


Sociogenesis, Coordination and Mutualism 203

such coordination in an analysis of acts of translation between adult texts
(languages with large vocabularies) and child texts (languages with small
vocabularies). The point is that an adequate translation between such systems
is not possible. Children faced with “‘adult texts” do not necessarily respond by
expanding their own systems of meanings, but both reduce adult texts to fit to
their own meanings and referents, and include the features of adult texts, extra-
systemic from their view-point, as “textual inclusions with unclear semantics”
(Lotman, 1976). Lotman argues that such “inserts’ perform the role of unique
“spores” — folded programs; and it is precisely thanks to them that the
accelerated development that characterizes the psychology of childhood occurs
(Lotman, 1976). For example, in listening to the story of Little Red Riding
Hood a child does not introduce additional personages (e.g. a wolf) into his
world but instead identifies them with the existing ones (with her father) and
includes the sign “wolf” as extra-systemic. Parents, and therapists, do not
necessarily interpret these reductions as being such, but in other terms (as an
example of hostility to father). Thus there is a sort of coordination. The
coordination problem is surely pervasive; in cognitive science it is put as the
problem of “semantic coordination” of individuals in (social) interaction
(Clark and Carlson, 1982 — see below}.

Valsiner (1989) develops the concept of “‘zone of proximal development” in
his analysis of the function that environmental constraint structures play in
cognitive development. According to him, adults structure children’s en-
vironments through constraints which determine what is possible to do in
different situations:

The constraint structures empower the developing organism towards a transformation
into a future state. Children’s development is socially guided through constraints
structures that empower children to explore novel ways of acting and thinking.
[Children] integrate sets of constraints into a working model of acting in the given
setting. (Valsiner, 1989, p. g}

Children co-construct the constraint structures — accept them or attempt to
modify them. The mechanism Valsiner describes must take place in dialogues
and so involves the participants’ coordination. Surprisingly, however, Valsiner
does not ask how this coordination is achieved; rather, he focuses on how
multiple care givers coordinate their “constraint structures”. This is interesting
and important, but the environment is analyzed separately from a child’s
relationships to it and so, again, the problem of how the child and adults achieve
coordination in actual joint activities, in which the constraint structures are
emergent is side-stepped. We can say that a child adjusts its behaviour to the
constraint structures of a situation and that she is empowered by them, but these
structures do not exist just as the child’s cognitions, they are also in her
environment, distributed in discourse with care givers and they partly define
her as an individual.
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We can also understand how a child may be helped to act in a relatively
sophisticated manner by supportive adults. It is however quite unclear how the
help and the sophisticated behaviour result in the subsequent increase in the
individual cognitive competence. In other words, an account of internalization
is missing in these accounts, which treats environmental structures as
independent of the child.

Thus in summary, sociogenic approaches to development (cf. Hickman,
1987, Wertsch, 1985) focus on social explanations of individuality and
cognition. They recognize the inter-dependence of individual consciousness
with its social context but mainly diachronically. This does not solve the
problem of such dependence at any point in time. It appears to me that,
ironically, this is why the approach has problems in providing a clear account of
internalization, a process that is so crucial to it. I will argue that the process will
remain mysterious unless one re-thinks the individual/context dichotomy.

In the next two sections I discuss some aspects of joint social actions and some
attempts in cognitive science to account for their coordination.

COORDINATION IN JOINT ACTIONS

Manufacturing cars, playing chess, preparing a meal with a partner or just
talking with somebody are some examples of joint social activities. One of their
essential features is that the behaviours of one participant determine whether
another one can engage in an action and its outcome. On the production line a
particular operation is only possible if another has taken place; the effect of
adding a spice to a dish will depend on what one’s partner has put in already.

