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Man to Man
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Quick: think of three love songs, from
any era or musical style.  The only  rule is
that the lyrics have to refer directly to a lover.
Now, replay the songs in your mind.  I’ll bet
you that in at least one of them the singer
refers to the loved one as ‘baby.’

“Baby, baby, I’m taken with the notion,
to love you with the sweetest of
devotion.”

A decade ago, singer Amy Grant
had a hit that still gets heavy rotation
at wedding receptions and
commitment ceremonies.  Few
people bothered to read the liner
notes, which explain that Grant had
actually penned those words to
celebrate the birth of her newborn
daughter.

Why did so many listeners
assume that Grant was singing to a
lover?  Doesn’t our dual use of the
affectionate designation “baby” risk
triggering disturbing hints at
pedophilia?  No, despite the
overlapping word, people don’t
typically confuse the emotional love they feel
around infants with the physical pull they feel
around a lover.  But when we feel a romantic
bond around another person, it conjures up
a similar childlike wonder in us.

Grant’s song describes how her
seemingly helpless infant has caused new
emotions to brew to the surface.  An infant’s
blind trust in her parents is similar to an
adult’s renewed optimism when falling in
love.  I was made aware of the hypnotic

power that infants hold over us when I
surveyed the scene of bored fellow travelers
seated on blue, vinyl chairs at the airport.  I
sensed someone watching me, and turned to
see an infant in her mother’s arms.  The
mother was oblivious to me as her child
stared with moist, unblinking eyes.

Really unblinking.  Wow—how does
the kid do that?  I tried to hold my eyes  open
as long as the infant, but they started to burn
and tear up, so I had to blink.  I’d never
noticed how infrequently babies blink, and
how this strange stare wins hearts over.  It
seems to say that these eyes have selected
you as the most important object in their
universe.  The effect is magnified because
babies are born with their eyes full-sized,
making them loom disproportionately large

Who Loves You Baby?
out of an infant’s grapefruit sized head.  The
adoring eyes act like a magnet, pulling loving
feelings out the parents or a bored stranger
at an airport.

My tired eyes made me yawn, and the
baby yawned in mirror image.  I chuckled
with surprise, and this faithful mimic laughed
with a wide, soundless grin.  When a baby
funnels all of its joy and wonder into a focus
on you, it’s easy to adopt the baby’s same
concentrated focus, and return the same
wondrous affection.  No wonder we all turn
into blathering fools of delight at the sight of
a baby.

Babies and their mothers are
emotionally synchronized.  The emotional
link is so tangible that, as Darwin showed,
even a blind infant smiles back when his
mother smiles while talking to him.  Any
interference to the natural link between
mother and child can literally prove life
threatening.  Infants of depressed mothers are
four times as likely to die of sudden infant
death syndrome.

This connectedness is strongest between
mother and infant, but neurologists can
actually measure the effect that any humans’
emotional mood has on those closest to him.
Through a process known as “limbic
resonance,” human feelings are actually
contagious, which is why we prefer viewing
movies in a theater with other people present,
even if our home theater system can match a
cinema’s sound and spectacle.  As social
creatures, we seek out emotional bonds,
whether in the form of shared fright at a

horror movie, or shared affection with a
lover.

“Baby, baby, no muscle man could sever,
my love for you is true and it will never stop
for a minute.”

One of the ways that adults express their
growing attraction to one another is by
deliberately shedding peripheral vision and
temporal awareness.  We stare into one
another’s eyes as deeply as an infant would.
We touch one another spontaneously,
oblivious to the reactions of those around us.
We may miss appointments, our time
consumed instead by shared time with a lover.

When we refer to a loved one as ‘baby,’
we are announcing our willing return to an
innocent state.  We choose to invest trust in
another human, putting our usual hesitation
and doubt aside.  When we find that trust is
misplaced, we bruise as easily as a child.  Yet
when we find our trust rewarded with equally
unguarded affection, we are like infants being
tossed in the air by a playful parent.  We feel
like we are flying, looking down on the world
with wonder, and the innocence of a baby.


