[image: image1.jpg]11l Conferéncia de Pesquisa Sécio-cultural

111 Conference for Sociocultural Research




Cultura – A dimensão psicológica e a mudança histórica e cultural

Culture – Psychological dimension in historical and cultural change

Metacommunication and the development of the “self”

Angela Branco, University of Brasilia, Brazil

Contemporary psychological theories have increasingly turned their attention to the main role played by communication in human developmental processes. From a sociocultural constructivist framework, the dialogical, dynamic processes of meaning construction within culturally structured contexts are considered as the privileged locus to investigate the development of cognition, emotion, and consequently, the development of individual’s characteristics such as the “self”. The study of communication opens an important venue to examine the development of diverse aspects or dimensions of personality, here considered as the subjective configuration that emerges from the dialectical influences put forth by sociogenetic factors in interaction with the individual’s subjectivity.   

In our Laboratory of Microgenesis of Social Interactions, at the University of Brasília, Brazil, we have been carrying out research projects that are investigating the fundamental significance of relational metacommunication in the co-construction of meanings. The projects, developed in collaboration with Dr. Jaan Valsiner, from Clark University, USA, are currently addressing a variety of aspects related to human development, such as knowledge construction in teacher-student relationships, moral development and gender identity. My goal in this presentation is to propose and discuss some conceptual and theoretical guidelines for the study of the dynamics found in communication processes, focusing particularly upon relational metacommunication. 

According to theory, relational metacommunication is an extremely powerful aspect of communication, especially concerning the dialogical construction of meanings. The way meaning making processes develop along microgenetic and ontogenetic times is here considered to give rise to the subjective landscape within which “self” construction, or co-construction, takes place. Theoretical and methodological efforts to analyze metacommunication dimensions of meaning construction processes will be presented, and its participation in the development of psychological orientations and subjective characteristics will be illustrated by presenting an episode of social interaction, drawn from a project on gender co-construction among young children.

The term metacommunication, used by Watzlavick and his colleagues (Watzlavick, Beavin & Jackson, 1967) to refer to nonverbal, relational communication in their clinical practice, was also used by Bateson (1972) in his seminal work about how children metacommunicate with each other to construct shared frames of interaction. According to Bateson, children utilized specific signals such as laughs and vocalizations to communicate each other whether their actions should be interpreted as play or aggression. The elaboration of the construct has also taken place in the realms of communication science (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1989, 1995), and it has inspired some interesting investigations on child-child interactions and relationships (e.g. Stambak & Sinclair, 1993). 

Defining metacommunication as being “communication about communication”, leaves the door open to other forms of metacommunication (such as the study of language use, for example). It is important to make it clear from the beginning that here we are referring to the relational form of metacommunication, that is, to communication concerning the kind and/or quality of the interaction or relationship involving people in interaction. From now on, it will be to this relational kind of metacommunication that I will be referring to, when I use the term metacommunication.

The study of metacommunication was initially constrained to the investigation of nonverbal communication. But metacommunication processes do encompass verbal and nonverbal interactions (Branco, 1998; Fogel & Branco, 1997; Leeds-Hurwizt, 1995). At both levels, verbal or nonverbal, metacommunication provides the basis for interpretation and co-construction of meanings in the context of human interactions. Our research team is studying metacommunication processes within a framework that integrates a microgenetic analysis of social interactions to a sociocultural and constructivist approach to the study of human development. 
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As shown in Figure 1, nonverbal metacommunication is permanently present and dynamically negotiated all along a social interaction episode between individuals. The way people coordinate their gestures, postures, facial expressions, paralinguistic cues and so on, permanently creates a singular quality to the “frame” of the their interaction. Eventually, they can also talk about their interaction or relationship (this being conceptualized here as verbal metacommunication). The complex interpretation of all sorts of signs being exchanged by the participants leads to the co-creation of meanings, and this process can be considered as a sophisticated artwork. Very often, the interpretation task is so difficult, or even impossible, that the ambivalence of the frame becomes unbearable to the participants. In such cases, they either negotiate more actively to define what sort of frame there are in, or they give it up. 

Thus, feeling reasonably comfortable with a kind of mutual understanding concerning the quality of the interaction frame is something fundamental to allow for further interactive developments and productive work. I need some relatively stable indications to know whether the person that calls me “naïve” is expressing an affectionate minimization of my responsibility over a certain issue, or is overtly proclaiming me as stupid, in deep hostility!

