1Is the imaginary friénd
rather than the Teddy bear summoned when he has done something

wrong because it was specifically the una§ailability of his mother-
as-verbalizer-of-controls that got him into trouble? Does the Teddy
bear reign supreme at bedtime because it is mother's body, not her
voice, that is missed at that time? If the Teddy bear loses import-~
ance as the imaginary friend assumes it, is this understandable as

a particular manifestation of a general de#elopmental progression
away from close-to-mother's-body experience and toward increasing
reliance upon language? Is the child who creates an imaginary
friend but never a transitional object one for whom tactile experiences

of mother were somehow problematic?

1270 a 1972 paper concerned with the place of hearing and oral lan-
guage in the development of psychic structure, Freedman makes the
point that--unlike vision for .instance--'"the vocal-auditory system
is not a prerequisite for, nor even a significant factor in, the
early phases of (ego) development (p.67)".
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The Evidence So Far

At this point, I would like to look at the existing evidence in
support of the hypothesis that there has been a highly verbal, sound-
filled relationship to a parent in the background of the child who
develops an imaginary friend. There is already eﬁidence accumulated
in the literature that the children are highly Qerbal. Brittain's
(1907) obserﬁation that students who had had imaginary companions
were "above a&erage in the imaginati&e'quality of their stories" is
a case in point. Schaefer's (1969) finding that among groups of
"creative" adolescents it was only the writers—-nét the artists or
the scientists--who had had significantly more imaginary companions
during childhood is another. It is entirely plausible too that the
"superior intelliggnce" of the child-~with-imaginary-companion which
has been noted by so many in&estigators (Harﬁey, 1918; Terman, 1926;
Jersild et al., 1933; Sﬁendsep, 1934; Ames and Learned, 1946) is in
fact reducible to a particular #erbal ability. The most solid evi-
dence of their verbal sophistication, however, comes from the recent
study by Manoseﬁitz et al. (1973) in which imaginary-companion
children at pre-school age were found to be "significantly more
adept at talking and interacting with adults (p<.01)" than their
peers.

Despite the evidence that the children are highly verbal, there
is little in the literature about their parents or their parenting
behaviors. In some accounts. of indiﬁidual children there is inci-
dental information to be gleaned about the verbal behaﬁior of a

parent. Murphy (1962), in .discussing a little boy named Sam who
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invented an imaginary friend after an accident in which his finger-
tip was cut off, says quite a bit about his relationship to a mother
who is obviously highly articulate. Her diary--and the very fact
that she kept a diary speaks to her investment in words--is quoted
extensi&ely and provides ampleAeﬁidenCe of the importance of ﬁerbal
interchange between her and Sam. Murphy stresses Sam's "verbal
competence" and use of questions as a way of keeping contact with

his mother but she also adds: '"How important it was for his mother

(my italics) to listen, tolerate, and deal with his questions in
some way is obvious (p.144)",

Manosevitz et al. (1973) report one other finding in their study
of children and their families which hints provocatively that mothers
of children with imaginary companions may, as a group, be highly
verbal. In their study, parents of children with and without imagin-
ary companions were asked to list the activities child and parent
engaged in jointly and to estimate the amount of time they spent

together. No difference was found in the amount of -time spent toget-

her but the parents of children with imaginary friends listed "sig-
nificantly more different actiﬁities" that the child engaged in
with members of the household. This finding, the only one in their
study to achieve significance at p<.001 level, can be variously in-
terpreted. It can be said to reflect purely a real difference in
the children's activities or a difference in the way their parents
fill out questionnaires--namely that parents whose children have
imaginary companiong will ténd to produce longer .and more detailed
lists when asked about their children, because they are more ver-

bally inclined. )
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There is one last finding to be considered which lends strong
support to the notion that.#erbal interchange is a central feature
in the parent-child relationship of a child who develops an imagin-
ary companion and that is the fact that imaginary companions turn
up in blind children with much higher frequency than they do in a
normal population. Singer and Streiner (1966) compared the imagin-
ative content in dreams and fantasy play of blind and sighted
children and found the blind children, as predicted, to be less
imaginative in all areas with the exception of their "significantly
greater reference to imaginary companions, generally of a wishful
or compensatory character (p.480)." Comparable data.on the inci-
dence of imaginary friends among other handicapped groups do not
exist to my knowledge, so it is not possible to rule out the ex-
planation that it is simply the handicap itself which prompts the
creation of so many imaginary companions among blind youngsters.
Nevertheless it is hard to conceiﬁe of a parent-child relationship
in which auditory and verbal experience would be more focal.

Hence, it is tempting to interpret the higher incidence of imagin~
ary companions among the blind as evidence in support of the notion
that talking with the companion erkes the auditory experience of

mother's presence.
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IV. Hypotheses and Research Design

The following study was conceptualized as an exploratory one
intended to determine whether there is eﬁidence for the hypothesized
phenomenon, namely, that there is an especially "sound-filled"
mother-child relationship in the background of the child who develops
an iﬁaginary companion. Mothers of children with imaginary compan-
ions were interviewed to seé,whether they would emerge as highly
verbal, "talking caretakers” and/or whether their early relation-
ships with the children who de&eloped imaginary companions were
in fact especially "filled with the sounds of their voices." ‘No
attempt was made to compare these mothers with the mothers of other
children who do not haﬁe imaginary friends. The problem of differ-
entiating children with imaginary companions from other children,
of equally verbal parents, who do not in§ent imaginary companions
was left for a subsequent study.

In the inter#iews, described in greater detail below, mothers
were asked to talk about their children's imaginary companions first
in any way that occurred to them to do so and then to answer a num~
ber of questions about the companion(s) and about the child. I ex~
pected that the mothers would emerge as highly inﬁested in these
children's verbal development and, as such, that their perceptions
of it would be distinct in several ways. They would remember its
beginnings in detail and with strong positiﬁe affect. They would
Giew these children as very &erbal and unusually precocious in lan-
guage acquisition. Further; I expected the mothers to characterize

themselves and their spouses .as essentially "talking caretakers' who
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in both consciously explicit .and unconsciously implicit ways rely
upon verbal exchange in caring for these youngsters. On the basis
of these expectations I hypothesized that:

1) Mothers will spontaneously refer to the verbal abilities of

the child with the imaginary companion in the course of responding
to the interviewer's first question which asks mothers to "tell me
about your child's imaginary companion in any way that occurs to
you."

2) According to mothers' recollections, the child with an
imaginary companion will haﬁe begun talking in sentences before
the age of two.

3) Mothers will have detailed memories of the early words and
sentences of the child who has an imaginary companion.

4) Mothers will report that they or their husbands bggan read-
ing aloud or telling stories to the child with an imaginary com-
panion before s/he was 12 months old.

5) In describing the bedtime routine of the child who has an
imaginary companion, mothers will mention one or more of the fol-
lowing sound-filled experiences .as occurring just prior to the
child's going tovsléep: story~-telling or reading gloud, singing
or humming, or talking with parents.

6) In describing the methods of 1imit—se£ting and discipline
they use with the child who has an imaginary companion, mothers
will specifically refer to what they séll or say to him/her, be it
in the form of explanatiop; gentle reminder, threat, recrimination,

or rebuke.
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7) In describing their handling of separations, mothers will
specifically refer to "talking about it" or to what they "told"
the child who has an imaginary companion.

In addition to information bearing upon these hypotheses, 1
hoped that the interviews would yield information .about three other
aspects of the imaginary companion phenomenon. First, I was inter-~
ested 1n its relationship to transitional object usage. If child-
ren have both a transitional object and an imaginary companion, what
can be said about the vicissitudes of each? Do many flourish .simul-
taneously? = How much “o§er1ap" or "interéhangeability" do they seem
to have? Are there children with imaginary friends who have never
had a transitional object? If so, do they appear different in any
way from ghildren who haﬁe both?

Secondly, I wondered about the configurations of companion-to-
child and child-to-parent role relationships. While with a small
number of subjects, I expected the individual variations to be per-
haps even more apparent than any errall similarities, I still won-
dered about the patterning of "role assignments" made by different
children to their imaginary friends. Do the same children idealize
and scapegoat their imaginary companions? Does one type of role
usage precede another? Do children who parent their imaginary
friends appear different from those who are parented by them? Are
there implications to be drawn from the diversity of a giﬁen com~
panion's roles or from the rigidity with which a child assigns
them? And finally, can partiéular patterns of "role .assignment” be
associated with any identifiable aspects of child or parent or with
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patterns .of parent-child interaction?

Third, I was curious whether there would be data in the inter-
views supporting the notion that a narcissistic blow of some kind
acts as a "precipitating event" in the creation of an imaginary
companion. How much direct confirmation of this theoretical notion
would there be in parents' perceptions or explanations of why and/or
when their children's imaginary companions deﬁeloped? How well
might the data supplied by parents support clinical inference to
this effect?

Finally I wondered whether the intefQiews might reﬁeal other
dimensions of parent or child or their interaction which appear
significantly related--either in addition or instead of the hypo-

. thesized verbal characteristics--to the creation of an imaginary
companion.
Subjects

Subjects were mothers of youngsters between the ages of 2 and
7 who had or had recently had imaginary friends. For purposes of
recruitment an imaginary companion was defined as '"an invisible,
make-believe person, animal, or creature of some kind whom the
child may talk about or play with in a variety of ways." Méthers
were recruited through friends, by means of letters sent home by
several nursery schools in the New York City area, and with signs
posted in a Greenwich Village supermarket and in a Child Health

Station in a Community Mental .Health Center in the South Bronx.13

13gee Appendix I for text of .letter and signs.
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I had originally decided to interview a total of 12 subjects, 6 mothers
of boys and 6 of girls, but once underway I decided to interview
everyone who contacted me and was then willing to continue.l4 Conse-~
quently, I ended up interviewing a total of 18 mothers of whom 10
were mothers of girls and 8 of boys. Of these 18, 13 were recruited
by means of letters sent home from nursery schools,ld 3 were referred
by personal friends, and 2 others responded to the sign posted in my
neighborhood supermarket. (The one mother who responded to the sign
in the South Bronx Child Health Station failed to understand (des-
pite my explanation over the telephonme) that I was interested in speak-
ing with her and essentially left me alone with her child when I ar-
rived at her home.)

The 18 children in question ranged in age from 2 to 7 years.
They included two 2-year-olds, seven 3-year-olds, four 4-year-olds,
four 5-year-olds, one 6~ and one 7-year old. Ten of them had imagin-

ary companions who were active at the time of the interview, though

l40ne mother decided in the course of our initial telephone conver-
sation that to proceed with the interview would represent a viola-
tion of her son's privacy and hence, not to continue. Another woman
called because her niece had an imaginary companion and she was won-
dering whether it was something to be concerned about. There were

3 or 4 other calls from parents of much older children who had had
imaginary companions as toddlers and from teachers who had once taught
children with imaginary friends and wondered if they could be of help.

15parents from the following nursery schools responded to letters:
The Barnard Toddler Center (1); Church of the Epiphany Nursery School
(3); West Side Montessori (3); Riverside Church Nursery School (1,
who also referred a friend of hers); Riverdale YMHA Nursery School
(2); Riverdale Temple (1); and The Spuyten Duyvil Infantry (1).
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3 of these were described .as "fading." The remaining 8 children,
with one exception, had given up their imaginary companions within
the preceding year. (Rachel, the 7-year-old, had giﬁen up her
imaginary companion 2 years pre&iously.) Over half of the child~
ren (11) had developed their companions as 2-year-olds; 5 others had
been between 3 and 4 when their imaginary friends emerged; one boy
had been 6, and one girl, so her mother insisted, had been only 18
months old. Ten children were only children at the time of the inter-
view; six_had one younger sibling; and the remaining 2 were "middle"
children with one older and one younger sibling.

The imaginary companions, as a group, were quite .stable, long-
lived creatures for these children: all but one flourished for a
minimum of' 6 months and the majority lasted oﬁer a year.16 In other
ways they were a typical collection. Seven children had a single
imaginary companion, while the rest had 2 or more. Their names ran
the gamut from the known and familiar (Andrew and George) to the
fanciful and idiosyncratic (Jaycee and Jaffee, Satsamatzem, or Kal-
kit, Dumindumin, and Googiegow). Some were defined as imaginary
family members, e.g., Leslie had a husband named Hosta as well as
another character named Brother, Ari had a wife named Moey, and he
and Aldeﬁ both had shifting numbers of children, with and without
names. Other imaginary companions were derived from books (Susan's

Flora from the Babar stories, Melissa's Joey from The Best Word Book

1630hn's imaginary friend Donna was only "around for about 3 .weeks"
according to his ‘mother,
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Ever, and Carolyn'sl7 Frances and Gloria from Lillian Hoban's stories
about Frances the Badger. Their ages and sexes varied from the defi-
nite to the indeterminate and,tﬁe variable. .Seven children had same-
sex companions (4 girls and 3 boys), three had opposite-sex omes
(2 boys and 1 girl), while the rest had either companions of both
sexes or ones whose gender was shifting or unclear. A few‘imagin-
ary companions were consistently defined as "older" or "younger" than
their child creators but the Qast majority were peers. They were

~ used in:all the typical ways discussed earlier in this paper (e.g.,
as objects for the child to mother, as partners in play, as scape-
goats, as wish~fulfilling alter-egos and so on), though not in all
ways by all children. |

I did not collect systematic data on the parental educational

backgrounds or family income levels of these children because I
wished to make the inter&iew as non-intrusiQe as possible, but it
was nevertheless apparent that most of them belonged to middle or
upper-middle class families. 16 were white families, 2--one boy's
and one girl's--were black. All but one were intact, two-parent

families. (Eric's parents had divorced within the preceding 6

17In Carolyn's case the phenomenon was somewhat different from the
other children. Carolyn adopted the role of Frances the Badger
herself, changing her voice--often enlisting her amused and willing
parents in the books' roles as 'Mother' and 'Father'--and then re-
ferring to an imaginary 'Gloria' (the little sister in the books).
The fact that Carolyn would also refer to Gloria (e.g., Gloria

did it!") when she was being herself, i.e., not playing the Frances
role, meant that Gloria was also an imaginary companion in the

more usual sense, and, hence, that Carolyn qualified for inclusion
in the study.
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months but had been living together throughout the time .he had had
his imaginary friend Bissy.) The majority of fathers were educated,
professional people: they included 3 doctors, 3 lawyers, and a
minister, for instance, though there Qere also a milkman, a transit
worker, and a building superintendant among them. Most of the
children's mothers appeared well-educated too. Though 8 of them were
full-time houéewiﬁes at the time of the interﬁiew, several were
college-educated and/or had been pre&iously employed. Among the
mothers who worked there .were a doctor, a molecular biologist, 2
teachers, a secretary and a book-keeper. All of the children were
attending or had attended some form of nursery school or playgroup,
most of them priﬁately run. Hence, by Qirtue their ;wn backgrounds,
their uniformity in Valuing early education for their children,
and, most important, their common willingness to volunteer them-
selves as interview subjects, these parents were no doubt an arti-
culate, verbally inclined group to begin with. It is, thus, a
limitation of this study that the process of finding subjects was
so predisposed to turn up highly verbal people.
Procedure
Mothers were interviewed by me in their homes or some other con-

venient place‘at a time of their choosing. They were asked to
schedule the inter#iew at a .time when they could be available for

. "one to two hours" though no constraints were placed on the length
of the actual inter§iews. Most lasted a little over an hour, though

a few continued for over 2 hours. Most mothers chose to be inter-
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viewed at home and only 2 were completely alone during that time.

