


Franço se Dolto on Languaged
Learn ng in Uter 

This co prehensive study explores Françoise Dolto’s revolutionary theory 
that language acquisition begins in uter  through precocious audition, 
revealing how unconscious afect and invested sound patterns shape early 
 ental-e otional develop ent and lifelong associative thinking. 
Kathleen Saint-Onge de onstrates how generative echoes facilitate self-

regulation and scafold infant develop ent. The book provides psycho-
analysts with new theoretical fra eworks connecting Freudian concepts of 
unconscious processes, drea work and the transference to prenatal language 
acquisition. Readers will gain insights into how interrelational “co  on 
objects” of fa iliar soundscapes beco e unconsciously securing, as afect 
bootstraps hu an learning and collaboration. Saint-Onge ofers practical 
applications for understanding the role of the  other tongue in identity for-
 ation and the risks inherent in artifcial versus natural language 
environ ents. 
An illu inating read for psychoanalysts, researchers and theorists seeking 

to expand their understanding of early infant develop ent and unconscious 
processes alike, this book will particularly appeal to Freudians interested in 
new applications of classical psychoanalytic theory, specialists in French 
psychoanalysis, and clinicians working with those experiencing language-
related trau a and identity issues. 

Kathlee  Sai t-O ge is a researcher and educator based in Toronto, Canada. 
She is the author of Rethinking Autism with D lt : Syllable S up (2024) and 
Disc vering Franç ise D lt : Psych analysis, Identity and Child Devel pment 
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Preface

The 2024 kayaking season began so strangely. 
My  other had just died. I witnessed her last breaths, then drove fro  

Québec after a snowstor . I couldn’t wait to get back to Toronto, paddle, 
breathe. It was a  ood of desperation. Or was it liberation? So, on 13 April 
2024, I headed to  y launch on the Hu ber River. I re e ber laughing 
because the water was wild! With  ore exuberance than sense, I headed 
upstrea  to  y  arker of ho e—“Mute Bridge.”1 But I failed against the 
current and rested by holding onto an overhanging branch. Ducks bobbed 
all around. Maybe I would go downstrea  a bit, then call it a day. I let go of 
that branch. 
I cannot account for the next 150  etres. One  inute, I was in control. 

The next,  y kayak was taking on water. A surge so ehow put a passing 
sucker in ar ’s reach. I grabbed it hard, al ost fipping. As dead branches 
rushed by, the enor ity of the danger fnally hit  e. I could see where the 
next wave would have thrown  e—into a wide turn of reeds and rocks. I 
would have lost  y boat and ended up in Lake Ontario like any other debris. 
Over the next hour, I  anaged to crawl ashore, e pty  y kayak, and hoist it 
pulley-style, tree to tree, up a clif rising 25  etres to a cul-de-sac. I sloshed 
back along side streets to retrieve  y car, loaded  y kayak and left. It would 
be two  onths before I recovered fro  whiplash. In an unpredictable river, I 
had been rescued by a rando  root. 
My takeaway fro  the day when I al ost joined  y  other is that a river 

is not a singular entity but two. There is a visible bodily contour—a fa iliar 
aspect recognized by a na e. But the water is entirely other, a force all its 
own, both unknowable and uncontrollable. My autobiographical ra blings 
aside, I believe that the river profers a useful  etaphor. The reality is that 
hu an beings begin life in a state predating consciousness by  any  onths, 
thanks to potent internal fows of all sorts. There are incalculable transfers 
fro  the environ ent to the  other, fro   other to infant (and vice versa), 
and within the infant’s body. And while there are relatively fxed physical 
co ponents—world,  other, child—what transits between the  is what 
deter ines survival. This condition of continuous circulation is captured by 
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a single word: develop ent. So e transfers—nutrients, blood or toxins, for 
instance—have long been reported. Others are less a enable to inspection 
because we lack the right tools, or the right questions. In fact, the psycho-
analytic project—like it or not—interrogates the transfer of unconscious afect. 
Afect is central to our species. For a ong the  ost critical circulatory 

transfers are those leading to the develop ent of what we love, fro  food to 
co plex “objects,” including ourselves and others; and what happiness feels 
like for each of us. Love expands and contracts relative to objects during our 
lifespan as our interactions evolve, enabled by interhu an co  unication. 
But how does afect—the root of e otional life—get transferred between 
objects? How does an infant, who is wholly dependent on a  other for 
survival, ever  anage to love diferently? 
Afect is a deter inative part of the intricate condition that is hu an life. 

But afect is not as locatable as an organ or ar . It involves intertwining 
capabilities, networks and transfers of a sort of energy (or quantity) fro  
sites that are not easily identifed, in exchanges that i plicate  ultiple areas 
of the brain—often its oldest parts—and connect very distal bodily con-
stituents, fro  our toes to our lips. So ething fows unpredictably but with 
tre endous power. And in pondering afect, the notion of fuidity can aid 
our thinking because we  ust infer what we cannot see. There are channels 
of so e kind. Circulatory fows can be relatively still—and they can surge or 
di inish. Flows can bypass obstacles, seeking any  eans (by fnding or 
creating new paths) to  aintain the continuous circulation on which life 
depends. And circulation is unavoidably  odifed by “cli ate.” Afect is 
para ount a ong our specialized attributes because it enables us to reproduce 
and to live in co plicated groupings that enhance our survival. 
The present study is grounded in the work of Françoise Dolto (1908– 