After arguing for the role of metacommunication in meaning making processes, I would like to turn to the constitution of the “self”. Taking a dialogical perspective on the  “self” (Fogel, 1993), rather suggests a concept of a self system, instead of an unique self or a singular cognitive-affective self position. The “self” (I will adopt this singular form just to make it easier) is conceived of as a dynamic, dialogical system that is co-created and develops within the context of multiple interactions and relationships occurring at both inter-individual and intra-individual levels.

From a systemic co-constructivist approach to human development, however, it is necessary to propose a way to investigate, at a microgenetic level of analysis, how sociogenetic mechanisms intertwine with the active contributions of the “self” during internalization/externalization processes. Such processes lie at the roots of the constitution of the self system and give rise to psychological functions and characteristics, such as individual’s goal and value orientations. 

Our preference for the concept of internalization/externalization processes (Valsiner, 1998), instead of the currently popular term “appropriation” or “participation” (Matusov, 1998; Rogoff, 1990; Wertsch, 1993), is due to our emphasis in the need to grant the person, or the individual, an active role in transforming the self (internalization) as he or she also transforms the context (externalization). The constructive role of the individual, dialectically related to the principle of sociogenesis, is the cornerstone of our co-constructive perspective. As I argued elsewhere (Branco, 1997), the hustle to overcome dichotomies and dualisms in psychology has frequently resulted in turning down the necessary dialogical tension between the poles of a continuum, that encompasses both the individual and the context. 

I do not argue for a dichotomy, but for a kind of a necessary duality that consists of a crucial theoretical and analytical tool to make sense of the emergence of developmental processes. 

That is, the tension between the poles is a tool to help explain the coming out of changes and novelties. The denial of such tension entails a state of fusion between the context and the person that does not allow for the occurrence of bi-directional constructive mechanisms. The notion of “inclusive separation”, discussed by Valsiner and Cairns (1992) when they analyze the concept of “conflict”, proposes the differentiation of the parts of a same whole. This conception, applied to psychological constructs, from my perspective, fits much better the dialectical, dialogical quality of developmental processes.

Back to internalization/externalization processes, they result from both the influences of the sociocultural contexts within which the child is embedded, and from the active role of the child in transforming cultural suggestions. Together with the action of a sociogenetic principle, the child actually transforms the cultural messages encoded in life contexts as he or she works upon such contents in the co-construction of a personal, subjective culture.  Internalization/externalization processes are, therefore, conceptualized as complementary and integrated sides of a whole complex process along which takes place the co-construction of psychological functions, including goal, belief and value orientations, as well as other psychological characteristics of the individual. Due to the dynamic quality of the co-constructivist approach, though, all such psychological characteristics (here included the self) are continuously being changed, and the possibilities for change vary depending on the consistency and stability of the emotion-laden qualities of each function or orientation. The more they are charged with affection and rooted in the core of the self system, the more difficult it will probably be open to radical changes. 

We understand that communication, and particularly metacommunication, plays a central part in internalization/externalizations processes, as meanings are continuously being elaborated and transformed. Consequently, communication and metacommunication are a fundamental part of the constitutive processes involved in self construction. 

The episode I will use to illustrate this point was observed in a project developed by our research team in Brasilia (Monteiro, 1998; Monteiro & Branco, 1999). The project aimed at studying sequences of co-constructive processes possibly related to the emergence of gender orientations and stereotypes. Eight dyads (composed by one boy and one girl between the ages of 3 and 4 years-old) were invited to play in a structured situation, designed to actively promote child-child interactions. Both children attended to a middle-class private day-care center. The sessions were videotaped and lasted for 25 minutes.

After an introductory talk to relax the children, the experimenter (a 25 years-old female graduate student) gave to each child a big box, containing lots of toys and miniatures. The box given to the boy was full of feminine stuff, such as dolls, kitchen miniatures and so on, and the box given to the girl had plenty of boy’s play materials, like trucks, cars, gasoline station, miniature of tools to fix things etc. The only kind of neutral object was a miniature of a coke bottle, accidentally placed together with the feminine toys. The reason I mention the coke is because it played a very interesting role in the context of the interactions observed in many of the dyads.