Some joint actions are essentially collective— they necessarily involve multiple
individuals. For example, elections presume political parties, candidates,
people who nominate them for an office, electors and election officers. Actions of
all of these participants are inter-dependent and are finely coordinated.
Appointing somebody to a post is also a collective action. One cannot do it
unilaterally -— one can offer the post to a candidate and she may or may not
accept (cf. Hancher, 1979). We shall see below that arguments have been made
that in fact all communicative actions are collective. We should not have to
argue this, but there is a “problem” with our language: it usually represents
joint social activities from the viewpoint of some participants. For instance, the
Prime Minister is said to appoint the Chancellor of Exchequer; sexual activities
are represented from the male stand-point (Cameron, 1985).

Some joint actions could in principle be individual but they can also be
conducted cooperatively by several agents — they become distributed actions. An
action can be analysed into a set of components functionally related to each
other. These component activities can be conducted all by one agent or they can



Soctogenesis, Coordination and Mutualism 205

be distributed over several agents. Riding a bicycle involves pedalling, steering,
staying balanced etc. All of these can be done by a single rider, but on a tandem
one person steers, both pedal and both need to stay balanced. Von Neumann
and Morgenstern (1944) pointed out that the individual components of joint
actions are logically inter-dependent and must be temporally coordinated.
Individual contributions to distributed actions are coordinated in pursuit of
aims which could be achieved by a single agent with difficulty or not at all.
Distributing activities over multiple agents enables human enterprises to
increase in complexity. A simple two engine airplane can be flown by one pilot;
airliners need several individuals operating them in coordination. “The human
species maintains itself through coordinated activities of its members”
(Habermas, 1984, p. 337). The distribution of a joint activity over cooperating
participants is not simply dictated by the logic of the activity. It is also dictated
by factors such as power, control and physical means of coordination available
(cf. Doray, 1988).

Some coordinations are a matter of etiquette, politeness and social norms.
Two pupils simply working side by side may hold each other responsible for how
their behaviours change their shared environment. Families may develop tacit
rules to regulate the use of common resources. We are obliged to help, without
being asked, individuals with handicap to achieve their goals. So even when we
act seemingly as individuals we do not act in isolation from others, but typically
we orientate ourselves towards other individuals (cf. Weber, 1968) and consider
the social effects of our behaviour, as Goffman pointed out some time ago.
Departures from such social orientation are given labels ranging from
“selfishness” to “psychopathy” and “madness’.

Coordination is thus ubiquitous and is characteristic of a wide variety of
activities, communicative and instrumental. It is essential to any multi-agent
activity which involves a division of labour, of responsibility for component
activities and the distribution of participants’ control over each other’s actions.
Coordination can be a voluntary and spontaneous process but it can also be
enforced through hierarchical ‘“‘plans” enscribed in the work-environment
(Ehn, 1988; Doray, 1988 Bannon and Bodker, 1989). How is coordination

explained in cognitive science?

THE COORDINATION PROBLEM IN COGNITIVE SCIENCE

Cognitive science studies knowledge representation and its approach is
characterized by methodological solipsism and functionalism. Methodological
solipsism stipulates that *‘no psychological state, properly so called, pre-supposes
the existence of any individual other than the subject to whom that state is
ascribed.” (Putnam, 1975, p. 220). Functionalism asserts that cognitions are
properly defined in terms of their causal properties and their (functional)
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COORDINATION AND MUTUALISM

The final approach to coordination which I will consider in this paper is
mutualism. This has been developed with interruptions during the past ninety
years in areas ranging from pragmatic philosophy (Dewey and Bentley, 1964;
Mead, 1934/1972) to psychology of vision (Gibson, 1986; Good and Still, 1988;
Costall and Still, 1989).