1988), a psychoanalyst and physician who continually refected on what it 
 ight be like for the infant to overhear while not directly addressed and/or 
half-asleep—i.e. to attend to incidental sonar strea s while not (fully) con-
scious. Thinking with Dolto, I take infancy to be a psychobiological state 
when learning happens with, in and through language—as languaged learn-
ing, to use her ter . This is because the fetus drea s in a long-established 
auditory world. On this view, precocious audition is experienced in a deep, 
per anent register that infuences the ontogeny of associative thinking. The 
downriver consequences are enor ous. 
In the interest of reaching new audiences with  y third text on Dolto, I 

endeavour to focus on a single argu ent—that unc nsci us afect is the pre-
d minant fact r in early language acquisiti n. At issue is that “hu anization” 
(as Dolto puts it) secures language in uter  as an indispensable  eans of 
afective self-regulation. But the notion of “self” is soft, since all hu an 
beings begin afective regulation during gestation, while necessarily relying 
on an other. As it turns out, this pri ary dependency on another hu an for 
sharing the co-experience of beloved “phone es” (as co  on objects) 
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persists lifelong unconsciously. That said, Dolto’s phone e is not that of 
linguists but rather an audible syllable, as will beco e clear. And her con-
struct is indispensable in addressing why the transference in interhu an 
exchanges is vital for our afective health. 
First language acquisition is generally assu ed to have pre-conscious 

conco itants—i.e. to involve essential develop ental events and/or processes 
prior to the established capacity for consciousness. Paradoxically, the 
unconscious is seldo  a topic for discussion in linguistics or education. Yet 
the unconscious is real and n t so e theoretical fction. For long before we 
can think rationally or  ake decisions to save ourselves—ensuring our sur-
vival—it is unconscious processes that keep us alive. In fact, the continuous 
circulation of unconscious afect is crucial to hu an self-regulation lifelong. 
As expected then, right fro  uterine life, the  echanis  for ensuring 
continuous afective circulation is developing. 
Unconscious afect begins so ewhere, so eti e, in uter  as so ething 

shared (circulated) with another in who  our life is entrusted. Dolto is 
prescient in identifying the phone e as the operational unit in this vital 
process. For repetitions of phone es ofer echoes that facilitate the recursive 
triangulation infor ing networks in associative thinking. This develop ental 
link between audition, afect and associative thinking is why  ental life and 
e otional life are indissociable unconsciously. Investigating, we will travel to 
the waterlogged base ent of linguistics as we chase a question with for idable 
i plications: What is a w rd? 
Associative thinking beco es less evident as we develop the ability to be 

reliably conscious. But it re ains as a per anent capacity, one that 
announces its sustained force unpredictably—such as in drea s, slips of the 
tongue, word associations, or rando  encounters that reveal feelings and 
thoughts that see  unrelated to our present space and ti e. Objects do this 
along persistent but convoluted pathways (so eti es at great associative 
distances) that elude conscious  e ory but evoke vivid afect nonetheless. In 
fact, hu an beings are co plicated, layered organis s because our  ental-
e otional develop ent begins long before consciousness. This start is crucial 
to our speciation,  aking us organic beings who bond with one another 
around signifcant objects. And the  ost valuable co  on objects we will 
share in our  ultivarious groupings are words—language. 
While the youngest hu an slowly wakes, long prior to any sense of reality, 

phone es heard in repetitions, per utations and co binations in the audi-
tory strea —environ ental input—beco e food for thought. Arguably, if 
we are so successful as a species, it is precisely because we co  ence our 
adaptation to our fa ilial-social habitats so precociously. In turn, these pro-
cesses trigger the onset of thinking as an associative  echanis  that under-
writes our later cognitive capacities, while investing our  other tongues with 
afect. So it is not just that language acquisition begins in uter . Rather, 
starting prenatally, all hu an learning is languaged. 
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Dolto ofers unprecedented insights that show how our success as a species 
is enhanced by invest ents of unconscious afect in phone es of our  other 
tongues. The detailed introduction to this volu e, which should be read frst, 
focuses on Dolto’s thinking to uncover the essential i pact of language on 
the  ental-e otional develop ent of the hu an infant, starting in uter . 
Following this foundational groundwork, which includes conte porary sup-
port for Dolto’s notions, we will dig deeper through eight chapters that 
engage distinct issues in language acquisition pertaining to infants. Each 
chapter starts with the assu ption that the notions expounded in the intro-
duction are correct, and charts a fresh foray into a diferent subset of the 
pertinent literature. 
At this juncture, it is worth noting that over 100 languages are referenced 

in the pages that follow, yet the nu ber worldwide exceeds 7,100.2 So any 
selection of what to include will necessarily be subjective and non-exhaustive. 
What  atters—as we will learn with Dolto—is that the for ative linguistic 
and develop ental pheno ena exe plifed herein are generalizable to all 
hu ans as “languaged beings.” 
I was born in Québec City, Canada, in 1957, the year Cho sky published 

Syntactic Structures. We spoke French at ho e, but I attended an English-
speaking school. Oddly enough, I recall parsing sentences in Grade 2 into 
NPs and VPs, thanks to an innovative teacher fro  the US—little upside-
down trees neatly drawn in fountain pen on lined paper. Along the bent arc 
of life, now nearing the age of 70, I write fro  one of the  ost  ultilingual 
cities in the world, Toronto. I do so at the unsettling dawn of artifcial intel-
ligence as a new era in co  unications. I believe that  y ti e and place are 
right to rethink, with Dolto, the lifelong i pacts of the afective boot-
strapping of phone es that starts in uter . My objective is to assist Dolto in 
reaching English-speaking readers who can carry her into the future, to 
safeguard infant  ental health and the treasury of the languaged species— 
genuine interhu an language. 
In Septe ber 1983, Dolto was invited to Montréal by psychologists at 