15 of the 18 were also taking care of children as weAtalked and in

3 cases fathers who were home joined the interview as well. 13 of

the 18 imaginary-companion children were present in varying degrees

as well. Even though I had ekplained over the telephone that I was
interested in speaking to mothers, several of them wanted me to talk
with their children as well. Where this occurred I tried to ac-
comodate the child's or mother's wishes as gracefully as I could while
keeping as close as possible to the interview format.

The interview was an open-ended, semi-structured one. (See
Appendix II.) It followed a specified format but as interviewer I
was free to follow up any unclear references or interesting lines
of thought with further questions. All interviews were conducted by
me and recorded on a cassette tape recorder. I then made transcipts
for further study. Transcripts ran from 8 to 26 pages, single-
spaced, in length. Unfortunately, due to difficulties with the
tape recorder all of one interview and parts of 2 others were lost.
The sound quality of the interview with Magdalen's mother was so poor
that transcription was impossible; the first half hour of Adam's
mother's interview went unrecorded because of a loose wire; and all
but the first few minutes of Tara's mother's interview was lost when
the tape recorder and cassette were stolen after only 3lpages had
been transcribed. Since parts of the interviews were preserved in
the latter two cases, I decided to include the releﬁant remaining
data about Adam and Tara where&er possible. The final analysis of
results, thus, is based on 17 interviews with mothers of 9 girls

and 8 boys. 55
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V. Results

Due to the nature of the hypotheses in the study I felt that
it made little sense to present results independently of some dis-
cussion. Consequently, each hypothesis, the e&idence in its fa-
vor, and any difficulties which arose in consideration of that evi-
dence are discussed below. Further discussion of the meaning of
the results with respect to the overall aims of the study is then
presented in the following section.

Hypothesis 1 (N=17)

Mothers will spontaneously refer to the verbal abilities of
the child with the imaginary companion in the course of
responding to the interviewer's first question which asks
mothers "to tell me about your child's imaginary companion
in any way that occurs to you."

At the outset it is important to note that there was no ques-
tion in the interview format which directed mothers to speak about
their children's verbal abilities or about when they had learned
to speak. This hypothesis was based on my expectation that these
children's verbal development w#s of such significance to their
mothers that not only would they bring it up spontaneously, they
would do so immediétely at the outset of the interview. Three
mothers did just that. Melissa's began:

Well, this started happening-~I can't say in terms of what

happens inside her head--she's always been very verbal so

that by 2 she was really putting sentences together very

-well...

Nicole's mother started out:
Nicole's imaginary friend...I'm not sure how responsible

we were...Nicole at about--she's very verbal and...
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And Tara's mother began:

She doesn't remember much about them. She was about 18
months old. She started talking when she was very young
so by 18 months she was pretty verbal...

Oﬁer the group as a whole, howe&ex, Hypothesis 1 was not supported,
at least insofar as no other mothers spoke of their children's ﬁer-
bal abilities in response to the first question of the interview.

Thirteen out of 17 mothers (76%), howeﬁer, did spontaneously
refer to their children's verbal de&elopment'gg;gggg_29155 in the
interview. For four mothers the acquisition of language had evi-
dently been such an exciting part of their children's early years
that it was one of the first things they mentioned when asked,
"What was s/he like as a baby?" Susan's mother responded:

Delightful! She just had a wonderful disposition, she

was always smiling...she started talking very, very

young. She was saying, she had maybe a dozen, two

dozen words, certainly before she was a year old...

Leslie's mother answered:

Very, as many people said, very mature. She's going
through a little regression now, but she was never a
googoo gaga baby. She was talking before she was.
walking, you know, saying words...

John's mother began with:

He spoke...he spoke pretty young. He did one word at-
tempts when--(her child interrupts and the sentence
goes unfinished). By the time he was 18, 19 months he
knew the whole alphabet...

Demian's mother said:

We always talked about how Demian never seemed like a
baby anyway. You know, .Demian tried to walk when he was
5 months old .and he couldn't do it, so he finally settled
for sitting up! And he started talking very early. He
never really did any babytalk, so um...he was just never
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very babyish. And I don't think he really thought about
being babyish. Sometimes he would say, "I'm a smart baby,
I did this..." (...) .He was always very determined to do

everything. He started...speaking in sentences when he
was 14 months old....

Shira's mother mentioned her facility with words when she described
the beginnings of her imaginary companions:
She's always been very imaginatiﬁe, she's always been very

verbal, and it just seemed another outpouring of her .

imaginary things. She always played games that involved a
lot of talking....

At another point Shira's mother said: "I like talking to her because
she's a very verbal kid!" Ann's parents not only described her them-
selves as having "a;ways been ﬁery Qerbal,“ they said the teacher
of her toddler group had called her "the most verbal child I've ever
had." When I asked about reading, Eric's mother went to great
lengths to explain her belief that his clear diction and early com-
plete sentences were the result of her having read aloud to him from
infancy. Ari's mother made repeated references to his "telling fan-
tastic stories," liking to "hog the conversation,” and both "compos-
ing" and being "very, very much involved in writing songs and poetry
and stuff like tha;," all at thé age of 2. Matthew's mother was
the only mother who brought up verbal development which was excep-
tional in being late in starting, and the subject was clearly of
such interest to her that she referred to it not once, but three
times without being asked.

In light of the above, it seems reasonable to éonclude that eﬁen
though #ery few mothers spoke of their children's Qerbal abilities

in their opening remarks, they did as a group emerge more or less
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as expected: 1i.e., sufficiently interested and invested in their
children's verbal development to bring it into the conversation
without being asked. Had Hypothesis 1 been worded accordingly
(Mothers will spontaneously refer...etc....at some point in the
interview..."), it would have been fairly well supported.
Hypothesis 2 (N=17)

According to mothers' recollections, children with imagin-

ary companions will have begun talking in sentences before
the age of 2.

As noted above, there was no question in the interview direct-
ing mothers to speak about Qerbal de&elopment. Assuming, and hypo-
thesizing, that parents would bring up the subject themselﬁes, I made
the mistake of not asking about it systematically. Thirteen mothers
did refer to the subject spontaneously, as discussed aboﬁg, and I
did ask the remainiﬁg four, after their interviews, "When did your
child start to speak?" I did not inquire of any mother, howe&er,

~ when her child began speaking in sentences. Not to have included
such a question at the end of each interQiew was an unfortunate‘oﬁer-
sight resulting from my naivete as an optimistic researcher who ex-
pected everyone to act as hypothesized.

Under the circumstances I think it striking that over half the
group (9 mothers)'volunteered.that their children were speaking in
sentences before age two--Demian by 14 months; Alden and Nicole by
15; Susan, Shira, Carolyn, Ann, and Tara by 18 months, and Melissa
"well before she was 2." Had I asked the remainder of the .group
to specify the ages at whiéh théir children were speaking in sen-

tences, I believe that most of them would also have given ages
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younger than two. Four of these mothers (John's, Eric's, Adam's,
and Leslie's) referred to their children as "early" talkers, des-
cribing their speech in phrases like "very articulate" and "&ery

mature."

Ari's mother described him as ha§ing such verbal competence
"around 2" that in all likelihood he was speaking in sentences be-
fore that age. Randy's mother said he began talking "around 23"
Rachel's mother implied the same for he;:,18 so that these two and
Matthew, the only child in the group described as a late talker,19
were the only children in whose cases Hypothesis 2 cleafly was not

confirmed. Overall then, even though the ages at which sentences

" were established were not made clear for all children, as a group

18Rachel's mother mentioned her first words at 6 and 9 months, said
she was "saying some" by 18 months, but never went on to discuss

the coming together of sentences. She moved instead into a detailed
account of Rachel's younger sister's speech development. To the
mother's consternation Mandy had not spoken till aged 3; the im-
plicit message was that this was in distinct contrast to Rachel who
was more "normal."

19Matthew did not begin talking until he was nearly 3. His mother
referred repeatedly to the distress this delay caused in the family:
"He certainly understood! And he's say things like 'no.' You al-
ways knew that he understood: he obeyed commands, you know, 'Go
get the such and such...' I don't know why he didn't talk. Maybe
that's why he needs therapy now, he just had a problem with his ton-
gue, placing his tongue. (Matthew had begun speech therapy at 5.)
I mean he'd make noise, he'd try to communicate to a certain extent.
And he was really a rotten, miserable little boy and fairly un-
happy...These temper tantrums...we just felt so awful for him. Dick
used to call it Twenty Questiocfns: I mean you would--we'd know that
. he was trying desparately to convey something, and you just don't
get what it is--saying, 'Is it this?' and 'Is it that?' and 'What
about this?' Oh, it was awful, it was really awful! You study Eng-
lish lit and French lit, but .it doesn't help you with your own
child!"
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they emerged as unusually precocious in their verbal development,
at least as recalled by their mothers.

Hypothesis 3 (N=16)20

Mothers will have detailed memories of the early words
and sentences of the child who has an imaginary companion.

Hypothesis 3 was not well supported, though again difficulties
arose because of its wording ("Mothers will haﬁe..." rather than
"will report..." or "will volunteer...") and because parents were
not questioned directly about their memories; Ten mothers -(63%)
gave evidence of having what T would consider to be such detailed
memories. Five of them (Nicole's, Matthew's, Demian's, Ann's, and
Melissa's) quoted their children's earliest words and expressions;
seven of them (John's, Alden's, Susan's, Leslie's, Ari's, Melissa's,
and Ann's) told me about the lists of vocabulary words, the sentences
they had written down, and the tape recordings they had made in their
fascination with their children's first sounds and speech.

Of the remaining seven mothers all that can be said is that they
did not volunteer comparable eﬁidence of having such detailed recol-
lections. Whether they might have reported similar memories had they
been asked remains an unanswered question.

The recollections of the ten mothers who did speak about their
children's early language are impressive in their detail and for what
they reveal about these parents' interest in the subject. Amn's
mother, for instance, produced her baby book during the interview

and read me the words she knew at her first birthday:

20Tara is not included.
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At a year she had a vocabulary of several hundred words.

I have a list--we were driving back from Washington and

we made a list of all the words that she had, if that would
be of any interest to you...because it was...it's apparent-
ly very unusual. Pat (her teacher last year) said Ann was
the most verbal child she'd ever had. Here...this's on

her first birthday: . "all gone, up, down, Kookla, hat, dog,
duck, roar, pretty, no, yes, mama, daddy, Oscar, bath, ba
(bottle), Happy B1rthday, night-night, muppet, doll, baby,
key, door, pig, block, 'glasses, bird, walk, money...that's
the other thing: she's never really had babytalk; she's
always had kind of correct pronunciation...

Melissa's mother also kept a word list until she "couldn't keep up

with her after a while."

She was learning like 8, 9, 10 new words a day and it was
hard for me to remember whether I'd written them down be-
fore or nc:, but by the time she was 2 I had logged close
to 900 words that she had. And I knew that she had more
and I just couldn't keep track of them anymore so I gave
up at that point. And then I started writing sentences
down, because her sentence structure was changing, you
know, from the one word to the 2 word thing and now these
elaborate sentences. I wrote some down yesterday, wait--
(reaches for paper on bulletin board behind her and
reads): "I wonder why it's warm in here?"; "I don't want
any more because I'm fulll!"; "I did it already.”

Ari's parents made several tapes of his early babbling and singing
("It was so funny and it would go on for an hour or so...") and when
Moey, his imaginary companion, first appeared, his mother said, "We'd
put the-tape recorder on and start grilling him! And as he got more
and more verbal we would grill him more and more..." She also re-
called with amazement his ability as a 2-year-old to recognize and
name every car as they walked down a city street:

When he was 2 he was .able--he cannot do it any more--at 2

he was able as we walked down the street to identify every

single car on the street!. Mostly foreign--he would some-

times make a mistake with American cards--he never missed

on foreign cars no matter what the year or model! Like

he would.see something go by, when we'd be walking? This

was at two, and he would .say "Saab!" I mean we don't know
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where he got--well, I mean, apparently he must have
said to us, "What that car?”" And we'd say, "Saab..."
or "Plymouth" or something...

Alden's mother habitually wrote down interesting sounds of his,
some of which became the names of his imaginary friends:

Names would just hop into his mind, or if he heard a name
that struck his fancy, he'd say something like, "Oh, you
know I have a child who's named that too!" And when he
would play with words and something interesting would come
out of his word, when we would be talking or he would say
something like...Coggiesarie was a put-together of just
syllables that he heard which he named one of his dolls.
And when names like that...I would say, "That's a nice
name!" or "I like the combination of sounds you've just
said, let's write it down so we don't forget it," and he'd
say "Oh, I think I'll name one of my children that."