Mutualism effectively originates in the work of the turn of the century
pragmatists. Dewey (1958, 1975) and Dewey and Bentley (1949) explicitly
reject the individual/environment dualism and argue that “individuals” and
“environments”’ are produced in transactions. The two are aspects of trans-
actions. Dewey thus considers it misguided to talk about interactions between
individuals and environments. He writes

Like “stimulus-response,” the words “organism” and “environment” have to have a
functional interpretation within events which are integral. I tried to guard against
misrepresentation of ‘“interaction” stating that “interaction of organism and
environment” express a condition of partial disintegration of a prior integral event,
rather than something primary. (Dewey, 1942, in Dewey and Bentley, 1964, p. 115)

Dewey and Bentley felt it necessary to be able to refer clearly to the “‘unity of life
process” and attempted to construct a transactionalist terminology, that would
be relational and would reinterpret and substitute for English, which according
to them dualizes and reifies individuals and environments. Their attempt was
unsuccessful and it seems to me that it was to some extent misguided. Did
Dewey and Bentley expect that the community would adopt the
transactionalist terminology? Or was it to be just terminology for them as
researchers? In everyday English, transactions are usually referred to and
represented from the point of view of a particular participant who serves a
specific role in it. Sometimes this obviously misrepresents activities and masks
their transactional, social nature. When I say “Watson and Crick discovered
the double helix”, their part in the activity stands for the whole of it and this
masks the contributions of other scientists to the discovery and its social and
technological context. Referring to a transaction from a particular view-point
has, however, interesting consequences, relevant to understanding the co-
ordination problem. IfI refer to a transaction from a particular view-point (e.g.
I say “I want to buy that hat”), I thereby position myselfin that joint activity
(i.e. in the exchange of goods) as a participant, in a particular function (i.e. the
buyer) and I position the other participant in the complementary “role”. This
would not be so if I referred to the activity as a transaction from “outside’ (*‘I
want to participate in an exchange of goods involving that hat”!). The
consequence of using a transactionalist term would be to distance the speaker
from partaking ir the activity. The result of using perspective specific language (or
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as Dewey and Bentley would say centered terms), is to situate participants in joint
activities. In fact, in English many activities can be referred to both as
transactions and from their participants’ perspectives. We talk about *“exchange
of goods” but also about “selling” and ““buying”. Buying and selling, however,
cannot be perceived as individual acts defined just in terms of mental states of
their agents. They are relational terms. The language of individual contributions to
activities serves to situate individuals in transactions and this is clearly relevant
to the previous analysis of dilemma of individually and generally defined
mutual cognitions.

Dewey’s mutualism was significantly developed in the work of J. J. Gibson
and particularly in his concept of affordance; Heft (198g) comments that
affordances are properties of environments, but functionally defined relative to
organisms which make use of them as resources. The relationship between an
environment and the organism is characterized by mutuality, compatibility,
and fittedness. The aspect of Gibson’s work particularly relevant for analysis of
coordinations is where he argues that we “perceive affordances”. This has an
interesting consequence for the analysis of the constitution of individuals and
environments in activities. Since affordances “point to characteristics of the
organisms” and portray objects for them, perceiving an affordance provides
coordinated information about both the individual and her environment. This
seems to be essential to mutualism. In this sense, neither the cognitive science
not Tuomela’s (1984, 1985) accounts of coordination in joint activities are
mutualist, because in them actions do not position individuals as participants.

The question is whether Gibson’s mutualism can be transposed from visual
perception to social discourse. There are two crucial problems. First, the
discourse affordances would have to coordinate not just an individual and the
environment, but instead the author of a message, the recepient(s) and their
environment. The second problem is whether we can find such affordances in
discourse(s). Heft (1989) attempts to extend the concept of affordance to socio-
cultural domain. According to him, individuals acquire “repertoires of
intentional acts, each act being situated with respect to a particular set of environmental
Seatures, the functional significance of which are socially conveyed™ (Heft, 1989,
my italics). How does this analysis of intentional action apply to
communication and discourse? We have to decide what the counter-parts of
physical “objects invested with a functional meaning” are in discourse. Take
the following mundane situation:

1. Alex sees John drifting towards him down the corridor.
2. Alex turns to John, slows down, smiles and says “hello”.
3a. John averts his gaze, keeps a serious face, speeds up and sails past John.

