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2. You are giving a talk and your notes are disarranged.
You begin self talk: Oh, my, they were here just a minute ago...
Now, why can't you find them... Just a minute... Be calm— som e
thing to let the audience know that som e part o f  you is 
“ shocked by the hitch and in some way no t responsible 
for it” (92).
3. In  the absence o f  praise or criticism from  another, you 
verbalize it yourself, aloud, as though it were com ing from  
som eone o ther than yourself: Now, George, that was a very 
good job, man. Very good, indeed!
4. W hen you are fearful that another may think you are 
malingering or fooling about, you begin to annotate your 
behavior: I  am picking up these things, taking them upstairs, then...
5. You are free to sing to yourself in the shower; or
6. Talk to yourself aloud in the car when alone.

In  sho rt in the privacy o f  our studies, our bathroom s, and our 
cars, o r on  our walks in nature, do n o t our very utterances betray that 
although there is bu t one actor literally presen t, there are often  at 
least two roles? Why, argues G offm an, if  we are all aware o f  this 
fact, do our theories continue to attribute such behavior only to  adults 
o f  “puerile d isposition” or “ hysterical” nature (Piaget, 1955, 40)— to 
egocentric people or social isolates? G offm an attributes the familiar 
developm ental in terp reta tion  o f  self-talk to the societal taboo against 
such talk. I f  we could set aside this taboo, G offm an argues, we would 
find th a t the m ore illum inating approach to such discourse is n o t the 
ordinary developm ental one b u t rather an in teractional one. W hy the 
taboo? To speak to an imaginai o ther or to oneself in the presence o f  
actual o thers is a situational im propriety because it is experienced by 
those actual o thers as a th reat to  intersubjectivity. In o ther w ords 
“ reality” is th a t which we share; it does n o t include private conversa
tions betw een self and im aginai others. We need only th ink o f  Jim m y 
Stew art’s difficulty being loyal to  H arvey in the presence o f  others!

I f  children exhibit self-talk m ore regularly than adults, it is no t 
simply because they fail to  make crucial d istinctions (such as between 
speech for oneself and speech for others), or because they are prone 
to autism  and egocentricity. I t is ra ther because they have learned 
their lessons from  adults well. As G offm an (1981) explains,
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George Herbert Mead notwithstanding, the child does not 
merely learn to refer to itself through a name for itself 
that others had first chosen; it learns just as early to em
bed the statem ents and mannerisms o f a zoo-full of 
beings in its own verbal behavior...
[By using] a lisping sort o f  baby talk, the parent makes it 
apparent that it is the child that is being talked for, not to.
In addition, there are sure to be play-beings easy to hand— 
dolls, teddy bears, and now toy robots— and these the 
parent will speak for, too. So even as the child learns to 
speak, it learns to speak for, learns to speak in the name 
o f figures that will never be, or at least aren’t yet, the self.
(150-151)

We teach children to  engage in such fanciful and self-dissociated 
discourse w ith their dolls, fire engines, toes and fingers. We reward 
these behaviors w ith our am usem ent and obvious enjoym ent. Per
haps we enjoy vicariously a freedom  o f  expression denied to  adults 
by social convention.

T hese  kinds o f  self-talk, far from  being evidence o f  primitivity, 
can be seen as the  achievem ent o f  ra ther sophisticated abilities. For 
G offm an, early self-talk anticipates the essentially “ theatrical” nature 
o f  adu lt speech, where one takes on accents, adopts the in tonations 
o f  others, im beds quotations bo th  in discourse and in writing, and 
where, as we have seen, one is privileged to  speak for dogs, babies, 
and objects. As adults we can “refer to earlier selves,” and “convey 
words th a t are n o t our own,” using adages to  co rrobo rate  our own 
words w ith an anonym ous authority  o ther than ourselves (G offm an, 
1981, 150). For G offm an, unlike Vygotsky and Mead, the internaliza
tion o f  self-talk is n o t necessarily a developm ental advance. I t may 
be seen, rather, as a reflection o f  the child’s grow ing awareness o f  
societal taboos. T hus self-talk does no t disappear entirely with the 
arrival o f  abstract th ou gh t or the dem ands o f  socially shared dis
course, b u t only limits the occasions o f  its appearance as rules o f  
in teraction  shift w ith age. I t does no t pass away, bu t confines itse lf to 
those contexts w here it is no t censured. T hus, G offm an proposes,

Instead, then, o f thinking o f  self-talk as som ething blurted 
ou t under pressure, it might bette r be thought o f  as a 
m ode o f  response constantly readied for those circum 
stances in which it is excusable. (1981, 96)



IM AGINAL DIALOGUES A S PRIMITIl 'E 45
We would argue that the taboo against imaginai dialogues in private 

speech results n o t only from  people dem anding our display o f  in 
te rp erso n a l a tte n tio n , b u t from  co n v en tio n s  reg ard in g  th e  n a tu re  
o f  reality, rationality and the idea o f  development. These conventions 
have encouraged either a global dismissal o f  imaginai dialogues (es
pecially adult ones), or their subsum ption in to  o ther discussions (of 
p rivate  speech , play, d ev e lo p m en t o f  ab s tra c t th o u g h t o r social 
discourse).

Im aginai dialogues represen t no t only a breach o f  ou r agreem ent 
to  p retend to be listening to actual others, bu t also frequently a breach 
with a secular view o f  reality which holds that o n e ’s conversations 
are no t to be peopled by gods, angels, muses, gnom es or o ther strange 
characters. They also constitu te  a breach w ith a unitary concep t o f  
the self that relies on a stable identity and does no t look closely at 
shifts o f  m ood, tone, or attitude that m ight suggest a m ultiplicity o f  
the self. W hen we are granted partners in thought, they have been 
secularized no t only in function bu t in identity— the imaginai voices 
have been returned  to  know n others or aspects o f  self.

We are reaching for a perspective from  which the developm ent 
o f  imaginai dialogues is no longer entangled w ith chronology and 
ontogenesis (K aplan, 1959), w here the structures o f  im aginai dia
logues are understood  w ith respect to  their own functions ra ther than  
set against the  goals o f  e ith e r ab s trac t th o u g h t o r actual social 
discourse, and w here “developm ent” is no t equated w ith a transition  
from  the presence o f  such dialogues to their absence. To propose 
o ther ways o f  conceiving o f  the developm ent o f  im aginai dialogues, 
we m ust first free ourselves from  our usual no tions o f  reason, reality 
and d ev e lo p m en t— for as we have seen, th ese  n o tio n s  have been  
fundam ental in shaping theory and research around imaginai dialogues. 
To this end, let us proceed w ith Part II o f  our study.