Leslie's father had made movies and tape recordings of her early
singing and talking:
She was an actress...a regular old ham.. I have some movie
film of her singing. That was one of the first things she
did, along with talking and expressing herself, would be
holding something to her face like a microphone. (...)
And I have a tape recorder here, I tried to get her voice
on when she was younger, when she first started making a
stab at speech. And like you record with a microphone...

and I'd put it over the P. A. and let her hear herself.
That was when she was very young.

Hypothesis 4 (N=16)

Mothers will report that they or their husbands began read-

ing aloud or telling stories to the child with the imagin-

ary companion before s/he was 12 months old.

Hypothesis 4 was very strongly supported. Thirteen of the 16
mothers (81% of the group) reported that they had started reading
or telling stories when their children were well under a year old.
Two mothers (Randy's and Carolyn's) thought they had begun "at" or

"about a year old." Only one child (Demian) was described as having

'no interest in books until he could read them himself.
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Leslie's mother said, "I'm sure she wasn't a year old yet," when
she began reading her Golden books. Susan's mother started her on
Mother Goose when she was "way under a year." Shira, Alden, Adam,
Melissa, and Ann were all between 7 and 10 months old when their
mothers or fathers began reading or telling them stories. The re-
maining 6 mothers described themselves as having "always" read or
talked to their children from earliest infancy. Rachel's mother
laughed: at my question: "Start reading to her? Probably at one
month or something like that!" Matthew's mother had regularly read
aloud to his older brother while nursing Matthew "so he started, I
mean literally, when he was born." John's mother said:

Well, I guess I always told him little stories and stuff,

you know, just from...I think I've read to them since a

year ago, maybe 13, 14 months. But I think I...even when

I was holding him I'd be talking, saying some little

stories. Actually reading...my husband and I are both

freaks, that's one of our favorite escapes and...or ele-

vations! (Laughs) So I think that, you know, we just

naturally tend to read to them.
Eric's mother gave an especially rich account of her reading to Eric
and of its place in their early relationship.

Oh yes! Yes, I read to him, yeah! (...) Even when he

was an infant in a high chair and I'm bored to death..

it's raining outside, can't ride the bike, can't go for

a stroll to solicit other parents and children, and I

would take out a magazine and because he was there I

would read it out loud. It might be Redbook or it might

be a cookbook or whatever, but I would read it out loud

because...I don't know, when I read to him he would not,

"buh buh buh buh..." He would listen, I think. And

when he started talking, you know, his sentences came

right away--not "This...that...cat..." but "This is the

cat." And I think that came from my reading to him.

It is clear from these mothers that reading or story-telling not only

began early for most of these children, it was also a highly pleasur-
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able activity for both parent .and child. Five other mothers re-
fer to themselves or their husbands (as John's mother did above)
as "readers" or people who especially enjoy books and stories.
Nicole's mother regularly attended story-telling events on Friday
nights, often returning to tell Nicole the stories she had heard.
Eleven parents specially referred to their children as "loving to
listen," "always enjoying," or "begging for more" stories. Even
Shira's mother, who admitted that she might have.overdone.ip,21
described her daughter at 10 months saying, ''She used to listen,

she liked the sound of things."

Hypothesis 5 (N=16)

In describing the bedtime routines of the child who has
an imagirary companion, mothers will mention one or more
of the following sound-filled experiences as occurring
just prior to the child's going to sleep: a) story-
telling, b) reading aloud, c¢) singing or humming, d) talk-
ing with parents.

Hypothesis 5 was very strongly supported. Fourteen of the six-
teen children (88%) were described as having bedtime routines which

included stories, singing, or talking. Only two children were des-

21_Shira's mother reported that she had begun reading Mother Goose
rhymes to her at 10 months, but by the time her imaginary compan-
ion had emerged she had "rebelled against it." "At that age she
wouldn’t let me. I tried very hard; I'm an English teacher and,
really, I didn't want to be obnoxious about it, but I tried to
read. And she wasn't .interested. She would take the book and
pretend, you know, to make up a story, but she didn’t want me to
read. Or she would talk whilé I was trying to read to her, so I
stopped. Eventually, she started asking me to read and now she's
very much into reading.
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cribed otherwise.22
0f the fourteen children whose bedtime routines were as hypo-
thesized there were nine for whom this was emphatically true.
What their mothers described went well beyond a single customary
bedtime story and good night kiss: these children's parents read
or told them 2 or 3 stories, éang lullabies, rubbed backs, and lay
beside their children talking, often for 45 minutes t; an hour or
more. Some spoke ruefully about the fact that they seemed to
spend the entire evening putting their children to sleep. Susan's
mother said laughingly that her bedtime now took upwards of 45
minutes because
| ...we read her a story or two, we brush her teeth, and...
sometime about a year and a half ago my husband unfor-
tunately got into the habit of lying in and telling her
stories or talking to her after we turn the lights off...

Ari's mother remarked:

I remember saying to myself, "How can we wind this down?"
You know, it was two stories and two songs...

22Matthew's mother said that his family had "never really had a
very lovely rite or...story kind of thing," largely because there
were two boys who wanted different stories, and who, therefore,
were read to at other times in the day. As mentioned .in the dis-
cussion of Hypothesis 4, however, Matthew did spend his infancy
nursing and falling asleep to the sounds of his mother reading
aloud to his brother; hence, his bedtimes early in life were as
hypothesized. Demian's mother never apparently established a bed-
time routine at all. She described his bedtime as "murder" because
he would be "out around twenty times a night with one thing after
another." As far as a bedtime story was concerned she said:. "If
he stays up late and watches.television, he's worse; if he has a
story it doesn't seem to help any; a bath before bedtime doesn't

. help any either..."
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Randy's mother said that talking to him and settling him down was
a "good 45 minute deal" which took place, not once, but two or
three times each night, whenever he woke up!

For the most part, however, parents conveyed the attitude that
they enjoyed and that their youngsters were entitled to such a time
of closeness at bedtime. Nicole's parents, for instance, not only
read to her, they took turns with her stories in accordance with
her preferences and they stayed with her until she was comfortable:

There are certain stories she prefers me to read and

certain stories she prefers him to read. Like she

thinks he does Cookie Monster's voice much better than

I do, for example. We try very much to give different

voices to the different characters... (...) She needed

for a long time to have more than one story read, and to...

you know...she needed someone to stay with her, plus the

night light, and there were a lot of things before she'd

go to sleep and it took a long time.

Melissa's mother was just as involved:

By 9:30 or 10:00 she's in the crib and, um...she wants

some stories. So I'll usually read her 2 or 3 stories,

or Larry will. And then lights go off and I'll sit

with her and, you know, sing to her, rub her back or
whatever...

Recently her singing had "reached this highpoint of singing twenty
songs" before Melissa would let her go and they were in the midst
of experimenting with haﬁing Melissa's father put her to bed instead.
He, instead of singing, would read to her and play his guitar.

For many of these children parts of their sound-filled bedtime
routines had been initiated in early infancy. Melissa's lullabies
dated from the time she was nﬁrsed and rocked to sleep. Shira's

routine of a story followed by a prayer and a lullaby had begun when
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she was 10 months old. Ann's father put .her to bed every night
with the "same .two super simple stories" he claimed he began
telling her when she was barely 9 months old. Rachel's mother,
too, said that she had been read to from Qery early on and she
added, "I mean that was strictly part of the routine of settliﬁg
down (at bedtime) was’ always a story!"

In addition to the hypothesized sound-filled actiﬁities which
parents initiated at bedtime, it was interesting to find how many
of the children, from their end, resorted to verbal or other audi-
tory means of coping with or fighting off the onset of sleep.

Four mothers (Ari's, éhira’;, Eric's, and Melissa's) mentioned that
from infancy their children had talked or sung to themselves while
falling alseep. Eric's mother said:

Bedtime really wasn't much of a problem. I would hear him
talking in there to himself, um...making funny noises,
singing against the walls.

The most striking description came from Ari's mother who clearly des-
cribed his use of singing and sounds as a self-soother:

He's always sung to himself after he's gotten into bed.
He did that--he's always sung himself to sleep. And--
I don't know if this has anything to do with imaginary
friends but--when he was an infant he would always cry
vhen we put him to bed? And at first, of course, we
were very anxious about it. And we realized that he
was a kid who had to get over a hump? It wasn't that
he was unhappy...that cry gave way to singing? But it
was always this transition, like we'd put him in bed,

- he'd lie there when he was tiny, when he was like 2 weeks
old or a month old or...I guess a month old or 6 weeks...

. he would cry, cry, and then it would just--it wouldn't wind
down and down--he would éry and then it would stop. He
was over the hump.and he'd fall asleep, the next morning
he'd.be fine. . Then, when he discovered singing and sounds,
he never cried! I mean.hé got into bed and everything and
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then he would sing! And he'd 1like sing and suddenly he'd
be asleep. And he's always done it. He kind of goes over
songs he's learned and--it sounds bizarre now, now that
he's listening to Bob Dylan, you know? I mean to some-
body who doesn’t know .it would sound--I can imagine!--
because he'll sing like, "I saw a white man with a black
dog; I saw a lady who was in flames; I saw..." because

"A Hard Rain's Gonna Fall" has all this imagery that is

so macabre. And he loves it, I mean he just loves it!

In addition to singing or talking to themsel&es, children filibustered
with protests, questions, excuses, and stories of their own to put
off having to go to sleep. As Ann's father said:

It's rare that she'll just say, "Tell me a story..." and
then I'll tell her a story and she goes off. She'll...
after we get all finished with the whole routine and I
leave, I'll hear, "Dad...I want to tell you a story," or
"I want to tell you something," and I'11l be going down the
hall saying, "Tell me..." But it's, "No, no, come back

here," and I'll go back and she'll tell me something very
innocuous.

Adam, too, was described by his mother and housekeeper as a master

at using his words to fend off bedtime:

We read one story and then of course he talks...you know?
He'll give me a kiss and then he'll rub it away, and

then he wants another kiss, and thenm he'll rub it away...
and then he wants to know about my son Anthony and my
daughter Karen, and he wants to know about Tony, you know,
and he wants~--I mean, if Adam had his way, he'd be up all
night! As long as he can string you along talking!
Talking and stories, and all of that.

Hypothesis 6 (N=16)
In describing the methods of 1imit—séﬁting and discipline
they use with the .child who has an imaginary companion
mothers will specifically refer to what they tell or 'say to

him/her, be it in the form of explanation, gentle reminder,
threat, recrimination, or rebuke.

Hypothesis 6 was very strongly supported. It was clear that

'eﬁerz parent interviewed relied; at least in part, on verbal exchange

in disciplining or setting limits with these children. Of the six-
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teen, ten mothers actually quoted their typical disciplinary re-
marks or examples of what they had said in specific situations.23
One mother (Alden's) even quoted se&en different ways in which she
might haﬁe asked her son to turn off the TV! The remaining six
mothers all referred to their ways of setting limits or disciplining
their children in words which made it oBﬁious these were verbal
methods, e.g., "scolding," "persuading," "negotiating,” and "trying
to explain." Half the group (8 mothers) explicitly discussed their
feelings about the importance of "reasoning," "explaining," or
"talking things through."

Some parents were almost surprised by my question about how
they handled setting limits, .as if the answer were so obvious it
needn't have been asked. Susan's mother replied:

Why, we tell her! And we try to talk about things so

that she knows that we're not necessarily being ar-

bitrary...though I think you can talk a child to death.

(...) Sometimes Peter says I talk too much, you know,

explaining why she shouldn't do something...

Others, like Adam's mother, were quite passionate about their poli-
cies:

We expect him just to be pleasant and we don't really

have confrontations, we don't really yell or shriek.

(...) When he gets too cranky we say, "Adam, stop

that! I can't bear it when you whine, please don't

do that." But whatever I say--and I've never talked

down to him and Frances. (his babysitter) doesn’t talk

down to him, I mean we've never talked babytalk--we
always reason with him. And now he reasons back to us...