3b. John orients his head and body at John, slows down, smiles and says
“hello”.
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The situation described in 1 could be said to afford to John the action of greeting
Alex. The situation 1 and 2 taken together could be said to afford to John,
amongst other things, rejecting the greeting (3a) or reciprocating it (3b).

Perceiving and acting on affordances is also supposed to situate participants
as individuals. We can indeed say that 1, 2, 3a and gb situate participants as a
person-who-can-greet-another, person-who-greets-another and who-is-sub-
Jject-of-greeting, person-who-rejects-another and who-is-a-subject-of-rejection,
and person-who-reciprocates-greeting, respectively.

So it is possible to talk about the discourse events in mutualist terms and it
does not seem to be too controversial, but is this enough? The problem is clearly
that it is not enough to say that the situations 1 and 2 afford discourse activities.
Why do they afford them for those particular participants? What Gibson and
Gibsonians of course reject is the idea that the participants need to mentally
represent meanings of each others’ acts in order to know what they afford, to
decide in their heads on appropriate reaction, to plan how to carry out the
reactions and to execute them.

The treatment of individuality in mutualism can be seen to be similar to the
conception of subject in post-structuralism, and as for example in Foucault
(1980). Situated actions of others towards an individual, provide affordances,
the perception of which situate the individual as a subject. The account is also
very similar to Harre’s {(19go) analysis of the relationship between language
structure and individuality. As these accounts do, mutualism runsinto a danger
of neglecting the agency of participants in joint activities (cf. Giddens, 198g). An
individual participating in joint activities is not just a subject, but also an agent,
who affirms or resists subjectivization, and in acting towards others, constitute
them into subjects. This means that Gibson’s concept of affordance needs to be
re-formulated to take into the account agency of the participants in joint
activities and its inter-play with subject positioning. We could say that in
discourse, an author of a message produces it as an agent, and her action
positions recipient(s) as subjects. In other words, transaction components
position participants as agents and subjects with respect to each other (cf.
Giddens, 1989, pp. 83—92). It is of course the case that when an author of a
message acts as an agent, she orients at the other participants, possibly with
respect to how she has been positioned by them as a subject. Affordances of joint
activities must thus point not just between the individual and her environment,
but coordinate the participants as (possibly collective) agents and subjects.

Recent developments in conversation analysis (CA) may be relevant to the
problem of affordances in social activities (e.g. Atkinson and Heritage, 1987,
Goodwin, 1981; Levinson, 1988; Sacks et al., 1974, Schegloffetal., 1977). In CA
framework exchanges, like transactions, are collective behaviours in that
meaning of contributions is relational. Individuals’ utterances (or turns)
achieve their significance partly because of their individual properties, but
more importantly as moves in exchanges. This aspect of CA is clearly consistent
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with the mutualist treatment of meaning, including Mead’s definition of social
acts (although this is unacknowledged in CA).

According to CA conversation structure is the resource, which can be
exploited by participants to ensure an appropriate interpretation of their
utterances and resulting in local and on-going coordination. The problem is
that the focus on conversation structure excludes other features of environment,
in which conversations and other joint activities are situated. Doray (1988), for
example, shows how Taylorist and Fordist physical environments and
architecture, constrain workers and coordinate the work process. Indeed, some
applications of CA to the study and design of modern IT systems pay attention
to coordination through the design of physical environment and work tools (e.g.
Suchman, 1987).