Given the so-called “wrong box”, and being told to play the way they wanted, we expected the children to somehow negotiate the boxes or the toys. In another project (Branco & Madureira, 1998), we had found that 6 years-old dyads were very quick exchanging the boxes. It did not require much negotiation or hesitations about what to do under the circumstances. Younger children, though, were caught in surprise and showed a lot of uncertainties concerning what to do. Moreover, each dyad showed a different pattern of interactive style, due to the various ways each boy and girl dealt with the dilemma. That was exactly what we wanted: to capture the phenomena at transition points, before tendencies and preferences were already consolidated, focusing our analysis upon the moments where negotiations were taking place and changes were bringing about new forms of actions within the interaction context.

The sessions were fully transcribed an interaction patterns qualitatively analyzed to identify communication and metacommunication strategies utilized by each child to negotiate with the play partner, in order to fulfill their goal orientations. After the analysis, we selected special episodes to be microgenetically analyzed. The following transcript of the analysis will show a sequence of interactions that was observed in the older dyad. David was 4 years and 2 months old and Mary, 4 years and one month old (both children were given fictitious names). 

When they received the boxes, David immediately noticed the gender “inadequacy” of their contents, and proposed Mary to exchange them. She happily agreed and the substitution took place. During the first eight minutes of the session, they both smiled and were playing with the materials of their boxes. The boy, however, spoke loudly all the time, either addressing the adult or using a kind of egocentric talk, referring to his actions and to the objects he was actively exploring or playing with, one after another. The girl was much quieter, and most of the time, while playing with the feminine materials, she was looking at David and following all of his activities. Before the following episode, Mary and David were playing for about 8 minutes.

The episode

David asks the adult “Can I put them on the floor?” (He refers to the box contents). The adult moves her head affirmatively and he throws the toys on the floor by turning the box upside down. Mary looks at him and does the same thing with her box.

Now David approaches Mary, holding a plane in his hand. He looks at her while she is arranging the girl stuff on the floor. He says, smiling and using a scorn tone in his voice: ”Ahah! You are arranging housing stuff, huh?”. Then he moves a bit away, laughing and pointing at her while he says “Hahaha, she is arranging housing stuff!”. Mary is quiet, serious, her head faces down, and she is looking at her toys. David, as he moves further away, sees a little fancy cup on the floor. He picks it up, puts it back on the floor close to Mary and says  “Hahaha! Women’s cup!”.  His facial expression, smile and voice express a deep disdain.

The girl looks at the cup, shows a pale smile, hums something incomprehensible, picks up another toy and goes back to her arrangement activity. David goes back to his box, sits down facing the opposite way from Mary, and goes on with his scorn laughing “Hahaha!”. He plays with his toys. Mary then says, using a low voice tone “Women’s things…”, apparently addressing no one in particular.

[Here we can find a interesting interaction sequence where children might be co-constructing important aspects of gender identity. David disdains feminine materials and clearly evaluates his materials (boy’s stuff) as being superior, better to hers. To play with dolls and housing stuff is “women’s business”, and this means it is inferior and ridiculous, what would explain the quality of his laughing. David restates his masculine condition to himself and to the girl (maybe to the female adult as well!), by depreciating the feminine world. Mary seems to be sensitive to his attitude because she withdraws towards her materials, keeping her eyes looking down, and when she repeats David’s statement about the cup, she uses a sorrowful tone in her voice as she says “women’s stuff…”]

Little by little, hesitantly, Mary walks towards David’s box. She slowly approaches the box, looks at the camera, looks at the box, she crawls towards it, and finally she lays a hand on a small object that is lying on the floor. 

[It seems that after the recent events, she became especially interested in the more valuable materials, that is, the guy’s toys.]  

When she touches the object, David immediately screams at her, with a mad tone: “Nooooo!”. David stands up and approaches his box blocking Mary’s way towards it. She walks away to allow him to get closer to his box. David picks up a saw and shakes it over her head, saying in fury “Watch out! I will stab you!”. Then he continues “ Go there to arrange your fancy little things, cute little one!”, using a mix of irony and hostility in his words. Then he sits on the floor again. Mary withdraws and walks away, back to her box, with her head facing down. 