231 include examples which ‘came up through the interview, i.e., not
just in response to the question about discipliné per se.
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Some parents saw their children as needing the explanations:

We never really prohibit her from doing anything without
trying to have some explanation for it. (...) She needs
reasons...which she'll get. She seems to really want to
know why, "Why can't I do this or that? (...) You know,
people say, '"Oh, you just can't explain things to a 2
year old, they just don't understand." 1It's just not
true! I mean even way before she was 2, she really knew
why she couldn't do something and she would tell...she
would reiterate that:. "I can't climb the stairs 'cause

I might fall down..." or not so much that because we .
wouldn't tell her 'you might fall down,' but, "You have
to be very careful because you could fall and you would

get hurt if you did because of the floor." (Melissa's
mother)

For other parents their policy of reasoning with their children was

based on a deliberate decision to alter what they had not liked in

their own upbringings:

We have our back and forth, debating, "Why do I have to
do that? And I have never said, "Because I said so!"
Because my mother said it to me and I didn't like it, so
I put myself in his place and I say, "Well, Eric...can we
sit down and talk about this later, why you should do
this? Will you just do it now and we'll talk about it
later?" And he'll say, "Okay." Sure enough, two hours
later he'll remind me and we'll talk about it. (Eric's
mother)

She doesn't get hit too often...because we both don't...
we try to talk. (...) We both know how it is to be
hit...we don't want to have a relationship with her
where she listens because.she's afraid we're going to
pound down on her. We.give her a lot of freedom, we give
her choices...whichI have been:criticized for. In other
words, "You don't give a child a choice between what
vegetable they're going to have, you just cook one and
set it there." I don't approve of this. I say she's a
person. I don't say to her, "Would you like broccoli or
chocolate cake?" I say, "Would you like "broccoli or
string beans?" (Leslie's ‘mother)

EQen other parents who admitted they sometimes hit or slapped their
children--there were three others besides Leslie's: Randy's,

Nicole's, and Shira's--said they did so only after or in addition

71

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



to talking:

I try not to hit him, you know, if I can help it. I

try talking to him...like .as far as his toys go, pick~
ing up his toys at the end of the day and putting them
away? That seems to be the hardest thing for him to

do. Typical procrastinator! He'll keep on saying he'll
do it and he'll do it and finally I will say to him,
"Listen, Randy, you have five minutes and if those toys
are not picked up, I will pick them up and take them
away and you won't get them back.” ' (Randy's mother)

I very seldom hit her, and um the time that I hit her
is if she hits me. Usually I don't believe in hitting
a child, but when I'm hit...you know, so I will usually
hold her hand and slap it, harder than she hit me so
that...you know. And that really is a very difficult
thing for her to deal with. She's like...you know...
I'1l say to her, "If it's wrong it's wrong for me to
hit you, but it's wrong for you to hit me." Usually I
try to explain to her why. (...) She gets extremely
upset if I tell her I'm angry at her, and now that's--
as she's gotten older it's much easier, because just
saying "I'm angry!" really upsets her. In fact she
will ask me, "Do you still love me?" and I'll say, "I
still love you, but I'm angry..." and then it's, "I
don't like you when you're angry," and I'1l say, "Well,
then you shouldn't do things to make me angry. I don't
like when you throw mashed potatoes at the dog...or
whatever it was that she did." And then we'll go back
and forth talking about it. (Nicole's mother)

In four families not only the children but their imaginary friends
were drawn into the parents' talk about limits and discipline. When
Ari's parents were angry at him, they would ask him what he "wouid
do with his (imaginary) kids" under similar circumstances. Randy's
mother often scolded Kalkit and Dumindumin in the course of putting
an unwilling Randy to bed .let they "bother him by not listening."
Leslie's parents frequently told Leslie to reprimand Brother for
cursiﬁg, and Ann's had to keep .after her to keep after her companion,
Laugh. Ann's mother had the ‘following to say. about the dilemmas

she faced wheh Laugh was nauglity:
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The naughty thing is interesting, because it really does
deflect it terribly. I mean sometimes it's a whole glass
of Pepsi all over the couch or something, I mean, they're
irritating things! But you really can’t--I'm not about to
say, "You did it! I know you did it!" you know? You just
don't know what to do, so you try...I try to say, "Well,
you'll just have to be responsible for Laugh, I mean she's
your friend after all!" (...) And I'm always saying,
"You'll have to tell Laugh, she'll have to straighten up
her act. This can't go on!"

Even when mothers did not quote themselves extensively in the
course of the interviews, it was implicitly clear that discipline
was a verbal business. Demian's mother spoke of "trying to persuade
him" and of "talking to him about cooperating." Matthew's mother's
idiomatic references to something we've had words about" and "some-
thing he's been yelled at for" suggested that their confrontations
took place in words. John's mother said, "He really tries to figure
out what we're talking about, and you know, he's willing to make com~
promises." Discussion and negotiation were typical, though mothers'
attitudes toward them varied widely. Carolyn's mother rather en-
joyed the process:

She's always been very reasonable, very easy to convince...

until she became 4 when she realized she didn't have to do

it anymore! But that I think was much harder on .me than on

her because I had had this wonderfully reasonable child who

I could always talk into anything! As long as I was fair,

you know. I'd try to be fair and we'd explain it to her

and she would usually pretty much go along. (But now)

she's always negotiating. And I keep telling her not to

negotiate and I realize that we do negotiate constantly!

It's just that she should know when I don't want to! And

how would she?

Demian's mother found it exhausting:
Discipline with him is always really difficult! He's the

kind of kid who will keep after you and keep after you, on
and on, and...it's difficult., It's like putting him to
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bed, you know, it's 20 .times. And he does that if he
wants something, he's going to ask you 20 times and just

- because you said, "No," to one thing doesn't mean that
he can't have a slight variation!

Even in Rachel's family, where the latitudes of permissible negotia-

tion were clearly much narrower, it was clear that rule-making and

rule-changing were verbal activities:

I know what I can tolerate and there's no begging. If I
say, "No," it's no. If you want to give me some reasons
why you think I should change my mind, I will listen to

some reasons, but none of this, "C'mon, please Mommy..."

Hypothesis 7_(N=16)
In describing their handling of separations mothers will

specifically refer to "talking about it" or to what they
"told" the child who has the imaginary companion.

Hypothesis 7 was not strongly supported. Slightly oﬁer half the
group, nine mothers, behaved as hypothesized, either quoting remarks
they had made at or prior to times of separation, or describiﬁg them-

selves as always, deliberately preparing their children.by discussing

separations with them beforehand.

Four mothers described such deliberate policies. The following

were typical remarks:

We always tried to tell her where we were going, what we
were going to be doing, and that we would be back...
(Rachel's mother)

We...any separation, I guess, like I tell him beforehand,
you know, the best I can. Depending on the length and

the type...like who he's going to stay with. If my mother's
coming to stay with him, then I can tell him and he'll
relish the idea of my leaving! If it's something else...
whatever, but I usually try and explain it to him before-
hand. (John's mother) ..

We try to prepare her. We've never, eﬁen when she was a
baby--if Kendall and I were going out and someone was
keeping her, we wouldn't say, "well, she's occupied over
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there now so we'll go now." We told her, "We are going
now and we'll be back," and this has always worked very
well, being prepared.. Even.with the sitter saying, "She's
not looking, go now," we never did it that way, and we
think that the way we've handled it has been beneficial
because even now that sense of security is there. She
knows, she never says to us, "Are you coming back?" be-
cause we've always told her, "We're going now, we may be
gone a long time, but we'll be back." And we like to, as
much as we possibly can, prepare her for where we're going,
where she's going, and what's going to happen to her...and
the truth, in every situation. (Leslie's mother)

Alden's mother spoke of handling the separations inﬁol&ed in being

weaned and in making room for a new sibling:

He loved his bottle but it just left his life at 22 months.
I explained to him.as best I could, at the level I thought
he was ready for, what I was doing and why I was doing it...

He was also more accepting of an.egplanatioﬁ (after a

baby brother was born). I thought he'd be bothered by

having to wait for things which he was used to having

delivered on the spot. And I...so I tested a few times

and he tested out beautifully, when I would give him an

explanation of... For example, "I would be very glad to

read to you. I want very much to read to you if you will

wait until I have nursed Justin and put him back to sleep.

Then we will be able to read, then we'll have time together.

We'll be able to read a longer book and it'll be easier

going. If you can wait it will be better."

Nicole's and Ari's mothers quoted remarks they had made in coping
with their children's occasional reluctance to go to school. Adam's
mother described him as "filing away" and later reiterating her
words, "Mommy's coming back at 4 o'clock," in helping himself to deal
with her daily departures to work. Melissa's and Randy's mothers
both mentioned "constantly reassuring” their children that they
would return whenever separations occurred. Randy's mother even.
quoted extensiﬁely from con§ersations she had held with him in

trying to help him stay alone in his room when he was feeling afraid

of being by himself.
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The seven mothers who did.not describe,themselﬁes.as handling
separations in. such verbal ways alllresponded to. the question,
"How have you handled separations from your child?" by -discussing
not how they, but how their éhiidrén had managed them. Some went
to great lengths to deny that their children "had been a problem,"
and it was clear that this aspect of separation was so compelling
that they may neﬁer have heard the question literally at all. To
have followed it with a second question, asking more specifically
how mothers had handled separations, would have been, I thought,

' Some of these mothers may well haﬁe been

"leading the witness.'
taikers-in—the-face—of-separations.even though they did not so
describe themselves in the interview. Sﬁsan's and Shira's mothers, -
for instance, were two of those who did not mention verbally pre-
paring their children for separations, yet both described how times
of talking together had been instituted as a way of helping their
children cope with bedtime (a time of separation) after each had

had a difficult time at night.24 It seems probable that parents

who were so inclined to soothe with words in these situations would
also do so in the face of other separations. Observation of child-
ren who have imaginary companions going through an actual separation

from their mothers, however, would afford a more reliable measure

of mothers' talkativeness at such times.

2hgysan's father began staying and "talking with her after the
lights go out" after she had been frightened waking too far from
her parents in an unfamiliar house. Shira's ritual (story, prayer,
and lullaby)was instituted when she was 10 months old to banish
nightmares.,

76

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



VI. Discussion

While not all hypothesesvrecei§ed strong support, the overall
findings of the study do, I believe, Qery much confirm its main
thesis that the early parent-child relationship of thé child with
an imaginary companion is one in which ﬁerbal and .other sound-filled
experiences haﬁe been a central feature. The reasons why some hypo-
theses were not strongly supported haﬁe been touched on aboﬁe. Some
were not well formulated; Hypothesis 1 is a prime example. In retro-
spect, there seems no compelling reason to ha§e believed that
mothers—-no matter how impressed by their children's Qerbal ability--
would be any more likely to refer to it in answering the first
question than in answering the fifth or the nineteenth, giﬁen that
none of the questions directed their attention to the topic. (The
first hopothesis was formulated as it was because two of the first
"pilot" mothers happened to mention how verbal their children were
in their opening remarks.) The important element, howeﬁe;, was the
spontaneity of any references to verbal abilities, wherever they
occurred, as it reflected sufficient interest in the subject to
bring it up even when one was nét asked. Had Hypothesis 1 read,

"Mothers will spontaneocusly refer to their children's verbal abili-

ties at some point during the'interview," it would have been sup-
ported by 3/4 of the group. Had the interview included more speci-
fic questions, at the end, about ﬁerbal development, more mothers
might have provided the information with which Hypotheses 2 .and 3

were concerned. In the case of Hypothesis 7, an.interview format
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was simply not well suited.to re&ealing whether mothers actually
rely on verbalization .in handling separtions. When asked how they
handled seéarations, many mothers, as discussed aboﬁg, answered in
terms of their children rather than themselﬁes. Hence, while the

. hypothesis (that they would "specifically refer to 'talking about
it' or to what they 'told' the child...") was not confirmed, the
underlying supposition éhat parents of children who develop
imaginary friends are talkers-in-the-face-of-separation was not
adequately tested.

Overall, howe&e;, the data certainly support the notién that
the parents of children who deQelop'imaginary companions are.ﬁer-
bal people who especially enjoy Qerbal interaction with these child-
ren. They also suggest that there are more ways in which verbal
and other sound-filled experiences become important in different
parent-child pairs than I had foreseen. First, it was apparent
that not only mothers are influential in shaping such sound-filled
interactions; in some families fathers, and sometimes housekeepers;
seemed just as important. Secondly, not all parents manifested
their investment in these children's ﬁerbal deﬁelopment in the same
ways, or in the ways that I hypothesized. Third, the inter§iews
provide evidence suggesting that it may be less their verbal handling
of distressing times (e.g., discipline, separations) than their
talkativeness in intimate and pleasurable moments which is a dis-

. tinguishing feature of parents of children with imagainary compan-
iomns. . Fourth,_the.inferviewé pro§ide extensi&e data affirming that

the children are unusually,ferbal in their own right, suggesting
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- that it might be important to consider the extent to which they--as
distinct from their parents~-might be responsible for verbal and/or
other sound-filled interactioné taking on such importance. Fifth,
the interviews suggest that in my thinking about the auditory as-
pects of the child's relationship with his parents, I focussed too
narrowly on verbalization and speech, failing to anticipate the feli-
citous finding that music, too, would turn out to play a significant
role for many. Finally, in some interﬁiews parents spoke of their
own tendencies.to talk 6r sing to themselQes when alone in ways
which prompted me to speculate whether in general children who .in-
ﬁent imaginary companions might not also be conceived of as adopting
a parental mode of defense against feelings of loss or loneliness,
i.e., by turning to sounds to "keep oneself company" whilg alone.

In the following discussion I shall take up each of these points in
greater detail, then, in closing, address the questions about other
aspects of the imaginary companion phenomenon which were raised at
the outset and consider the limitations of the study and the indica-
tions for further research.v

Fathers and Housekeepers as Verbal Caretakers

While in Qesigning and carrying out the study I conceived of
mothers as the parents who significantly shaped the hypothesized
sound-filled relationships with children who eﬁentually develop
imaginary companions, it may already be apparent to the reader that
some fathers also played a key.role in this regard. Three fathers
were interested enough iﬁ'téikiﬁg about their children's imaginary

companions to choose to be present along with their wives in the
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interview. In Ann's, Adam's, and Susan's families father were the
ones who put them to bed with inﬁolﬁed routines of stories and talk.
Rachel's father customarily read aloud to her, and it was he who,
according to Rachel's mother, complained: . "I've read to her! I

read to her every night and here she is eighteen months old and she's
still not talking to me!" Leslie;-Carolyp, and Susan all had fathers
who were deeply involﬁed in their imaginary play and who spent long
periods of time con&ersing with them.2> Randy's and Leslie's fathers,
both present for the interview, were among the parents who said that
what they "enjoyed most" about their chiléren who had imaginary com-
panions was "the things they say." In the two families where there
were housekeepers who assumed a large part of the care of the child-
ren it was interesting that both housekeepers also emerged as unusual-
ly talkative women. Adam's babysitter Frances was present during

the interview and she joined in constantly to add her two cents to
everything Adam's mother had to say! Tara's housekeeper, according
to her mother, was a Portuguese woman who had talked to Tara continu-
ally in Portuguese and from whom as a 2-year-old Tara had learned
several songs and stories in Portuguese which her parents could not
understand.