l’Hôpital Maisonneuve-Rose ont. That very  onth, I was less than 10 
kilo etres away, working on  y teacher certifcation at McGill, capping of 
seven years (two degrees) in biology and linguistics. I did not hear Dolto 
speak then—I had never even heard of her, to be honest. But I hear her now, 
and I hope to help others to hear her, too. What Dolto has to say about the 
infantile roots of language acquisition is incredibly consequential for hu an 
psychical develop ent—and for our sustained  ental and afective health. 
There are also grave i plications of Dolto’s work for how we regard (and 
respect) the infant fro  the third tri ester of gestation (at least). And if the 
fetus at 28 weeks is a young hu an subject already engaged in languaged 
learning, then the second-ter  fetus is in the process of beco ing one. Of 
course, it would be easier (and less controversial) to state that arriving at a 
better understanding of Dolto is enough, thereby placing beyond our 
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purview the fraught politics of uterine life and infant care. But that stance 
would not serve the future well. 
What follows, then, is a quasi-inferential (but psychobiologically plausible) 

investigation into the  ental-e otional develop ent of the fetus and neo-
nate, and its inextricability fro  language. It is a thought project of sorts— 
an experi ent in what happens if we take the ofer Dolto puts on the table 
and run with it. Its essays  ay see  too bold, bizarre or hypothetical for 
so e palettes. Perhaps I will even be dis issed as marginale despite  y cre-
dentials—an unwanted traveller carrying undesirable psychoanalytic and 
pedagogical baggage. But it is si ply not possible to learn what Dolto teaches 
without opening up the borders between disciplines. 
Dolto  akes assu ptions about the deter inative role of the continuous 

circulation of unconscious afect in self-regulation that, if we accept as true, 
have predictive value in understanding pri ary hu an learning. Grounded 
in co  on sense, her for ulations help to explicate the gestational begin-
nings of language acquisition, and our rooted identity in our  other ton-
gues. They also elucidate our precocious linguistic invest ents in associative 
thinking, and why our health depends on interhu an co  unication. With 
Dolto, we can arrive at reasoned understandings about the inner life of the 
pre-conscious infant, whose survival hinges on a precocious adaptation to a 
particular fa ilial habitat—an idiosyncratic early history. 
As a species, we are ani ated by e otions that can be chaotic or cal , 

whose fows we barely control, even with great conscious efort. So, for the 
nascent hu an, the river is wild indeed. Reaching out to passing phone es 
on the faint shoreline of reality, at the whi  of  aternal cli ate, the infant’s 
afect circulates in a current of words—in drea s of being alive, with others, 
in language. 

Notes
1 As viewed fro  the water, the overpass carrying Bloor Street across the Hu ber 
bears the word “MUTE” graftied in white 19 ti es across its northern arch. 

2 See, for exa ple, Ethnologue. 2025. https://www.ethnologue.co /insights/how- a 
ny-languages/, 

https://www.ethnologue.com/insights/how-many-languages/,
https://www.ethnologue.com/insights/how-many-languages/,
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to Dolto. 
Despite being born into a  ulti-generational, prestigious fa ily, Dolto 

was, by her own ad ission, a  isft—a serious child who asked hard ques-
tions. She felt herself not to be of her own ti e,  using about whether she 
was “born too early in a century too old.”4 As an infant, she had dearly 
loved an Irish nanny, who was fred for theft. After  onths of  uteness, well 
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into her second year, little Françoise spoke her frst word—in English. And 
as a young girl, she believed herself betrothed to an uncle killed in battle, 
leaving her a widow. Fa ily losses co pounded with the death of her elder 
sister, her  other’s unresolvable grief and the ravages of two world wars. 
Yet even today, despite Dolto’s decades-long success, her  aterial does not 
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to give her notion of phone es such theoretical i portance. 
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call distorted a precious trans ission. But I re e bered well enough. I never 
forgot. And what I learned, when  y  other died, is that she never forgot either. 
My  ost trusted witness just turned 100, outliving al ost all  y other 

elders. To  e, that feels like a huge victory for hard-won truth. And one of 
the hardest battles to win, ever, is to convince adults that infants re e ber 
things indelibly—however i probable that  ay see , and however  essy 
that recall  ay be. They do not hold “ e ories” in the usual sense because 
infants are pre-rational, pre-cognitive and pre-conscious. But they d  inscribe 
salient aspects of their world. 
In a phrase resonating inside  e for  any years, Dolto relates the larger 

purpose of life: 

The very fact of writing is for leaving a witnessing. The one who has 
written or created, to witness his passage, does so for others. These are 
witnessings that we gather like blades of grass, everywhere! … That’s 
what it  eans to be a hu an being! Our behaviour is always with rap-
port to a co  on oeuvre that, even if it is not in the sa e  o ent, is 
an oeuvre in ti e.9 

Here, then, are a few  ore blades of grass in service of the co  on oeuvre 
of arriving at a better understanding of the foundationally hu an process by 
which we co e to language, in earliest infancy—and language co es to serve 
us. A witnessing is all it is, and all it can ever be. 
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Introduction
The Essent al Dolto: “Archa c”
Development and the Fetus as a
Mean ng-Mak ng Be ng

On  y inaugural visit to Paris in 2014, I bought a  adeleine at the frst 
bakery I found. It was delicious, but I did not pause to savour it or re inisce. 
It was not Proust’s  adeleine, after all—just a  adeleine. In his poignant 
description of involuntary  e ory, Marcel Proust shares his joy at a single 
cru b—the inexplicable return of lost people, places and feelings. His 
 adeleine is a fne  anifestation that certain objects evoke afect, and they 
do so along enig atic associations. Deep interconnections return everything 
fro  love (or fear) to forgotten things, others, locations and  o ents— 
including our own selves in distant ti es. This process operates in PTSD, as 
what is associated with trau a is afectively  arked. But joy can return 
haphazardly too, as it did for Proust. It is as if afect were contagious along 
associations. 
Associations are rando  and  ultisensory. We feel things to our core, 

