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The “Affiliation System”

1. For “humans and other ground-living primates, … only 
gaining access to a protective older conspecific
[singular] can serve as a solution to situations involving 
danger and fright” (Main, 1999, p.852)

2. The “social brain hypothesis”: Dunbar, Perry et al.
3. Mirror-neurons

4. Judith Rich Harris: peer socialization hypothesis
5. The prevalence of groups: families, teams, work-

groups, communities

6. Supra-dyadic by necessity i.e. more than a sum of 
attachments



The Idealization of the Dyad





Acquisition of the Capacity for Thirdness

Giving, Jealousy, Inclusiveness, Three-way linking

“If the link between the parents perceived in love and 
hate can be tolerated in the child’s mind … this 

provides us with a capacity for seeing ourselves in 
interaction with others and for entertaining another 

point of view whilst retaining our own, for reflecting 
on ourselves whilst being ourselves” 
(Britton, 2004, p.47; Britton, 1989). 



Diagram of Thirdness
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The achievement of thirdness creates “triangular 
space”, a space in which we can appreciate events 
from more than one perspective. This is equivalent 
to the “potential space” for play and reflection that 
Winnicott (1967) argued furnishes the location for 

cultural experience.

Vygotsky’s theory:
“Relationalization” rather than “Mentalization”



The ‘Babies in Groups’ (BiG) 
paradigm

1. Infants only: the need for symmetry of power and 
understanding for ‘pure’ inter-subjectivity 
(Habermas)

2. Two-phase case analysis: the ‘thirdness’ of infant 
behaviour

3. Example of gaze: looking/novelty vs
looking/familiarity vs looking/noticing vs
looking/attachment vs looking/sharing affect. 

4. What’s missing? An independent approach to the 
infant’s experience/context – need for ‘thick 
description’







Implications for Mental Health

1. UNROC and child care: infants’ experiences in child care –
MOSAIC methodology baby-cam etc

2. Design of child care arrangements for group interaction
3. Friendship formation & situational variation
4. Links to attachment classification
5. Links to competence with peers.
6. A set situation for assessment of affiliative behaviour: 

a. Responses of babies whose mothers have post-natal depression in infant-
peer trios. Results suggest that trios incl. PND babies have different 
dynamics from non-PND trios. Non-PND babies glance more at babies 
and look around the room lesswhen PND babies in groups.

b. Trios versusquartets.
c. Probability analysis