Different Manifestations of Parents' Investment in Their Children's

Verbal Dévelopment

While eﬁery parent interviewed emerged as highly inﬁested in the

25gee p. 89 for further details.
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all of them manifested this, as the "pilot" subjects had, by .stress-
- ing how articulate and verbally precocious their children had been.
Several were obviously proud of and fascinated by their children's
verbal achievements and, as discussed above, talked about them
quite spontaneously and .at length. For others, their interest and
investment in their children's language was quieter, perhaps less
conscious, though no less keen. It was apparent in the way they
savoured the words their children had learned or in?ented and in
the pleasure they took in sharing anecdotes about funny things they
had said. Carolyn's parents, for instance, delighted in her inven-
tion of "tummysnuggle" as a name for a frontwards piggyback.
Alden's mother illustrated his "lo§ely capacity for fantasy" with
the following:
He told us one time the most wondérful story about a germ,
that he didn't get a particular illness because the germ
entered and he has something which he gave this wonderful
word, '"correga," which was obviously an influence from
having heard Spanish words on Via Allegra or whatever, and
he rolled his R and he said it was like a heartonly it's
like a trampoline for germs: '"The germ comes down and
bounces off my correga and hops right back out!"
Rachel's mother smilingly remembered how on the even of her frist
trip away from home she had played with their expression "butter-
flies in your stomach," saying, "Uh oh...another one just hatched!...
Ohhh...another chrysallis!" . Both of Ann's parents joined in recall-
ing her funny expressions:
(Father:) What did she .say the other night when we
came in? "I had a wonderful evening," or something?
- (Mother:) . "I had a lovely.night!"
~ (Father:) Isn't that marvelous? "I had a lovely night!"

" (Mother:) And you know one time when I was at a high-
point of meetings--I mean I was just complaining daily
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of all the meetings I had to go to--onme time during
that period she had a little friend over and he did
something that made her mad and she ‘said, "You better
watch it or .I'm going to lock you in a meeting!"

No evidence of these parents' in&estment in their children's
verbal development, however, was more con&incing than their own
words about the pleasure it brought them. From Melissa's mother's
delight in her first babblings:

She would just lie in bed and burble, you know, the

cooing and the sounds? You know, the sounds, words...when

she was starting to get words she'd be practicing words,

and we'd go to the door and listen. We'd just hear her

saying words, so cute! You know, thé whole amazement of

a kid picking up words and learning every day some new
things...

to Adam's mother's remark, "You know, it giﬁes me great joy to hear
him verbalize things so well!" many of these parents were really
thrilled by the things their children said. Though I included the
last question of the interﬁiew, "What would you say you enjoy most
about your child?" without any clear expectation of how mothers
might answer it, I was genuinely surprised at how many of them re-
plied with words to the effect of "the things s/he says." Ten of
the sixteen answered this way. I found their answers so striking
that I include them all below. Shira's mother:

Now? (I enjoy) when she talks to me on an adult level

which she does often. You know, she'll ask questions

or she'll discuss something or someone that we met. I

love her memory! She can dig up things that happened

2 years ago...even more, and ask me about them. (...)

And I enjoy that kind of stuff. I like talking to her

because she's a very verbal kid.

Demian's mother:

At this point I think I like the things he says. He was
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at his friend's house a couple of weeks ago. .And they
were getting really wild .and his friend's father said
something about--I think he yelled at them--and Demian
says, "That's it, I'm calling my father!" And he walked
over to the telephone .and he called us and he said,
"Daddy, can I sleep over?" He was over there this after-
noon and he wanted to have dinner, so he told Diane, "I
really like your cooking. Make some of that soup, the

one you put carrots in." He's always saying something
like that!

Nicole's mother:

Hmmm, . .that's a difficult one. Mostly her conversation,
I have to say that. You know, I really do...And her .
explanations for things...

Randy's parents:

(Mother:) The things that he says! (Father:) Yes!

the things he comes out with, I get such a kick out of that,
just listening to the things he comes out with. (Mother: )

I mean yesterday I bought him--we were in the supermarket
and I bought him a Sesame Street book and he was holding

the book and he just said to me, "Mommy, I appreciate that
you bought me this book." And I just thought, you know...
to me, I don't know, somebody else might think I was crazy,
but to me, I thought that was so adorable! Yes, the things
he comes out with. I can't even remember half of them,

but he keeps us laughing. ~(Father:) This morning I made
cereal for him and myself and I made some toast for myself,
and I asked him, "Would you like a piece of bread and jelly?
Or what do you want?" He said "I'll take bread and jelly..."
and then, "Oh wait! Just a second, I'll take toast!" and it
just cracked me up.

Leslie's father:

...There's something about her that...it's hard to ex-
press. She has a freedom, a frankness, a truth about
her. She'll let it come out, she'll say it!

Adam's mother:

He's such good company! . He's so funny and he talks a lot.
He's just. fun...you know, I...it gives me great joy to
. hear him verbalize things so well. Like in the ‘morning
1'll say, "Do you want some .cereal?”" And he'll say,."No,
I think I'd prefer some grapefruit and toast." . Now.I've
been saying to him for the last 6 months, "Would you pre-
fer grapefruit or toast?" Whatever I say--and I've never
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talked down to him and Frances doesn't talk down to

. him, I mean we've never talked babytalk. We always
reason with him and now .he reasons .back to us, and
I think that's a joy; don't you?

Susan's mother:

She's got this great exuberance for everythlng and
she's always asking wonderful ‘questions and, you know...
the little wheels are turning all the time...

For Alden's, Matthew's, and Eric's mothers it was the shared occa-

sions of talking rather than simply what their children said which
they enjoyed:

Alden's mother:

Ohhhh...ohhh...I can’t say just one thing! I enjoy
Alden as a person, I look forward to seeing him .at
times like after school, really look forward to seeing
him, love to talk to him, love to go places in the

car with him when we can talk...

Matthew's mother:

He's good company! He's funny...I mean, last vaca-
tion--he really learned to ski last winter--we took

a whole week and went to Mt. Snow, and I was 7 and

% months pregnant so I was not going to ski Jaws of

Death or Widowmaker or...And Matt and I were taking
virtually all the intermediate trails, I mean all the way
to the top and coming dowm, slowly. And we'd talk all

the way up and, you know, it's a’ long ride in the gondola!
We'd just...he's good company! He's bright, he's imagina-
tive, he grasps concepts...

Eric's mother:

His imagination...I don't know...I had Eric when I was
26 and I was older then, when I was pregnant, than I am
now. Because having Eric has made me younger. Going to
the park is fun. (...) We pack peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches and we talk to squirrels. I'm a 31-year-old
woman talking to a squirrel! . But I enjoy it. Now when
I was 26 years old I would have been embarrassed for
somebody to see me talking to a squirrel--"That's .really
crazy!" Getting back to your question, what do I like
most about Eric--I just like .him, everything about him
'cause he's really a nice guy, he's a very nice person.
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We have our back and forth.debating, "Why do I have

to do that?" and I say, "Well, Eric, can we .sit down
and talk about this later, why you should do this?
Will you just do it now and we'll talk about it later?"

And he'll say okay. Sure enough, two hours later he'll
remind me and we'll talk about it.

Pleasure and Intimacy in a "Context of Sound"

The responses noted above‘illustrate well the feature of the
parent-child relationship with which this study is concerned as they
exemplify how experiences of intimacy and pleasure, of being
together-with-mother, occur in a céntext of sound. Insofar as
parents of children witﬁ imaginary companions are the "talking care-
takers" I imagined them to be, it now seems to me that it is this
quality, their verbal presence in pl;asurable, intimate moments, which
is their significant and distinguishing feature. In understanding
the imaginary companion as an auditory trgnsitional object eﬁoked
by a child at times of narcissistic vulnearability, e.g., when fac-
ing separations or disciplinary action, I had at first thought it
was his mother’s typically verbal handling of these situationms, i.e.,
the auditory experience of her presence as limit-setter or soother-
in-the-face-of-separation which the child evoked in interacting with
his imaginary companion at such moments. As the discussion of Hypo-
thesis 6 indicates there is certainly eQidence that these parents
rely on the spoken word in seﬁting limits and disciplining their
children. How much this distinguishes them from other parents whose
children do not invent imaginary companies, howeﬁer, is a worthwhile

question; I suspect the answer, if it were tested, would be "not

significantly.”" The e&idence:that parents of children with imagin-
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. ary companions handle separations by talking was even less impress-
.i&e,,though,there were .difficulties in engaging parents in talking
.about this subject. . The evidence that these children enjoyed .times
of closeness, many originating in infancy, associated with the sounds
of their parents' ﬁoiceé‘ggéé seem impressive. I bélieve it makes
more sense to conceptualize the child interacting with his imagin-
ary compaﬂions as surrounding himself with sounds which eﬁoke the
auditory experience of being close to mother, i.e., that it is the
mother-as-talker-in-moments-of-pleasurable-intimacy rather than the
moster-as-verbalizer-of-controls, say, whose presence .is re-experienced
by a child when he talks to or about his imaginary friend.

For many of these children experiences of being surrounded by
their mothers' voices began quite literally when they were babes in
arms. Matthew's mother habitually read aloud to his older Brother
while nursing Matthew and when not reading, she talked to him. When
I asked if he had been the kind of baby who was particularly sensi-
tive to any kinds of stimuli, she shook her head but then added:

He liked being held, and he liked the warmth, and he
liked being talked to while he was nursed...

At another point in the interview she described her talking further:

I've always talked, though....I mean Stewart (Matthew's
4-month-old younger brother) doesn't talk at all, of
course, and I chat to him all the time. It doesn't
matter what I say. He's got tibular torsion which is
from being like this in the uterus? And there's an
exercise (...) I'm supposed todo every time I change

his diapers for 60 seconds. Well, so counting to 60
amuses him. I mean 32 is just the funniest thing he's
ever heard kind of thing! You know, just counting out
loud, anything you say.. It's the tone of voice, I guess,
and the eye contact that :they're responding to, but it's
hysterical. I mean it's.really funny!
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John's mother told me:

I guess I always told him little stories and stuff...

even when I was holding him I'd be talking, saying

some little stories...and .I'd sing too...
Nicole's mother, in answering my question about when she had started
reading to Nicole, described herself Qery similarly:

I've always talked to her, you know...which is

probably why she is so verbal....but I've always

talked to her and so has Michael, for that matter.

So has everybody. (...) And my mother is another

one who makes up songs, and so does Michael's mother.

Michael's mother makes up songs, you know, just as

you go along, rhymes or songs or something of that

sort when you're changing the baby or whenever...so

that she's always responded to that. Anything that's

sing-song, you know, poetry, or music, or whatever

she just loves. She'll listen to it for hours.
Melissa's mother described herself as always talking or singing to
her as a baby. And Ari's mother did the same. She said:

I nursed for a long time and I'd sit by the window in
his room and I'd nurse and I'd sing-to him...

‘As these children grew, their early experiences of intimacy
enﬁeloped in sounds persisted in changing forms. At bedtime, especially,
almost all of them continued to enjoy a time of closeness with one
or both of their parents reading, talking, or singing to them. Of-
ten their bedtime routines included the same stories or lullabies
they had heard as infants, and while no longer held in their mothers'
a}ms, some had parents who lay beside them singing or talking till
they drifted off to sleep. The high number of parents who claimed
to haﬁe begun reading to their children before they were a year old

" (all but one by 12 months .and well oﬁer half the group well before

that!) certainly suggest that intimate experiences around books
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figured importantly for most of them as well.26

While parents were asked in the interview to talk about bedtime
routines and reading aloud, they were not asked about other times
of talking with their children. Consequently, I found it all the
more interesting that in so many interﬁiews times of family intimacy
especially associated with talking were mentioned. Alden's mother,
for instance, was prompted by a question about TV watching to speak
quite fervently about her resentment of TV for cutting into time
for conversation "on all levels, not just mother-child." She went
on to speak of how much she valued the early mornings when she and
Alden, who tended to get up before the others, "would exchange con-

versation." Adam's mother referred to the time at the end of the

261n the course of the interview Melissa's mother happened to des-
cribe an interesting habit of Melissa's which she (the mother) was
somewhat puzzled by. I quote her remarks because I thought they pro-
vided a fascinating glimpse into the way in which books and physical
intimacy might have become associated in this two-year-old's mind.

I had just asked the mother if Melissa ever consulted or got permis-
sion from her imaginary companions before doing something her mother
had asked. She replied: "No, but you know what that makes me think
of...Sometimes I'll ask her for something and she'll say to me, 'Wait

a minute, I got to go get a book!" And she'll run up and get a book
and do whatever I asked or whatever...I'm trying to think, I'm not
clear what that is...(and the book is not to read, necessarily?) No,
she'll get the book for me: "Wait! 1I'll get you a book," she'll say...
and I'll say, "I don't want a book, I wanted you to do something else...”
or whatever, but she'll go and get a book first. (What kind of a thing
will you be asking her to do?)...That's interesting...Often when I ask
for some...for some affection...If I ask her, "Can I have a kiss?" or
"Can I hold you?" Then it's, "I'll be right back, I get a book!"

and she goes off and she gets the book. (And then what will happen?)
Then she might come over and give me a kiss.... (Does she give the
book to you?) .... That's a good question...I don't...I guess I don't--
I often say, "What's she doing bringing me a ‘book? I want attention
here!" so I guess I don't pay that much attention to the book, but yeah,
she'll offer it to me, say "This is for you," you know, that she got

it for me...
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day, when he watched Sesame Street and she read the paper, .as
. their time for "cuddling and .talking." Three mothers mentioned
cartrips as always having been times of family conQersatiop,
story-telling, and singing. In Carolyn's family they were filled
with pleas for stories about when their parents had been little.

Matthew's mother said:

We've always talked in the car, always done stuff.

That's how Timmy learned his multiplication tables,

back and forth in the car. It's always been con-

versation the whole way with everyone sort of hav-

ing a turn, and Matthew's turn was always Andrew

(his imaginary companion)....
Shira's mother said:

Shira sings a lot....Alan's ﬁery musical, my hus-

band, and I think it's in the car we always sang...