triggered by a taste, touch or s ell. It’s as if “associative thinking” co es 
fro  another part of our brain altogether. In fact, it does. For it issues fro  
structures for ed early in gestation, wherein what is  ental and e otional is 
interwoven. The afect associated with certain objects also has an aspect of 
per anence. Years go by yet our feelings are still fresh, as if the past were 
indelibly present. This is because every hu an is a layered being. There is a 
substratu  in each of us that is unconscious beneath what is conscious. It 
 ay not be co fortable thinking of ourselves as organic entities indebted to 
pri itive processes, but we are. And as we will uncover, the enduring potency 
of our unconscious capacities is a strength. Françoise Dolto’s insights co e 
fro  taking this strength seriously. 
Dolto leverages three ordinary facts to extraordinary ends: frst, the fetus 

has an unconscious life; second, the fetus can hear (nor atively); and third, 
 other tongues (MTs) ofer sound objects. She then infers the pheno enal 
i plications: language acquisition and associative thinking begin in uter . 
But how Dolto analyses the “ordinary” will require a precarious dive into 
her work. 
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2 Franço se Dolto on Languaged Learn ng in Uter 

Unconscious Afect

The frst concept to consider is unc nsci us afect. Dolto’s view (like Freud’s) 
is that it is best conceived by a hydraulic  odel, as a “libidinal force, a blind 
force that, like a sea,  ust fnd a way to fow.”1 As such, she evokes notions 
of blockages and bypasses, and she stresses that pathways are unique and 
unpredictable: “Unconscious force, e anating fro  the libidinal energy of 
the subject, has a tendency to  anifest in a repeated  anner according to a 
rhyth  that varies with each individual.”2 Put another way, “unconscious 
libidinal organization difers for each person.”3 Dolto assigns this uncon-
scious force to the service of survival driving all organic life: “Every instinct, 
as a pri itive  anifestation of biological life, [is] a pressure that drives to 
action.”4 And unconscious afect has a for ative i pact on hu an  ental 
and e otional develop ent si ply because “the unconscious is not an 
obscure,  ute receptacle of useless psychical representations.”5 

Dolto  aintains that the hu an infant in uter  co  ences psychical life 
in a “place-ti e of existential security.”6 She infers that unconscious afect 
circulates between the  other and fetus as “quantities of synchronous 
external and internal  eetings take on the value of languaged7 signs that, for 
the  [fetuses] alone, have the  eaning of speech.”8 At stake are “rhyth ic 
exchanges”9—a “specifc rhyth  for each baby”10—that is efectively a 
“preverbal language between the  other and her child.”11 

This precocious co  unication circulates unconscious afect along what 
Dolto calls “archaic plans.”12 Thus,  onths before consciousness, interhu-
 an co  unication roots a “biological, afective truth.”13 This unconscious 
exchange contributes to develop ent in uter  by for ing a “unitary struc-
ture in the interior”14 that sy bolizes unconscious afective security. Fro  
here, unconscious afect re ains in  otion lifelong, driving our e otional 
lives. This is because vascular circulation signifes survival in organic lifefor s. 
The syste  regulating unconscious afect is no exception. 
Working devotedly with patients across fve decades, Dolto asked herself 

what, exactly,  ight “take on the value of languaged signs” for each.15 She 
concluded that precocious hearing in infancy—beginning in uter —con-
tributes  ost pro inently. The  echanis  involves the transfer of uncon-
scious afect fro   other to infant, whereby sound objects serve as 
languaged signs in that circulation. But our notion of “object” will need to 
be soft to follow Dolto’s thinking about “the co  unication of words, that 
is to say of subtle things,  ore subtle than liquid.”16 

The transference of unconscious afect depends on the inti ate relation-
ship of the fetus with the other on who  survival depends, who is experi-
enced as if being the “self.” At issue is a pri itive, unconscious identifcation 
“through the dependence for survival in which the infant fnds hi self with 
respect to … his other hi self.”17 After all, during gestation, the circulation 
of blood and nutrients requires this bond of dependency. So it is, too, that we 
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learn to self-regulate the fow of unconscious afect in response to objects by 
sharing it during a period of gestational co-existence. And we—as the pre-
e inently languaged species—begin this learning using languaged signs fro  
the environ ent, as our frst afective valuations are co-constructed. 
The trusted “other” is at frst the  other. But through  aturation, it can 

be any other with who  we feel unconsciously identifed as “the other si i-
lar enough to oneself to be in security.”18 This need for an unconsciously 
si ilar-enough other will re ain crucial to the transference of afect lifelong. 
Why would it not? Why would a process so integral to our survival— 
onboarded so early—be dispensed with during develop ent? Instead, like all 
indispensable functions, it is per anently installed. But unlike blood or 
nutrients—which are confned to each  e ber of the dyad following par-
turition—unconscious afect keeps circulating,  aintaining continuity 
between the wo b and our “aerial life.”19 As such, it is an indispensable 
source of existential security serving our afective self-regulation. Language 
underwrites this vital  echanis . 
Each one of us is for ed in an archaic history with an indissociable other 

with who  objects  ust be afectively co-experienced. Dolto describes it 
ini itably: “Everything happens as if gestation then infancy were periods of 
afective as  uch as so atic incarnation, as if the fetus constructs hi self 
according to an organo-e otional register induced by his  other.”20 

In all bodily syste s, continuous circulation is essential to health, whereas 
constriction or cessation threaten survival. Likewise, afect needs to circulate 
continuously. As we  ature, we will gradually shift our unconscious afective 
invest ents fro  prior to new objects—substituting objects along associa-
tions that  aintain afective continuity—while pathways naturally lengthen 
between archaic and conte porary invest ents: “The psychical pleasure of 
co  unicating with another psyche … via the sy bolic function, which is 
specifc to hu an beings, per its the substitution of pleasure fro  a short 
circuit of desire … to a longer circuit that  ediatizes pulses.”21 