The crucial problem with CA for mutualists is, however, that, with some
exceptions, (Sacks, 1972 a,b) CA does not pay sufficient attention to how
exchanges and turns constitute the participants into agents and subjects or to
the inter-play between the two (cf. Bakhtin, 1984; Benjamin, 1983; Foucault,
1980; Leudar, 1988; Voloshinov, 1987). Goffman has focused on impression
management in discourse (e.g. Goffman, 1963) but this is usually frowned on in
CA (cf. Schegloff, 1988). In fact, in a sense the analysis of agency and
subjectivity in CA is surprisingly rudimentary, and hinders its application in
the analysis of collective actions. Some preliminary work suggests that the role
of speaker must de-composed using finer categories (e.g. animator, author and
principal — Goffman, 1981; or speaker, composer, motivator, source — Levinson,
1988) and these can be occupied collectively by several participants — the
author can now be a collective agent. The hearer role can be similarly
transformed and this again allows for a structured collective audience, the
members of which stand in specific relationships to each other and to the
(possibly collective) author of a message. The distinction between the producer
(the author?) and the recipient (the consumer?) remains firmly in place (cf.
Levinson, 1988; Leudar and Antaki, 1988). The turns are attributed to
“speakers”. This may agree with common sense but the problem is that the
distinction implies that the participants in conversation, whose turn “it is not”
(who do not own the turn?) do not contribute to its construction. In fact,
detailed studies of conversation reveal that even the turns are co-constructed —
during one person’s turn her audience partakes in the construction of the turn
through posture, eye-contact, gestures, “ehms” etc. (cf. Goodwin, 1981) and
the joint significance of the turn depends on these signals. Thus even turns are
Joint actions, even though the contributions of participants are unequal and
disparate.

In summary, it is clear that in describing conversation structure, con-
versation analysts usually do not describe affordances. Mutualist treatment
would require that exchanges in conversation are treated as transactions and
that the coordinated discourse-participant roles are afforded by the turns and
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exchanges. The detailed analysis of participant roles in discourse, together with
an account of how they are actually established and maintained may lead the
CA account towards mutualism. But of course, the account of agency and
subjectivity is not exhausted by accounting for discourse participant roles.

One further process seems to operate in the joint activities. It is their
individuation. Leudar and Antaki (1988) analyzed co-authored utterances,
which are coherent sentences which are, however, produced not by one, but by
two or more participants to discourse. In some joint instrumental activities
regulated through language, the participants do not seem to even notice that an
utterance has been co-authored, and it remains collective. In other varieties of
discourse it seems important who first enunciated a proposition even though it is
subsequently mutually accepted. Then the co-authoring is usually noticed and
the co-authored utterance repeated or rephrased by one participant, who
thereby appropriates it. One could say that collectively constructed messages
are privatized. Establishing the “‘ownership” of joint utterances and mutual
cognitions is one process of individuation of collective achievements in
discourse. It does not seem to be enough in discourse that mutual cognitions are
established; they are usually indexed with respect to which participant
warrants them. Voloshinov comments as follows:

nothing verbal in human behaviour (inner and outward speech equally) can under any
circumstances be reckoned to the account of the individual subject in isolation; the
verbal is not his property but the property of his social group (his social milien).
(Voloshinov, 1987, p. 86)

CONCLUSION

I have tried to analyze and integrate some of the treatments of “coordination
problem” in developmental psychology, cognitive science, ecological psy-
chology and sociology. Vygotsky’s sociogenic approach to development
attempts to account for the common cognitive structures of members of a
society, but cannot really explain the process of “internalization” because it
neglects the synchronic coordination of adults and children in on-going joint
activities. Such activities involve situated coordination of individuals with
unique perspectives and possibly incommensurable “cognitive” systems. I
outlined and analyzed some solutions to this synchronic coordination problem
in cognitive science. The conclusion was that these are deeply inadequate in
that they focus too much on intentional aspects of coordination and neglect its
concrete aspects; they neglect the origins and the maintenance of cognitions
mutual cognitions in transactions; and finally because the analysis of agency
does not allow for constitutive effects of social environments, it neglects
subjectivity. 1 outlined a mutualist treatment of coordination, based on
Dewey’s concept of transaction and Gibson’s concept of affordance and its
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perception. I think it is clear that a simple notion of affordance (which indexes
organisms and environments) will not do. I concluded that affordances in
situated discourse activities would have to coordinate the subject positioning of
participants with their (socially oriented) agency. The mutualist treatment of
coordination in joint activities has clear theoretical features, some of which are
also characteristic of conversational analysis and post-structuralism. These
should be born in mind in the analysis of discourse and other social practices.
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