We do a lot of singing. They sing Bingo all the

time, and Ring-Around-a-Rosie and London Bridge

even without playing it. Shira's into singing

Hebrew songs a lot...Yeah, we do a lot of singing....
Ari's, Demian's, and Nicole's mothers mentioned the dinmer hour
specifically as a time when the family came together and talked.
Demian's mother even wondered aloud whether he had invented his
imaginary companion '"because he had to have something to tell
his brother at meal time when his brother was talking about who he
saw and what he did today." 1In four families parents participated
to a great extent in these children's dramatic play providing

another instance'of parent-child intimacy in the context of exten-

sive conversation. Leslie's parents were the most elaborate .in
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their descriptions of what this entailed.27 Not only while at home,
but when waiting for elevators, ridiﬁé_the bus, or walking along the
street in any "in-between" moment, Leslie would take on imaginary
identities and assign, her mother especially, parts and dialogue to
go along. Both parents followed her direction in dramatizing most
of the stories she read. Her father called these "stagings;" he
could not even remember when they had begun, but from early on he
had made a point of tape recording her singing and talking at such
times. He also was in the habit of narrating "her moves," rather
like a TV master of ceremonies, over the P. A. system of his hi-fi:

When I'm around, she's playing with me and that's when

she starts with the big stagings. If we're dancing, we

have to have different names. And I have to talk about

her dancing as '"Helen's," Helen our neighbor. And I'll

have to say how Helen is dancing, describe her moves.

So she stages a lot, and I'll say whatever she wants me

to say, going along....

Whether consciously encouraged by parents or unconsciously simply
a fact of family life, verbal interaction was valued in these families.
Eric's mother used the apt phrase "rap tight" to describe this quality:

He asks very smart questions and they (his grandparents)

answer him, on his level, but not talking down to him or

ignoring him, "You'll learn later on," or "I'm busy."

You know, they take time, so we're very lucky in that
sense, the family is really rap tight!

27The other parents who were similarly involved included: 1) Ann's
mother who herself wondered whether she had not gone overboard and
"structured her play too much” after having "spent days'" .with her
talking about and making costumes for one of Ann's favorite stories;
2) Carolyn's father who regularly went "pretend shopping" with her
and who, Carolyn's mother felt, might have prolonged the reign of
her imaginary companion because:he is so enthusiastic always in ques-
‘tioning her about "Frances;' .3) Susan's father who regularly spent
Saturday mornings playing imaginary grocery store with her.
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Because talking was such an important mode of being.together, it is
hardly surprising that these children became ﬁery adept .at using
talk as a way of capturing and holding their parents' attention and
of fending off its loss. Talking about their imaginary companions
is a case in point. As Nicole's mother commented:

Whenever my hsuband and I would ha&e a con&ersation at the

dinner table which was not including Nicole (...) she'd

say, "Well, Gwendolyn at her work...such and such," and

she'd get back into the conversation. Heaven forbid you

should have a conversation that excluded her! It was her

way of getting back into the conversation.
Matthew's mother referred to his stories about Andrew as "filibus-
tering" which worked because "once he noticed that he .still had our
attention it would go on farther (until it) really was an act of
love still to be listening to him." Randy's complaints about Kal-
kit and Dumindumin "bothering me so I can't go to sleep" kept his
parents coming back to his bedroom o&er and over again each night.
Ann kept her mother from making the initial separation at nursery
school for months "by being more interested in talking to me" than
in getting involved in play. Demian's persistent popping out of
bed to ask questions and Adam's nightly attempts to "string you along
by talking" are examples which have been cited before. A most
insightful description of a child's use of talking in this fashion--
and of her own susceptibility to such verbal seduction!--was given
by Carolyn's mother:

Oh it happens (that she .asks for stories) when we're

walking someplace, when.I'm making breakfast and I

can't even think about anything without making coffee!

It's like the Frances thing (Carolyn's imaginary com-

panion), she's asking for interaction, verbal .interac-

tion, and I really....I refuse it quite often! I tell
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her I want to talk to her, not tell stories...What,she
does is she asks me how thlngs work, 'cause she knows
I'11 fall for that .eveéry time! I noticed that once a
year or so ago, how she could--she started asking:me
questions about how things were manufactured.because
she knew that would make me talk! (...) I do talk to
. her./quite a bit, but sometimes I don't want to, so she

uses things, you know, we all do, I think, to cause
the interaction.

The Children's Verbal Facility‘and‘SenSitiﬁity to Sound

To what extent verbal and other sound-filled interactions became
important in these families because the children--rather than their
parents--were innately so inclined is.ob§ious1y a question which
should be considered but which is hard to answer. Children who by
virtue of their constitutional endowment seem exceptionally responsi?e
to sounds or unusually quick to pick up language undoubtedly draw
even-ordinarily-verbal parents into more-than-usual amounts of talk-
ing. There is no question that the overwhelming majority of these
children emerge as haﬁing been Qerbally precocious,.eGen when some
allowances are made for parental exaggeration. How much of this
precocity is to be explained by constitutional endowment? Again,
this is not a question which can be answered easily. In hopes of
learning more along these lines, a question was include& in the in-
terview about these children's early sensiti%ities. It was worded
as follows: "Sometimes babies are particularly sensitiﬁe to or
responsive to certain kinds .of stimuli: to lights, sounds, tex~
tures, changes of temperature, .etc. Would you say your child was
like that or not?" It was asked of 13 mothers. Six replied yes,
to sounds; other stimuli were nét méntioned except for texture and
sunlight, each by one parent. Randy's mother was the only one of
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the six to .describe an adverse sensitivity to sounds:

He was, he was! (In what kinds of ways?) Loud noises...
not even loud noises, sometimes something that you or I

. would take for granted as a noise would frighten him and
make him cry. Like my husband sneezed once loudly, and he
got hysterical, you know, this is as an infant. I could
not run the vacuum when he was awake, which I thought was
strange, because when I brought him home from the hospital
I wanted to get him used to the sound and I did. But once
he became a little more aware, he wasn't having any of it,
it frightened him! So I stopped it. And the blender--
he still doesn't like the sound of the blender!

The other five parents said their children has "always liked" and
been "Qery responsiQe" to sound, one to "talking".and four to music.
While these sensitivities may indeed ﬂa§e been inborn, it is worth
noting that each of the fiﬁe children so described was also, by his
mother's admission, surrounded from infancy by the ;ery kinds of
sound to which she described him as being so responsi&e: Matthew
by his mother's voice talking or reading aloud,28 Melissa and Ari
by their mothers' singing, and Leslie and Nicole by music on the

- radio, TV, or their parents' recordings. If not "created" by their
parents, these children's sensitivities to sounds were certainly

fostered by them.

The Role of Music

Although no questions were asked about music unless mothers them-
selves mentioned it in some way, it came up in at least half the in-
terviews. To find that it played a role in the lives of some of these
children was especially pleasiﬁg since it was so consistent with the

hypothesized importance of sounds. Melissa, Ari, John, and Shira

28gee p. 85.
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all had mothers who .sang to them from infancy on. Melissa's mother
conveyed very clearly how significant that experience had been for
her:

I used to sing Rockabye Baby to her and...I have a record

for her of nursery rhymes, and whenever Rockabye Baby

came on she would cry and she'd go, "Hold me! Hold me!"

It was a real emotional experience for her. So whenever

it came on I would have to do .it, and from that time T

guess I sort of had the sense that she really responds

to musical things that are very tender like that. (...)

She loves music, she's always been very...um...she used to

hum with me from when she was very young, I know I can't

remember...maybe 5 months?
John's mother had sung him to sleep as a baby and she now relied on
him to sing his younger brother to sleep. John and Ari began music
lessons at 3. Ari, by his mother's account, was exceptionally musi-
cal even earlier than that. He had been given a guitar for his
second birthday which had become "his best friend," the equi&alent
of a transitional object according to his mother. Between 2 and 3
he learned by heart all the lyrics to his parents' records of the
Weavers, Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan, and the Beatles. . He also began
"composing" at that age and his attempts to play his guitar and a
harmonica simultanéously led his parents to get him a harmonica
holder. "And," as his mother said,

...he would spend hours, really literally hours, pacing--

when he listens to music he paces, he walks in circles.

He always has since the very beginning, since he was 2,

since his very first record. He walks in circles in

this deep concentration.

In some families it was .simply taken for granted that music was
part of the background for 11§1ng. Leslie's father said their hi-fi

was "constantly on" (it was during the interview until I asked if

it could be turnmed off so as not to interfere with the tape recorder),
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and he said of her, "She loves music! As soon as she hears a record
or something she's out dancing or singing." Nicole's mother des-
cribed her,ﬁery similarly:

She loved music...and still does. I mean she can sing all
day, and dance. She loves to watch people dance...like on
Channel 13 to watch the ballet .and get up and try it. She
loves music and any kind of song where you can put her
name in it, she loves. Like M-I-C, K-E-Y, M-0-U-S-E, we
changed to "N-I-C, 0-L-E, I love you and you love me,' and
just loves that! (When did you first know that about her?)
Oh, when she was an infant she, you know...I...from...Oh
God, that's really hard. I mean as long as I can remember
she's always responded to music. (Was there much music
around?) Oh yes! All the time! We always, we always had,
I mean from before she was born we always had music on.

Demian's mother also described a household in which music was a regu-

lar feature:

They (her 3 children) sing around the house. I think a lot
of it is just hearing music all your life. There are people
I know who just never, you know, listen to the radio. They
don't play records--they have them and they play them at
parties, but they don't play them. And they just don't tend
to be as musical. (...) They (the children) all sing on
key, or almost on key, which is something. I think that's
probably just growing up with it. I think anybody would if
they heard it enough. (How much do they hear it?) Well,
when the record player wasn't broken, we'd play records at
least half the time we're home. Or we play the radio. But
Demian has already broken the record player twice. The first
time was when he was a baby and I guess he wanted to hear it...

In four families parents were themselves producers of music.
Demian's father was by aﬁocation a musician and songwriter who hoped
someday to support his family through his music. I learned this al-
most accidentally, after Demian's mother handed me a strong cup of
coffee and joked:

You'll stay up all night and .sing! That's what my hus-

band does all the time, he stays up all night and sings
and plays the guitar!
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Melissa's father was a guitar player too; according to her.mothex,
“eﬁen_when he's interacting with her, he's there strumming his guitar." -
Shira's mother described her husband and her children as very musical
but went on to talk about a fascinating habit of her owm:

Yeah, we do a lot of singing...Il guess when there was
nothing to do, you know, I sing. I tend to sing while
I'm eating meals, I did that as a kid, you know, I tend
to sing while I'm eating if I'm eating alone. So now
they both (Shira and her brother) sing while they're
eating, alone or not. They hum a lot, sing inbetween
bites. (Do you think that you did that when she was
little?) Probably, probably...because...I wasn't aware
of the fact that I did it as a child until she was about
a year and a half old, when my mother and Alan (her hus-
band) cracked up in my presence because I was doing it.
I just never even heard myself doing it! .I've always done
it so they do it too now....

I believe Shira's mother's habit is another instance of the same
phenomenon at work in the imaginary companion, namely the use of
sounds "to keep oneself company," especially at times when one is
alone. Ari's mother ga?e a Qery reQealing account of the way in
which music came to play a similar role in her childhood. After

hearing at length of Ari's musical ability, I had asked if she was

musical, and she replied:

Nothing, no, no.....Well, I have to say, when I say
"Nothing" it isn't quite true. When I was a child

my father was a professional musician. My sister and I
were alone a lot. We had a big piano and she was a very
fine pianist from the age of 5. She was a musician--she
and he were the musicians, my mother and I were....awful!
But, when we were alone, we'd spend our time at the piano
singing. And so from a very young age, we knew a lot of
unusual songs, because my father had played the borscht
belt putting himself through school and everything, and he
had reams of sheet music, dating from the teens. And so
we got to know them. And we.really loved mu--I mean when
I was 6 we would sing "Ol Promise Me," you know, really
funny stuff! And--even after we grew up and she was married
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and she had a child, when we.lived near each other, when-
ever we got together it was around the piano. And now,
even after Ari was born, when we go.up there--because she
- has a piano and I don't we go up there--our happiest mo-
ments are, some of our happiest moments are...we...we
play and sing long into the night, just the two of us.
We break out all the songs we can think of....So I think
that that frustration in me, you know...I mean I couldn't
sing to Ahmed! I have a terrible voice! But here I had
this helpless infant (laughs) and I nursed for a long time.
1'd sit at the window in his room and I'd nurse and I'd
sing to him. And those are really the first songs that he
learned, the songs that I sang to him. And he sings them
to this day....

Ari's mother's story not only reﬁeals how music became linked both
with intimacy and with times of being alone, it illustrates beauti-
fully the ways in which succeeding generations recreate when they
are alone the experiences of intimacy they ha&e enjoyed with those
who have gone before. In singing their father's songs when they
were alone as children, Ari's mother and her sister recreated in
sound a key part of the experience of his presence. Singirg to Ari
when dalone with him as an infant, she both eﬁoked 0ld intimacies and
"created" new ones, "wrapped" in the same sounds. In singing to
himself at bedtime Ari then uses the sounds of his mother's presence
to help himself to fall asleep in her absence. As he grew, his in-
creasing ability to function independently was described by his
mother in a very telling figure of speech when she said, "he really

is able to make his own music an awful lot of the time."

The Use of Sounds to "Kéep Oneself Company': "Are Children with

Imaginary Companions Identifying With Parents?

Although Ari's mother was the only parent to giﬁe such a telling

account of the way in which sounds (whether of music or of talking)
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became associated in her life both with intimacy and with being alone,
I believe that the same relationships hold for most parents whose child- )
ren develop imaginary companions. I suspect that these children, in
creating and interacting with their companions, are not only re-
experiencing in sound a key aspect of what characterizes intimacy with
their parents, but are also emulating parents who themselves associate
closeness with sounds and who defend against its loss by turning to
words, sounds, or song when they are alone. When Eric's mother spoke
of her feélings about his transitional object, the only one of his
stuffed animals "that had music to it," her imagery hinted at this
association between closeneés and sounds:

It was lovely, yeah...his little person to love. That's
all, it was nice! The rest of us at night can sit in

here and talk or kiss (my italics) you know...but he

could pretend.....and he comforted himself with it. It
was fine!

Shira's mother's singing while eating alone and Demian's father's hab&tu-
al sitting up at night to play his guitar and sing are instances of
parents turning to sounds when they are alone. Nicole's and Matthew's
mothers told me that as children they had had imaginary companions of
their own, thus thé same relationships could presumably be considered
to apply to them.