At stake is the pivotal role of language in our develop ental capacity for 
expanding felds of objects for unconscious afective invest ent, at progres-
sively greater associative distance—i.e. the transfor ation of “a ‘short cir-
cuit’ of desire to … a long circuit of co  unication.”22 Successful transfers 
(substitutions) are crucial because, as Dolto explains, “pleasure can never be 
renounced without an exchange for another [pleasure].”23 But this is not 
always easy or possible given the objects on ofer—especially when environ-
 ental changes risk object losses. Dolto uses the ter  “snailing”24 to explain 
how afect  ay then wind around, circulating in s aller and s aller path-
ways, reinvesting old objects, in a “dyna ic involution”25 that li its the 
outward difusion of afect onto new objects. Reserves of afect  ay beco e 
inaccessible (trapped) as a result. Thus, Dolto qualifes the challenge of 
object relations in childhood in ter s of “the sacrifce that reality 
i poses.”26 
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Conversely, Dolto proved in countless interventions that even the  ost 
deeply regressed individual could be healed by locating (i.e. refnding) lost 
reserves of afect along associative pathways to put it back into circulation, 
enabling the progression of e otional life. However, the task is not easy, and 
regression is seldo  spontaneously reversible;27 so e erging fro  this state 
will require a “call beyond,”28 as she puts it. The process is akin to tapping a 
source of water. She explains: “The hu an being has his roots in his relation 
to the other, his frst other, in unconscious co  unication.”29 This “archaic 
subbase ent”30 of relations of dependence provides a crucial “syste  of 
afective relays.”31 And by (re)circulating unconscious afect, “words, just like 
other objects, can bring a child to reconnect with the epoch when he was not 
weaned … [as] a reparative relation of the epoch of pri ary narcissis .”32At 
issue is that language is a  eans for  aintaining the continuity of unconscious 
afect during  aturation—a lifesaving link with that archaic place-ti e of 
existential security. 
But we pause Dolto to seek corroboration. The respected researcher, 

Alicia Lieber an, attests to the pivotal role of afect in infant develop ent— 
both physiological and psychical: “Relationships beco e e bodied in the 
child’s biology because parental responsiveness shapes the develop ent of 
the neurological syste s involved in the child’s responses to stress and social 
behavior.”33 The adaptive value is clear: “Babies … re e ber over-
whel ingly frightening events because it is in the evolutionary interest of 
their survival.”34 

In turn, other researchers help to elucidate the critical diference between 
afect and e otion: “Full-blown conscious e otions are re-representations 
or constructions of afectively signifcant situations … E otion is an 
elaborated, conscious state that is  e orable and hence useful for self-
instruction … drawing a sharp distinction between afect and e otion.”35

Afect precedes e otion and difers by not i plicating conscious cognition: 
“E otions … [are] interpreted afect or afect with a cognitive-perceptual 
fra e … Feeling is undiferentiated positive or negative afect … Specifc 
e otions are transfor ations of feeling by appraisal … E otions … are 
cognitively elaborated states of afective feeling.”36 

As a result, “investigators of e otion have beco e increasingly interested 
in the role of subcortical processes in e otion,”37 because “behavior is con-
trolled in a botto -up way by unconscious afect”38—and it is i pacted by 
“unconscious pri ing.”39 They elaborate: 

To the extent that the a ygdala is involved in fear and other e otions, 
this low route appeared capable of generating e otional responses 
before the organis  could know what it was responding to or have any 
experience of fear. This fnding was taken to i ply that cognitive 
appraisal is not required for e otion. It w uld be difcult t   verstate the 
impact  f this disc very  n thinking ab ut em ti n. 40 
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Walking along a low neurological route, so to speak, the fetus has uncon-
scious afective responses prior to conscious experience. There is a gradual 
elaboration of afect fro  its source(s) in pri itive brain functions designed 
to detect patterns geared to enhancing viability: “The a ygdala is sensitive 
to novelty and violations of expectation.”41 Si ply put, the fetus can deploy 
“low-level, nonconscious auto atic processes”42 in the service of his survival. 
Another respected voice on infancy, Lise Eliot, surveys new fndings on 

brain develop ent in the fetus: “After three full  onths in the wo b … [the 
fetus] has fairly well developed  id-and hindbrain structures.”43 And fro  
the second tri ester, subcortical processes are active because “neurogenesis 
begins as soon as the neural tube for s (at three weeks of develop ent) … 
and is largely co pleted by eighteen weeks.”44 Moreover, this prenatal reli-
ance on early structures endures even beyond parturition, so that “in new-
borns, brain activity is largely confned to subcortical structures such as the 
brain ste , part of the cerebellu , and the thala us.”45 

Eliot considers the infant to be an e otional being: “E otions do inate 
our early lives  ore than they ever will again.”46 As she says, “our e otional 
and social lives are governed by the large set of neural structures known as 
the limbic system”47—and “the hub of the li bic syste  … the a ygdala … 
[is] derived fro  an evolutionarily older part of the brain, has a  ore pri-
 itive structure, and accordingly develops earlier than the  any-layered 
cerebral cortex.”48 Other researchers also trace the roots of e otion to the 
pre-cortical brain: “The li bic area that has been consistently i plicated in 
e otional processes in a variety of situations is the a ygdala.”49 As a result, 
“babies really can sense the  ood of those who are caring for the  even if it 
is at a subconscious level.”50 Therefore, “early life can be very stressful.”51 

In su , unconscious afect is generated by pre-cortical brain structures 
and processes that for  in uter , and it is operational fro  the second tri-
 ester (at least). Unconscious pri ing attests to lower-level neurological 
capacities being sufcient for non-conscious, non-cognitive, e otional 
responses. Unconscious afect i pacts self-regulation and has clear adaptive 
value. 