When she is back to her box, she looks inside it, then to the coke bottle miniature. She says to David “ What about this one?”, picking it up and tapping it unto the floor.
[She seems to want David to acknowledge, at least, the value of this special “gender neutral” toy, the coke bottle]

David, however, says with irony, not answering to her question,  “This kind of little bed stuff…I will cut it out!”. He is referring to his use of the saw with which he is pretending to cut a little box into pieces. Mary picks up a toy glass and pretends to poor the coke into it. David leaves the saw and the little box behind, and approaches Mary’s territory, picking up a baby bottle that is lying on the floor, close to her. He says “May I give this milk to your little daughter?”. But immediately he throws the bottle away on the floor close to the doll, saying  with disgust “Gross!”. He walks away laughing and ironically saying “Hehehe! Barbie! Hehehe!”

Mary stays quiet, handling the objects of her box, but looks completely non-interested in what she is doing. She looks pretty disappointed. David goes on laughing and defying the girl he says  “Now you go, I wanna see if you know how to do it!”. (He is referring to the baby bottle that now Mary holds in her hands).

From the moment the episode started onwards until the end of the session, David seemed to be much more interested (or goal oriented) in putting Mary and her girl’s things down than anything else. He expressed that in many different ways, through gestures, postures, talk, facial expressions, voice intonation and so forth. He spoke very loudly and all the time, while Mary could hardly be listened. Later on the session, she stopped doing anything, and spent her time just looking around with no other apparent interest. But she still picked up a piece of a little bed that David had played with before, what strongly suggests that he still was a model for her.

Many other interesting interactions occurred during this session, but here I am presenting just a part of it due to time constraints. Mary’s attention and willingness to positively interact with David were quite evident. She complied with his requests, monitored all of his activities, tried to share, invited him to play, alas, she did her best to call his attention and to please him. His hostile behavior, first putting her and all feminine toys down with contempt and irony, and then threatening “to stab” her when she approached his “valuable” box, was pretty amazing. 

But instead of provoking strong reactions like counter attacks or open forms of displeasure or frustration, his aggressive actions seemed to lead Mary through the pathways of a disappointment with the feminine stuff. That is particularly indicated when she sadly repeats after him “Women’s stuff…”. Her disappointment is also obvious when she completely loses any interest in her box contents. When her last attempt to directly get the boy involved in interaction by using the coke miniature fails, she gives up not only the idea of playing with him, but also the motivation to play with anything else.

The sequence of interactions described before well illustrates, at a microgenetic level, metacommunication mechanisms that might be involved in the co-construction of self characteristics. Of course I am not claiming that what happened in this session is or will necessarily be a crucial experience of profound psychological significance for those children. 

But, on the other hand, taken together with so many other sequences of similar kind, chances are that such experiences will have an impact over the constitution of each child’s self concept, self esteem, gender preferences and/or other dimensions of the constitution of the self.

Mary, along the whole session, was ignored and put down by her male peer. None of her initiatives to positively interact with him were accepted. At a certain moment, not described in the above mentioned episode, he even calls her by a different name, what was followed by her sad complaint “You don´t even know my name, isn’t it, David?”. Repeated experiences like this one, which may occur at school , at home, or at other contexts with people that are significant for Mary may certainly contribute to certain developmental trajectories instead of others.

What happens to David, on the other hand, seems to indicate that the boy is successfully exerting his dominance over his female peer, but is at the same time trying to convince himself about the ridiculous quality of the female stuff. His insistence in  putting the girl and her things down, together with his curiosity towards some toys of her box, is very intriguing. His curiosity is better observed in other parts of the session, but it probably indicates that David, by exaggerating his disdain, he was trying to convince himself that exploring or playing with girl stuff is “something bad”, “dangerous” for his male identity. The best way to stay away from such things, therefore, is to depreciate them. What could be, then, the functional role of his overstatements? Could that be that he was trying to convince himself that a real boy should not mess with girl things? And even more, a real boy should dominate and control the girls? Again, the possible consequences of experiences like this should not be underestimated, considering the co-construction of self-characteristics and its multiple dimensions.

My point with this presentation, therefore, is to stress the need of studying, at a microanalytical level, internalization and externalization processes that are activated during everyday life experiences. The fundamental role played by metacommunication in human interactions can be especially powerful over the co-construction, or constitution, of the affective dimensions of the self, such as self-concept and self-esteem. The investigation at this level of analysis can, thus, highlight important aspects of the actual mechanisms through which psychological functions and characteristics are co-constructed along human development.    
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