While in most interviews I felt that it would have been intrusive
and inappropriate to ask mothers what they did when they were alone or
feeling lonely, I did so in one instance where it felt comfortable.
Melissa's mother's description of using the telephone when she was

alone provided another example of a parent turning to sound:
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I guess the way my life is structured now I don't have a
tremendous amount of time to be by myself, so I don't
experience it as lonely any more., You know, it seems nice
when I have time, when she's off taking a nap, and I have
time for myself finally and I can do things for me or the
house or my reading or whatever.....I'm certainly not say-
ing I don't have time to feel lonely, even when I'm with
her! There are times when I just--I really need an adult
to talk to or something! I might call somebody up on the
phone. The phone gets used a lot! Less now, a lot more
when she was younger when she slept for longer periods and
I had more time on my hands. And not being used to that...
because I had always worked, I would call people...which
is my way of dealing with it, more than doing things on
my own.

Talking to oneself while alone, whether aloud or silently in a kind of
ongoing internal conversation seems to me a related phenomenon which .
was characteristic of some of these parents. Leslie's father, for in-
stance, after the interview proper when we were talking about my in-
terest in the verbal aspects of childrgn who have imaginary friends,
happened to refer to his own habit of "talking out loud to myself" as
a kind of "therapy."2? 1In typing transcripts of their interviews I
was struck by the degree to which some of these parents seemed to
think in dialogue, i.e., telling anecdotes, describing things, events,
their children less in narrating action than in recapitulating conver-
sation. Some of these parents quoted thgnselvesAand their children

as many as 40, 50 and 60 times in the course of a 12 to 15 page inter-

view.30 Such subtle characteristics cannot, obviously, be reliably

29The mother of the one child who was not included in the study because
her mother failed to understand that it was she, rather than her child,
whom I wished to interview (see p.50), did tell me when we spoke briefly
about my research that she always talked to herself when she was alone
in the house.

3oFor instance, Melissa's mother quoted Melissa 69 times and herself 453
Nicole's mother quoted her 59 times and herself 40; Alden's mother
quoted him 44 times and herself 38. (In counting, I considered each pair
of quotation marks, regardless of the number of words or sentences en-
closed, as one unit.) 99
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interpreted as evidence of a particularly verbal, sound-filled defensive
style, but they do suggest a certain fondness for the spoken word!
Whether it can be demonstrated that parents of children with imagin-

ary companions as a group, however, do turn to sound-filled activities
to "keep themselves company" when they are along remains a question for

further research.

Other Aspects of the Tmaginary Companion Phenomenon

At the outset of the study questions were raised about three aspects
of the imaginary companion phenomenon in addition to those with which
the hypotheses were concerned. It was hoped that the interviews would

, yvield information about transitional object usage, about the various
configurations of companion-to-child and child-to-parent role relation-
ships, and about the degree to which there would be evidence that a
"narcissistic blow" of some kind had. precipitated the creation of each
imaginary companion. Each of these topics is discussed below.

The Relationship of the Imaginary Companion and Transitional Object

Phenomena: No evidence emerged from the interviews to suggest that the
development of an imaginary companion is systematically related either
to the presence or to the absence of a transitional object. Ten of
sixteen mothers described their children with the imaginary friends as
having had transitional objects--3 had blankets, 5 had stuffed animals
or dolls, and 1 his guitar. Two children among the 10 (Melissa and
Randy) had had a series of 2 or 3 objects which had become important

at different points. All the transitional objects had developed prior

to the children's imaginary companions31 and in most cases had con-

31Rachel developed a strong attachment to a Teddy bear after the period
in which her imaginary companion had been important., Since this was not

until she was almost 6, I did not consider it a transitional object in
the usual sense. 100
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tinued to be important--though in different situations--throughout
the imaginary companions' ascendancies.32 Transitional objects were
used by these children in the usual ways, mainly at bedtime, but oc-
casionally as comforters under other upsetting circumstances.

Most parents saw their children's imaginary companions as unre-
lated to and independent of their transitional objects and they des-
cribed the two as turning up in quite different situations. Transi-
tional objects, for instance, were rarely used in dramatic play or
personified as the companions were. There were two exceptions, how-
ever: Adam's and Melissa's imaginary friends and transitional objects
haa some interchangeability of function. Adam's companion Satsamatzen
first appeared on the occasion of his first haircut, an upsetting situa-
tion when, as his mother noted, his transitional object, a stuffed
Rabbit named Rabby, "wasn't there.” Adam described Satzamatenﬂas a
little boy but said that his mother wa; a rabbit, certainly a sugges-'
tive geneaology. Adam sometimes asked for food for Satzamatzen and/or

Rabby and--unlike many children with imaginary companions who do the

32Danian was the only child in the group whose mother described the
shifts in his attachment to his transitional object in relation to the
vicissitudes of his imaginary companion. Demian was strongly attached
to a blanket which very much receded in importance when "George" emerged.
When George quite suddenly disappeared 6 to 7 months later, the blanket
again became important. Demian was the only child in the group whose
imaginary companion disappeared all of a sudden. According to his mother
this happened when she pointed out "the real George" one day on the
playground. The "real George" was a boy who had formerly been in
Demian's playgroup whom he had not seen in 6 months and who, his mother
supposed, was the source of the imaginary friend. George's sudden dis-
appearance after an adult's interference granting him reality status

is reminiscent of the disappearance of Lynn's "Nosey" (Benson & Pryor,
1973) discussed earlier in this paper. Interestingly, Lymn's transi-
tional object also regained importance after the sudden and untimely
disappearance of her imaginary companion.
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reverse--he would sometimes blame misdeeds on his transitional object
(or throw Rabby at his mother) but never on his imaginary companion.
Despite such interchangeable appearances and overlapping functions,
Adam's mother saw the two phenomena as distinctly separate:

Satzamatzen is a'companion. And Rabby....is a lovey. And

there's quite a difference in my mind. For example, Satza-

maten doesn't have to be there for Adam to go to sleep.

Satzamatzen comes and goes. Rabby is always around. Now

there are times when Satzamatzen appears at the dining room

table, when he is not around. They're not usually there

together. In fact, almost....I can't remember a circumstance

when they were....

The other child whose imaginary companion and transitional object some-
. times served in similar circumstances was Melissa. She would pretend

to put Tiny Baby, an imaginary companion, on the back of her tricycle

and then comfort her when she fell off, and she sometimes did the

same thing with Clara her bear. She never used either as scapegoats,

and there were no other situations in which her mother described the

two as equally likely to turn up.

As for the six children who had never had transitional objects
(Ann, Nicole, Rachel, John, and Leslie), there were no obvious ways in
which they appeared different from the children who had. Rachel's
mother saw her imaginary companion as taking the place of a transi-
tional object:

She never had attached herself to any....animal, or blanket...

nothing. You know, this (her imaginary companion, JayJay)

was the first thing that was what I would a....an attachment

that she had, a security blanket, you know?

None of the other mothers suggested such a connection, nor did they ex-

press particular feelings about the absence of an attachment to a

transitional object in their children.
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Configurations of Compdnion-to-Child and Child-to-Parent Roles:

While I had a number of questions about this aspect of the imaginary
companion phenomenon, one of its most fascinating, I think, the in-
terview data proved to be more tantalizing than helpful in providing
answers. I had wondered whether the ways children used their imagin-
ary companions would vary widely or hardly at all within the group.
Would children who parented their imaginary companions be distinguish-
able from those who were parented by them? Would children who used
their companions as scapegoats also treat them in solicitous and
loving ways? Would different patterns of imaginary companion usage
turn out to be related to aﬁy other differences among the children?
How were children's patterns of interaction with their imaginary com-
panions related to their patterns of interaction with their parents?
The interviews did not provide the k£nd of data which could do
more than hint at the answers to most of these questions. Given that
children's ways of using their imaginary companions were not observed
but described by parents whose descriptions were shaped by their own
memories and concerns, the information about them was neither "ob-
jective" nor complete. Even when parents were asked to talk about their
handling of certain parental functions, their answers were not reliable
accounts Qf what they actually do. Thus, the data about patterns of
imaginary companion usage and about patterns of parenting were subject
to limitations. Despite these, differences did emerge in the ways
mothers answered questions about how their children used their

imaginary companions.
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First, it was more usual in this group for children to parent their
companions than to be parented by them. Every child but one was des-
cribed as sometimes taking a form of parental role toward his or her
imaginary friend (e.g., "taking care of," "teaching," "scolding,"
"worrying about"), but only four children were described as having
imaginary companions who took care of them,33 For three of the four
this was occasional, as they also reversed roles and parented their
imaginary companions. Nicole was the only child in the group who
never apparently took on the role of parent with regard to her imagin-
ary companion Gwendolyn: Gwendolyn was, according to Nicole's mother;
"always the good mother" and she never was treated as a younger, more
vulnerable or childlike figure by Nicole. It is interesting to com-
pare this group of normal children with the 14 non-psychotic but emo-
tionally disturbed hospitalized children whom Bender and Vogel (1941)
described. While their descriptions are brief and obviously not sys-
tematic, it is noteworthy that only one of the 14 children is mentioned
as taking a caretaking, parenting role with respect to her imaginary
companion. (Most of the imaginary companions Bender and Vogel describe
fall into the roles of scapegoat, of projected "bad self" or wished-

for ego ideal, or of good friend and playmate.) The comparison sug-

33The four children were Rachel, Nicole, Leslie, and Tara. Rachel's
and Nicole's imaginary companions cared for them when their real
mothers could not or would not: JayJay supposedly walked Rachel to a
dangerous corner when her mother was unavailable, Gwendolyn bought pre-
sents for and read stories to Nicole when her mother would not. Les-
lie's Sharon, in contrast, often helped her when her mother was avail-
able and offering her help, e.g., when putting on her coat and mittens
(possibly at times when Leslie wanted to be independent without hurting

her mother's feelings?). Tara's mother did not specify how Dimlin "took
care of" her.
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gests that parenting one's‘imaginary companion may depend on having
firét received 'good enough" parenting from one's own parents, some-
thing which Bender and Vogel's children lacked but which these child-
ren presumably all receiired.34

Secondly, there were some interesting differences between the
children who used their imaginary companions as scapegoats and those
who did not. Eight children in the group sometimes blaméd,their
companions for their own misdeeds; nine children never used them in
this way. Among the "blamers" there were only 3 children (38%) whose
mothers also said they "took care of" their imaginar& companions in
what might be considered positiﬁe ways (e.g., "comforting," "holding,"

"teaching," "

mothering," '"looking out for their needs" as opposed
to scolding or punishing), while among the "non-blamers" all 9 child-
ren (100%) were described as also being positive caretakers. 637
of the "blamers" scolded or "punished" their imaginary companions
while only 22% of the '"non-blamers" did. 50% of the "blamers"
"worried about their companions doing things that are naughty," while
only one of the "non-blamers" (11%) .did.

Given the above, I was interested whether the disciplinary prac-
tices used by parents of "blamers" differed from those of "non-blamers",

at least insofar as they were described in the interviews. The two

groups could not be differentiated on the basis of whether mothers

34Similarly, none of the imaginary companions of the 6 patients dis-
cussed by Myers (1976) were parented by them. All 6 women were
relatively disturbed and had suffered unusually stressful child-
hoods.
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admitted using physical punishment as the 4 children whose parents
said they sometimes "hit" were equally divided between the .two
groups. There did seem to be a preponderance of the parents who
emphasized explanation, reasoning, and talk as conscious disci-
plinary methods among the parents of the "non-blamers:" 5 such
parents among the "non-blamers" vs. only 2 among the "blamers."

No child in the group had an imaginary companion who blamed,
scolded, or punished him or her. No imaginary companions fought
with or hurt their child creators. Leslie's "Brother" sometimes was
said to have "pinched her but he didn't mean to" and Randy's four
companions would occasionally "not listen” and "bother" him at bed-
time, but these were the only negative, Qictimizing—of-the—child
interactions described. The scarcity of such interactions reflects,
I believe, the psychological health of this group of children, as
instances of fighting, punishing, and persecution between child and
imaginary companion are reported more frequently among disturbed
children with imaginary companions (cf. again Bender & Vogel, 1941,
and also, Swett, 1910).

One other interesting, though possibly coincidental, relationship
merits comment as far as there being any connection bgtween the
child's relationship to his parents and to his imaginary companion
is concerned. There were only 3 mothers who resﬁonded "yes'" when
asked if their children efer expressly excluded them from situations

in which the imaginary companion was "present.”" (Several of the

other mothers were quite surprised by this question, as if the idea
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of excluding them would simply not occur to their children.)
Interestingly, the same 3 mothers were the only ones whose child-
ren's imaginary companions were specifically named as family mem-
bers: Leslie's companions included "Brother" and a husband named
"Hosta'"; Ari had a wife named "Moey'" and several children; and
Alden had a number of individuals whom he referred to as."my
children." This coincidence led me to wonder whether these 3
mothers might not be o&erly close to their children, hence the
children's need to exclude their mothers at times and to create
imaginary family members with whom issues of distance and closeness
within the family were under the child's control. The inter§iews
suggest that these 3 mothers were extremely close to their child-
ren and that, perhaps more than other mothers in the group, they
relied on these children to be their owm confidanteé and compan-
ijons. Leslie's mother quoted herself as saying to Leslie when she
wanted to play by herself with the door closed, "Well, Leslie, come
outside and Keep Mommy company..." Alden's mother referred fre-
quently to what good company he was for her and her accounts of con-
versing with him prior to the birth of his younger brother proﬁide
evidence of how freely she confided her own inmer life in him. Ari's
mother eQen expressed concern that she had been excessively ;lose
to him:

I feel that I o§erstimulated him. I would never do that

again, but we spent a lot of time together and I had been

a rather neglected infant, and so I think I overcompen-

sated. And I think that we have fallen into a 4 year

pit because here we are and he's 4 and he expects to be

entertained a lot--no, expects us to listen while he en-
tertains is what it is. And that could have something to
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do with the beginning because we played an awful lot.
(+eee.ss) He will say things--not a lot, but occa-
sionally he'll say something to me like, "Don't look
at me! Just don't look at me! And it really dis-
turbs me because I start thinking, "Does he think
that all we do is look at him?"