Precocious Audition

The second concept of particular interest is prec ci us auditi n. Dolto insists 
that “the infant hears in uter  … through a niotic fuid … [so] the fetus 
already has an extraordinary social life, right fro  the fourth  onth of 
life.”52 Her ti e fra e is una biguous: “Seven  onths, that is nonetheless 9 
and 7: sixteen  onths of life.”53 To be clear, Dolto is concerned with the 
sequelae of the gestational onset of audition on the infant’s  ental and 
e otional develop ent. 
The fetus is alternately asleep and awake, with longer wake ti es and  ore 

established rhyth s (so ewhat independent of the  other’s) closer to due 
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dates. But postnatally, irregular sleep-wake rhyth s continue for  onths, as 
carers know well. In short, parturition itself does not suddenly confer the 
capacity for reliable consciousness. As Dolto explains it, “the child is in a 
state that is between the unconscious and the conscious, all the ti e, and 
there are things that he registers.”54 He re ains passive vis-à-vis the world as 
weeks go by, while his  ental-e otional life is “seeded”—nourished and 
enriched—through the “unconscious activity that is the drea .”55 In turn, 
what he hears beco es his “sonar heritage”56—one that the infant will carry 
forward into his afective relationships with proxi al others. It is a pri ary 
adaptation that starts in uter  in the service of viability—survival—and it is 
an idiosyncratic experience: “Sounds … interweave with the perception of his 
body in tension due to needs, or in phantas s of desire, [and] beco e sig-
nifers that are i possible to decode. These sonar signifers … [are] valid for 
hi  alone.”57 

As a result, Dolto says, “for a child, everything is  eaningful language, all 
that happens around hi ”58—all is language.59 Not just words, or even their 
constituents, but potentially any sound can have afective value for the 
( )other on which the infant’s life depends. Dolto further believes that fetal 
listening to the sonar signifers  aking up our sonar heritage is a critically 
infuential factor in the develop ent of our afective life: “Language … is the 
 ost ger inating, the  ost inse inating.”60 And since this passive listening 
is experienced, by defnition, prior to the onset of reliable consciousness, she 
assu es and considers the unconscious conco itants  atter of factly: 
“Knowledge of the unconscious is si ply reality approached fro  a new 
point of view, with a little anteriority.”61 

The  ost valuable signifer experienced through precocious audition is the 
 other’s heart. Dolto stresses that it is loud for the fetus, perceived as “a 
two-ti e (double) rhyth , the basic sign of vegetative life.”62 This rhyth  is 
languaged, a signifer, because it unconsciously conveys an assurance of sur-
vival. In other words, it installs unconscious afective continuity as existential 
security: 

The cradle is a two-ti e rhyth  corresponding to the tic-tac the child 
heard in uter  of the heart of his  other, of his own heart that he 
hears … if he is hearing. And if he is not hearing … nonetheless, he had 
the perception of his u bilical cord that beat under his hand when he 
touched it.63 

For Dolto, “audition of the  aternal heart is already languaged for the 
hu an fetus [as] a signifying ele ent for the sy bolic function [and] proof 
of an interhu an relation.”64 Other sounds fro  the  other’s body (or her 
environ ent) can also serve as “auditory supports that are rhyth ed … that 
are non-verbalized … [and] non-verbalizable.”65 All these serve as “phantas-
 atic archaic languaged land arks, articulated with digestive perceptions, 
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associated with the souvenir of the tutelary presence of his  other … [as] 
signifying resonances.”66 

Audition, which begins so precociously in gestation, is relatively unaltered 
by parturition. It is a vastly diferent story for vision, touch, taste or s ell— 
these are experienced very diferently in the pre- versus post-natal environ-
 ent. So audition will nor atively have the do inant role in delivering 
unconscious afective security postpartu  as “auditory replace ent objects 
for the  aternal presence.”67 The i plications for the MT are staggering. 
And Dolto is co pelling: “Interpsychical co  unication is happening … in 
fetal life,”68 while the “voices they hear right fro  the age of four  onths 
[gestation] … draw the  to be born to be in relations with the .”69 

So what happens if a fetus cannot hear (well)? Palping the rhyth s of the 
u bilical cord, hands are instru ents for afective self-securitization for all 
infants, starting in uter . This uncontested fact is sufcient to account for how 
even profoundly deaf infants elaborate a rich psychical life. Dolto had an 
acknowledged interest in the Deaf, and she stressed the i perative of teaching 
sign language to infants: “The hands, which are i portant for all hu ans, are 
particularly to be educated in deaf children,”70 for “the child who does not have 
phone es expresses hi self … by his  anual address.”71 Right fro  their 
receptivity to rhyth  in uter , an infant’s hands  anipulate objects that his sig-
nifcant others invest, delivering a return of afect: “The hands are supports of 
the presentifcation of the other in space and ti e, the other  o entarily absent 
of which these objects have a co-existential sense of security.”72 

As Dolto narrates, the hands secure self-provision: “Auto aterning begins 
very early for a child … by putting in his  outh that which he needs, either 
because he is hungry, or to get acquainted with this object.”73 Thus, 
“ o entary absences of the  other … are overco e by ga es of hands, 
[these] grabbing  ouths.”74 In su , hands have a crucial role in afective self-
securitization: “All partial objects are for hi  [the infant] representations of 
co-opted breast- ouths when he can take the  in his hands … [to] play at 
total interpsychic co  unication with the  other, by the  ediation of these 
partial objects.”75 Dolto even refers to the functioning of “ anual zones … 
[as] ‘ outh of hands,’”76 because securing needed objects for oneself is 
funda entally a for  of self-feeding. 
We learn that what  akes us  ost hu an—language—is, ironically, 

underwritten by what  akes us  ost like every other living thing—the drive 
to survive. And we survive because of language: “[The baby is] in the e o-
tional i pact of his parents, at the discretion of sonar syllables,  odulations 
and afects he perceives intuitively … It is as if all afects acco panied by 
phone es incarnated a pri ary narcissistic  ode of being.”77 That said, 
Dolto ad its that the notion of languaged learning in the fetus “is so 
shocking that parents and adults prefer to ignore it.”78 

But we pause Dolto to seek corroboration for precocious audition in uter . 
The renowned specialist in early auditory co petence, Rita Eisenberg, writes 
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that “cochlear function is de onstrable as early as the ffth fetal  onth, by 
which ti e both  iddle and inner ear structures have reached full adult 
size.”79 She states clearly that “the precocious develop ent of the hu an 
auditory syste  is docu ented by anato ic and physiologic studies.”80 The 
verdict is unequivocal: “The fetus has been shown [to be] responsive to pure 
tones and other sounds.”81 

Eisenberg shares that the conveyance of afect is the  ost salient aspect of 
sound to which the fetus responds: “Al ost any index of newborn auditory 
behavior shows range-dependent frequency efects … [and] these range-
dependent frequency diferences found in infants have correlates that, later in 
life, relate to what co  only is ter ed afect.”82 Infant audition is especially 
sensitive as “the auditory syste  is enor ously co plex … [and]  arvel-
lously well-organized for analyzing patterns that vary in the ti e do ain.”83

In turn, this critical prenatal ability to detect patterns through listening in 
uter  i pacts language acquisition: “Pattern-bound behavior  ay bear 
directly upon the develop ent of co  unicative functions.”84 

Eliot agrees: “Hu an babies, in particular, hear  uch better at birth than 
 ost young  a  als.”85 The reason for this is that “the auditory cortex 
 atures earlier than any other part of the cerebral cortex, with the exception 
of areas involved in touch perception”86—while her  ention of touch high-
lights the use of hands in feeling rhyth s. Eliot shares studies showing that 
“ ost fetuses begin hearing by early in the sixth  onth of gestation.”87 

Therefore, “fetuses are capable of hearing in the wo b, at least throughout 
the last tri ester of gestation.”88 And the wo b is acoustically favourable: 
“Sounds are trans itted re arkably well fro  the outside world,”89 while 
“the  other’s own voice … is actually louder to the fetus’s ears than to 
outside listeners.”90 

Eliot also believes that “a baby’s early experience with language pro-
foundly and per anently infuences the range of speech sounds he will later 
be able to perceive and speak.”91 The i plication is that “all the listening 
children do, fro  the third tri ester on, i portantly shapes the way their 
brains beco e wired to process and understand diferent sounds.”92 It is, 
essentially, an early adaptation to the environ ent through the MT: 

If any type of prenatal sti ulation is going to  ake a diference to a 
baby’s  ental develop ent, it is auditory input. Because hearing begins 
so early, and because sounds penetrate the wo b so well, they are prob-
ably the best tool for sti ulating a fetus’s rapidly developing nervous 
syste .93 

In efect, language and the nervous syste   ature in tande . Eliot also 
e phasizes how “prenatal hearing actually begins shaping the develop ent 
of language areas of the brain.”94 At issue is that “every fetus is naturally 
i  ersed in a rich auditory environ ent,  uch of which will re ain 
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fa iliar after birth.”95 Notably, the continuity of audition between the pre-
and post-natal environ ent is signifcant. Eliot attributes this ability to the 
enhance ent of individual viability: “A young child’s environ ent directly 
and per anently infuences the structure and eventual function of his or her 
brain … tipping the balance for long-ter  survival in their favor.”96 

In turn, fetal audition  akes prosody the indicator of the MT: 

[The neonate] can’t yet distinguish individual words but is quite sensitive 
to the overall  elody or intonation of spoken language. It is these dif-
ferences in “prosody” that newborns pri arily use to distinguish difer-
ent voices. Very young babies can even use prosody to distinguish 
diferent spoken languages.97 

Eliot concludes that “hearing is arguably a baby’s  ost i portant sense … 
[and] hearing is also vital to e otional develop ent.”98 And she invokes the 
infant’s sonar heritage: “By birth, babies already have about twelve weeks’ 
worth of actual listening experience, and they have even beco e so ewhat 
discri inating in what they like to hear.”99 She further insists that “new-
borns apparently have a keen  e ory for their prenatal auditory experi-
ences.”100 For exa ple, one study showed that newborns “re e bered and 
preferred a story they’d heard only in the wo b.”101 Another de onstrated 
that neonates “recognize  any sti uli that they were exposed to extensively 
before birth.”102 She adds that fetal learning, which enhances hu an viabi-
lity postpartu ,  eans that “our appreciation of diferent speech sounds is 
essentially instinctive.”103 

Other researchers concur that “acoustic features are reliably associated 
with afect-related arousal.”104 The  echanis  is infuential in uter  because 
the neural organization of the fetus is sufcient: “Vocal signals ‘work’ 
because they have an i pact on listeners at co paratively low levels of 
neural organization by eliciting e otional responses.”105 As such, the fetus is 
naturally subject to the “efects that sounds have on listener afect.”106 Indi-
vidual infants will be afected diferently by the sa e sounds, because 
“speech acoustics are i bued with ‘indexical’ or ‘personal’ cues,”107 and 
“afective responses to highly si ilar sounds  ay be quite variable.”108 Even 
identical twins do not have identical wake-sleep profles, positions, proprio-
ception, perception or audition. As a result, they will not be receptive to 
particular words in precisely the sa e way. 
To recap, audition develops early in gestation. Fro  the third tri ester, 

the fetus is responsive to sounds and patterns, de onstrating e otional 
responses to listening. Precocious audition in uter  i pacts neurological 
develop ent, enhancing the neonate’s receptivity to his MT. There are 
instinctive and adaptive aspects of early language acquisition. 