"Narcissistic Blows" as Precipitating Events in the Creation of

an Imaginary Companion: Few mothers spontaneously interpreted their

children's creation of an imaginary companion as the specific re-
sponse to some form of distress. Many understood the companions,

once they were established, has having an array of functions related

to the preservation of the’child’s self—esteem,35 but there were only
two mothers who spoke of the imaginary friend's initial appearance

as happening at a time when they recognized their child as being
narcissistically vulnerable. Adam's Satzamatzen appeared first at
his first haircut when his mother knmew that he was upset and dis-
tressed not to have his transitional object, Rabby. Matthew's
Andrew emerged in a "time of insecurity," according to his mother--
he could not ski as well as a desperately admired older brother,

and he had just started speech therapy--and his purpose was clearly
to bolster Matthew's confidence and morale. Several mothers men-

tioned events which might have been upsetting as occurring right

35Ann{s,Nicole's, Ari's, and Leslie's mothers were aware that the
companions turned up when their children were naughty and suddenly
exposed to parental censure. Alden's, Matthew's, and Demina's mothers
knew that theirs were likely to appear whenever they felt insecure

in relation to peers and/or older siblings. Adam's, Eric's, and
Melissa's mothers noticed that their imaginary companions were often
around when they themselves were otherwise involved and unavailable
to their children.
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around the time of the companion's emergence,36 while commenting
that their children had "seemed fine" or "had no problems," im-
plying if not saying directly that the emergency of the imaginary
friend, therefore, was not related. In general, unless the child
appeared upset when his imaginary friends were around or turned to
them when his parents thought he had cause to be upset, most mothers
perceived the imaginary companion's existence and any concurrent
stressful events as independent and unrelated phenomena.

Although parents themselves did not see the imaginary compan-
ion's creation as precipitated by narcissistic distress, in at least
two thirds of the interviews there is sufficient eﬁidence to make
such an interpretation at least a plausible one. The sources of
distress varied from child to child. The youngest ones seemed to
bé reacting to more or less commonplace, inevitable lapses or
diminutions of maternal attention or approval. Sometimes their
imaginary companions' names hinted at such origins. Eric's "Bissy,"
for instance, appeared, according to his mother, "whenever I was
bﬁsh (she pronounced it "bissy") around the house." Melissa, at 2,
was apparently wounded to the quick whenever her mother admired
another baby, even though reassured, "You're my baby, I was just
looking at that tiny baby....," but her distress Qanished after the
creation of her own imaginary "Tiny Baby." The loss of familiar

surroundings and routines rather than the diminished presence of

36Fpor instance, the arrival of a new sibling (Ann, Alden, Shira);
being suddenly removed from a familiar playgroup (Demian) ; moving
to a new, unfinished apartment and into one's own room for the
first time (Nicole, Susan); mother returning to work (Rachel);
father's job schedule suddenly unpredictable and hectic (Leslie).
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mother per se may have precipitated other imaginary companions'
appearances. Susan's mother did not recall her being at all upset
upon moving to a new apartment and into her own room for the first,
time. She did recall that Susan's "Flora" first appeared at that
time and that Susan had been terribly upset by the page in one of
the Babar stories where Flora, displaced from her baby carriage,
falls out and into a tree. The oldest children at the time of
their companions' emergence seemed, not surprisingly, to be coping
less with distress at the loss of maternal attention than with
painful realizations of their own limitations or vulnerabilities
with respect to admired grown-ups or peers. In none of these
families did children seem to be coping with unusual stress; the
kinds of '"narcissistic blow" with which they were coping all seemed
to me to fall within the range of what would be normally expectable
in early childhood.

Why certain children react to such narcissistic blow by creat-
ing imaginary companions when others of equally verbal parents--their
own siblings, for instance--do not remains an important question
to be studied. While it has been my contention that sound-filled
early experiences are a key factor in the background of children
who create imaginary friends, they are clearly not the only factor.
Some experience of feeling alone and narcissistically vulnerable
which.gives rise to the need for an imaginary companion seems to
me equally important. Some children may be more susceptible to
such experiences, perhaps by §irtue of temperament, perhaps be-

cause they have enjoyed such close relationships to parents that
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they are particularly sensitive to suddenly feeling alone. Further

research is necessary to reach a better understanding of the factors

involved.

Limitations of the Study and Indications for Further Research

While I believe the results of this study support the notion that
sound-filled early experiences were a éignificant feature in the
backgrounds of these children with imaginary companions, the study
had a number of limitations which must be taken into account in as-
sessing the general applicability of its findings. To begin with,
it involved a small sample of only 18 mothers. Secondly, most of
them were well-educated and of middle or upper middle class back-
g;ound, thus by virtue of their origins already likely to be an
articulate group of "talking caretakers." Third, as volunteers in
an interview study they fﬁrther identified themselves as individuals
willing to, and in all likelihood fond of, talk. In a further study
it would be useful to eliminate a possible volunteer effect, per-
haps by selecting parents of children with imaginary companions only
after interviewing all parents in a giﬁen school population and to
use a population of lower socio-economic status. If lower class,
less well-educated mothers of children with imaginary companions
were also found to be especially talkative caretakers; this finding
would carry more weight.

A study comparing the mothering of children who have imaginary
companions with that of their peers who do not is also indicated at
this point. Children with imaginary companions could be matched

with controls who do not ha§e imaginary friends but who are regarded
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as equally intelligent and/or creative (by teachers' ratings, perhaps)
and their respective mothers compared on a number of the same dimen-
sions at issue in the present study, e.g., mothers' memories of their
children's early language development, their handling of bedtime and
of reading aloud, their degree of involvement in their children's
dramatic play, their own talkativeness. These two groups of mothers
might also be observed interacting directly with their respective
children. It would be interesting to see in a situation involving
mother and child in a sequence of' dramatic play, in léarning a new
task together, or in negotiating a period of separation, for example,
whether mothers of children with imaginary companions would engage
them in more verbal interaction or themselves do more talking than
would mothers of non-imaginary companion children.

Further reéearch is also needed to identify and differentiate
other factors involved in a child's creation of an imaginary compan-
ion. While I have argued that a close, sound-filled mother-child
relationship is a key feature, a sine qua non, in the background of
the child who develops an imaginary friend, it is clearly not the
only factor involved. Just because a child has enjoyed such sound-
filled parenting and developed the Qerbal capacity to invent an
imaginary companion does not mean s/he will‘experience the need for
one. Not all children encounter the narcissistic blows which lead
some to in#ent imaginary companions; not all feel the impact of the
same blows to the same degree or in the same way. Just as there are
many healthy children with ﬁgood-enough" mothers and presumably nor-

mal tactile sensitivities who never develop an attachment to a transi-
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tional object, so there are undoubtedly many articulate children
with very verbal parents who never invent imaginary companions.

The siblings of children with imaginary friends are a case in point:
many of them have presumably received very similar if not identical
parental handling, yet they never invent imaginary companions. What
accounts for the difference? As stated before I believe the kind of
narcissistic blow a child encounters may be an important factor, but
so too is his/her sensitivity to whatever blows befall. How would
parents perceive the differences between the child with imaginary
companion and their other offspring? Would they characterize the
child with the imaginary companion as more verbal than the others?
Would their relationships to him/her emerge as more "sound-filled"
than their ;elationships with the siblings? Would s/he be deseribed
as more sensitive, as closer to the parents, as having encountered
more distressing c&rcumséances than his/her siblings? A study com-
paring children who have imaginary companions with siblings who do
not would afford an excellent opportunity to determine what factors

are involved.
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VII. Summary

In the preceding chapters it was proposed that the imaginary
companion be looked at as a form of auditory transitional object
developed by children whose early, close-to-mother experiences have
been filled to a rich and perhaps unusual degree with the sounds of
their mothers' voices. The notion was that it is the talking with,
to, or about an imaginary companion which is one of the phenomenon's
"essential properties" (Winnicott, 1953), and that the reason why
the experience of talking-and-hearing-oneself-talk comforts and
reassures the child, especially in moments of narcissistic vul-
nerability, is that it evokes, auditorily, the experience of mother's
presence and all the feelings of well-being that conmotes.

Mothers of children with imaginary companions were interviewed
abdut their children's companions aﬁd about their handling of the
children in an effort to see whether evidence would emerge that they
are the "talking caretakers" so hypothesized. Seven specific hypo-
theses about how mothers would behave and what they would say in
thé interviews were outlined. While not all of these were well
supported, the interviews generally revealed that the parents of
these children with imaginary companions were, indeed, verbal people
who enjoyed talking, telling stories, reading, and often singing to
them and that most of them had done these things from the time their
children were infants. They appeared highly invested in these
children's verbal development as well: they logged their growing
vocabularies, tape recorded their first speech and early songs,

and generally noticed and remembered with special pleasure many of
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the things their children said. The children, for their part,
emerged as unusually precocious and highly articulate in their
language development. Music emerged as playing a significant role
" in about half the families as well. All in all, there was appre-
ciable evidence that these cﬁildren's early liﬁes had unfolded in
families where experiences of intimacy were4rich1y'accompanied by
the sounds of voices. The limitations of the study--its small
sample of mainly middle and upper middle class mothers who by vir-
tue of origin were likely to'be verbal people and the possibility
of a "volunteer effect"--were discussed along with indications for

further research.

-
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Dear Parents,

The director of your child's school has kindly giﬁen me permis-
sion to send this letter home with your child. I am a former .tea-
cher, now a child psychologist in the process of writing my doc-
toral dissertation at City University, and I would like to ask your
help. I am studying fantasy de&elopment in young children and ‘am
interested in fin&ing boys and girls who have in§ented'imaginary
"friends" or companions. By an imaginary companion I mean an in-
visible, make-believe person, animal, or creature of some kind
whom the child may talk about or play with in a &ariety of ways.

If you héve a young child who now has or used to haﬁe an imagin-
ary companion and if you woufd be willing to talk with me about it,
I would be very grateful for your help. Similarly, if you know
any other children who have imaginary companions I would be grate-
ful if you could put me in touch with their parents. If you call
me or lea§e a message for me to contact you, I will gladly answer
any questions you may have. My telephone number is (212) 475-0449.

Thank you very much for your he;p:

.Sincerely,

Barbara Thacher
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Agggndix 11
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Parent Interview

I. Questions about the Imaginary Companion (10).

I have some specific questions I would like to ask but before
that, it will be most helpful to me if you would just tell me
about your child's IC(s) in whatever way occurs to you.

First part of interview proceeds with interviewer

(I) following up anything unclear but otherwise

not directing the flow. I then proceeds, omitting

anything which has already been answered.

Does the IC have an age? sex? notable appearance? special

characteristics?

Do you have any thoughts about where the IC's name comes from?
How did it start?

Has it (they) changed since that time?

(If there is more than 1 IC): How much are the different

IC's distinct? Do they turn up separately of together? 1Is
P

one more popular?
How often would you say the IC appears?
How real would you say it is to your child?

(If IC has disappeared): When did the IC disappear? How did

that occur?

Different children use their IC's in a variety of ways. I've
made a list of all the ones I've come across and I'd like to

go over it with you and ask which of these your child does. Some,
you will have already told me.

Does he take care of the IC?
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Does he teach the IC things?

Does he scold or punish the IC?

Does he "worry" about the IC doing things which are dangerous?
Does he "worry" about the IC doing things which are naughty?
Does he blame the IC for his own misdeeds?

Does he say the IC "made him" or "told him to do it" when he
gets into trouble?

Does he consult the IC before he'll obey you?

Does he talk admiringly of the IC being'able to do or haﬁe things
which he can't--either because he's too small or they're not
permitted?

Does he talk about the IC as‘less capable.and/or more of a baby
than he?

Does he talk about the IC (or the IC's parents) in ways which
you recognize as being "much better", "much wogse" or "just
like" you and/or your husband?

Does the IC take care of him?

Does the IC teach him things?

Does the IC scold or punish him?

.Does the IC “"worry about" or tell him not to do things which
would be dangerous or néughty?

Does the IC blame him for things?

Does the IC ever fight with or hurt him?

Does he ask for things for the IC which are really for him?
Does he ask or insist that you do things for the IC, e.g., take

it places, tell it things, etc.?
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Does he ever expressly exclude you from something he is

doing with the IC?
Does the IC ever do things to or for you?

Does the IC ever take up "real" space, e.g., at the table, in

the car, etc.?

In what situations does the IC turn up usually?

At meals? At school?

At bedtime? Outside?

In the car? In play with other children?
At bathtime? With adults other than family?
In solitary play? | Other?

You told me before how it started. How old was your child at
‘that time? What was that time like for him?
What do you think the IC's function is (or was) for your child?

How do (did) you feel about it?

Thank you for all you've told me about your child's IC. I'm
also interested in knowing what the children who invent IC's are
like. Would it be all right if I asked you some questions about

too?

(If yes, I proceeds to part II)
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II. Questions About the Child

What is a typical day like for your child?

What was s/he like as a baby?

Sometimes babies are particularly sensitive to or responsive to
certain kinds of stimuli--to sounds, to light, changes of tem-

perature, and so forth. Would you say that your child was sen-

sitive in any of these ways?

What is bedtime like for your child?

Sometimes children become very attached to a special blanket or
toy. Does your child have something like that? (If yes, ask

about whatever is not volunteered spontaneously.)

What is it?

When did it become important?

How does s/he use it? (If no longer used, ask about its end.)
How important is it to your child? (Does it travel out-

side the home with him/her? What happens if it is not

available?)
Is it ever used together with the IC or are they "separate"?
How do you feel about it?
Do you read or tell stories to your child? (If yes): How much?
How old would you say s/he was when you began?
Does your child watch TV? (If yes): How much? How o;d was

s/he when s/he began?
How have you handled separations from you?
How have you handled setting limits or discipline with your

child? (If parent answers without specifying actual disciplinary
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methods): How would you say that your child has come to know

what is permitted and what is not?
Who has taken care of him/her mostly since s/he was born?

What would you say you enjoy most about him/her?

_:iThank you very much!
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