10 Franço se Dolto on Languaged Learn ng in Uter 

Invested Phonemes

The third concept we need to exa ine is ph nemes. I believe it is here that 
Dolto’s propositions are truly unprecedented. For Dolto, the phone e is the 
operational unit during the precocious hu an education that begins in uter . 
She infers the value of phone es fro  co  on facts about early develop-
 ent. Uncontestably, the fetus (nor atively) experiences auditory input for 
 onths, and language ofers continuous input fro  pre- to post-natal life. 
Additionally, all languages are co prised of repetitive sound “objects,” and 
neonates can detect so ething of the e otional charge of voices. 
That said, Dolto considers the phone e fro  the naïve (non-linguistic) 

point of view. For Dolto, the phone e is an audible, pronounceable chunk of 
sound that can for  a word on its own or when co bined with other pho-
ne es. It is what the non-specialist hears as a syllable. In a nutshell, Dolto 
believes that “phone es are the ele ents of articulated language.”109 And 
the key to her analysis is that phone es recur in various per utations and 
co binations—repeated, reco bined and/or transposed within (and 
between) words. In short, phone es are sound units that are subject to pat-
terning. Languages obviously difer in their potential phone es. But what 
 atters is n t understanding what is heard. Rather, it is about detecting 
occurrences in a sound strea . 
Linguistically, phone es are described as the s allest units of sound in a 

language. Over 800 phone es have been identifed in the world’s languages, 
although each uses only a li ited subset. But what concerns Dolto, instead, 
is the sound unit of greatest value to the youngest hu an learner as a non-
technician. For exa ple, in English, the sound /s/ on its own is insufciently 
signifcant as a patternable unit: it is non-discrete by virtue of appearing 
overly frequently and non-re arkably (ono atopoeia aside). On the other 
hand, for exa ple, in  y Canadian dialect, the phone e /si/ (e.g. see, sea, 
cedar, Nancy, recede, etc.) would be signifcant and highly patternable. What 
 atters to the typical listener is not the acoustic properties of a sound (as it 
does for linguists), but rather the distinctiveness of a group of sounds that 
routinely coincide in the auditory strea . So accents and even idiolects will 
i pact the possibilities. Case in point: aunt rhy es with slant, and r ute 
rhy es with sh  t for  e—but not for all English speakers. 
It is not a long stretch to predict that ho ophones will sound like identical 

echoes. Dolto is astute in re arking that ho ophones are indistinguishable 
for the fetus and neonate, who both lack co-ordinates in reality—i.e. the 
capacity to confr  what is what. How is d ugh not d e? Or bare not bear? 
Ho ophones collapse onto the sa e phone e during precocious audition, 
even in  ultisyllabic words (e.g. dinner = sudden, dinner =  in r, etc.), and 
in proper na es (e.g. J anne = j king, Joanne = answer, etc.). Long before 
puns, this is the frst for  of ho ophonic play. And play it is, because the 
infant who detects fa iliar phone es enjoys greater afective difusion. 
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Multilingualis  also i pacts the prevalence of phone es in the auditory 
strea . For exa ple, mitaine ( itten) in French is phonetically / i/ /tɛn/, but 
in English, these phone es say “ e ten.” Until the infant has a greater sense 
of reality, the language ga es are wild, because odd suggestions are e bed-
ded too: is “ itten” a disclosure to the bilingual child that the speaker is 10 
(years old)? As absurd as this  ight see , nothing prevents such  is-
interpretations in infancy. Languages replete with (near-)ho ophones of the 
 other’s tongue will  ore easily facilitate the return of invested phone es, 
 aking learning less anxiogenic because unconscious afect will circulate 
freely; whereas a language associated with trau a (even the MT) can beco e 
powerfully anxiogenic, yielding a feeling of being “trapped through lan-
guage.”110 On the other hand, what  akes languages  ost difcult to learn, 
as it turns out, is the anxiety generated when afective circulation is 
i peded—i.e. the “risks [of] breaking links of fliation.”111 

Dolto notes how “each child develops his autono y as a function of 
words—fro  phone es, their sonority, the ti bre of a voice … [as] inter-
iorized audition puts the child in security or insecurity.”112 She stresses the 
“potency of the  ost archaic phone es”113—our oldest afective invest-
 ents—describing these ini itably: “Verbal pre-language transitional pho-
ne es have so ething paranor al … [as] language of the relation child-
 other or child-father … unconsciously conjugated with a sensoriness that 
see s to answer fro  being in a passive state.”114 

As a result, without anyone noticing, children are constantly living out 
“archaic object relations.”115 Archaic invest ents endure, transferring to new 
objects—always in continuity. This is the essence of our layeredness—our 
living consciously atop a per anent unconscious record: 

At the sa e ti e as we live our relation to the other, logic, referring us 
to the  eaning of words, we also live on an ther register a relation to 
which we do not pay attention, fro  (in) the do ain of the uncon-
scious … Clear language carries, when it is spontaneous, at the sa e 
ti e as what is  anifest of its speech, a latent speech, the language of the 
unconscious.116 

Even after parturition, “the frst na e will be the phone e(s) acco panying 
the sensoriu  of the child … fro  birth to death.”117 And when babbling 
begins, the phone e will re ain operational in unconscious continuity: “The 
newborn babbles and, for his own ear, e its sounds that, in echoing the 
 aternal voice, restituting for hi  the illusion … of her presence.”118 That is 
why Dolto insists that “the roots of a hu an being are in language”119—i.e. 
our “afective roots.”120 

As the port anteaus of phone es, “vocabulary words are a very good 
exa ple of a transitional object that the child acquires to never be separated 
fro  it.”121 At stake is the experience of unconscious security which they 


