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The inheritance received by Socio-Cultural Psychology
  from Vygotsky, Baldwin, Mead, Janet and Bakhtin, put the social interaction as constitutive of the human development and knowledge construction processes, where construction about reality is understood as dated and culturally shared personal versions.

Based on that inheritance, some contemporary theoretical formulations became  “conceptual marks” playing a relevant role in redirecting reflections upon the function 
 of the interaction on the subjective individual development. 

One of those “conceptual marks” which we consider to be amongst the most significant for the understanding of the relationship between verbal interaction and knowledge construction is the bidirectional perspective on socialization, as an alternative to the unidirectional one (Valsiner, 1989). The unidirectional perspective viewed the social interaction as a via by which the person passively received or, at maximum, selected the cultural inheritance transmitted by others. The bidirectional perspective, on the other hand, shifts the role of social interaction to be an opportunity for negotiation and co-construction of norms, values, believes and abilities in a cultural community. In this case, each person acts upon the received communicative messages, actively transforming them in order to be integrated as much as possible on his/her existent cognitive – emotional basis, which can be also transformed at the end of the process  (see Valsiner, 1987; Wertsch, 1993). This later perspective implies, in the last instance, that each and everyone of us are in fact constructors of our own self-development, under the limits and opportunities occasioned by the interactions in which we are involved (see Valsiner, 1998). 

The bidirectional perspective provides an opening to discuss important questions related to the other’s actuation on the processes of knowledge construction by the subject or the I . Although this kind of question is already implied and was taken into consideration in the core of sociocultural approach by contemporary theoreticians like Valsiner, Wertsch, Rogoff and Marková, we think that it still merit further attention. For instance, the idea of the other as a figure in regard to whom the subject nourishes, at each moment, different expectations, and its possible relations to the nature of the knowledge so constructed by the subject. This question is very near to Pino Sirgado’s reflections about the role the other’s saying plays in the conversion of social relationships to individual functions and structures, where “what is internalized is the meaning the other of the relationship has to the I “ (2000, p. 66). In sum, we think it is worth to deep our understanding about the possibilities and limits given by the other  to the subject in the dynamic whole of the interaction, including the construction of the other by the subject .

In this vein, we think that Symbolic Action Theory of Ernst Boesch can allow relevant unfoldings to the understanding of the relationship between verbal interaction and knowledge construction on the focus of the question above designed. Aiming to make some initial steps in this direction, we will highlight some key aspects of Boesch ‘s theory and, at the same time, present our own developments we think can shed light on that question. Of course, our task encompassed some difficulties since Boesch himself hasn’t treated social interaction in detail in his theoretical formulations (see Eckensberger, 1997).

Boesch’s Psychology seeks to answer a question posed by sociogenetic approaches to personality, i. e., how to understand the self as a cultural phenomenon and how it contributes to the construction and reconstruction of the culture (see Valsiner, 1998).

Boesch’s theory also addresses to the issue of how the individual, through his / her actions in the culture, develops him / herself as a self – connoisseur  and as a connoisseur of  the others and of the world (see Brandtstädter, 1997, Overton, 1997 and Staudinger, 1997). 

The constructive relationship individual – culture – individual and the role of social interaction
According to Boesch: 

“ Culture is a field of action, whose contents range from objects made and used by human beings to institutions, ideas and myths. Being an action field, culture offers possibilities of, but by the same token stipulates  conditions for, action; it circumscribes goals which can be reached by certain means, but establishes limits, too, for correct, possible and also deviant actions. The relationship between the different material as well as ideational contents of the cultural field of action is a systemic one; i. e. transformations in one part of the system can have an impact in any other part. As an action field, culture not only induces and controls action, but is also continuously transformed by it; therefore, culture is as much a process as a structure” (1991, p. 29).

The key concept of Boesch’s idea of culture is action field, which is a “kind of composite collective space of action, consisting of the combination of individual action spaces”, and individual action spaces are the “objective space filled with meanings and arranged according to them” (Boesch, 1991, p. 30).

This means that, when acting, the individual transforms the physical and objective environment in a realized, thought and felt 
 environment. This is a personal construction which, at the same time, is shared and negotiated with other individuals, also constructors. However, culture will also set limits and conditions to the individual action. Therefore, related to the individual, culture is an over - structure created in social interaction, which will, for its side, regulate individual action 
. Taking this perspective as a seminal idea, we can define social interaction as a symbolic over – individual process from which culture is generated and from which, on the other hand, culture offers and circumscribes possibilities to the formation of individual subjectivity.
Social interactions function as a bridge between the subject and the culture. As in the interaction the participants are the subject and the other (or others), so the other is the subject – culture bridge element. Consequently, talking about the role of social interaction in the process of knowledge construction is talking about the other’s role as a representative and as who renders concrete, in each particular moment, the possibilities and limits of a given sociocultural constellation. This perspective addresses to the question of the I – other relationship in the process of knowledge construction.

Boesch approaches the I – other relationship mainly when he talks about communicative action and empathy.

Communicative Action

According to Boesch (1991), the communicative action is an interaction where each actor seeks to give information, to be informed and to influence other’s ideas, aiming to reach cooperation and interindividual coordination. In this process, each actor has expectations about the other and should, at the same time, takes into account the other’s expectations about him/her, as well as the other’s values. Reaching cooperation and social approval, the subject increases his/her action potential 
. This conceptualization is close to that of Habermas’ communicative action, respect to the aim of communicative action in reaching comprehension and consensus among the interactants (see Habermas 1981/1988).

However, there is an aspect of the Habermas’ concept of communicative action which seems not much explored in Boesch’s formulations. It is the fact that the actors’ speech contents can be seen as pointing to the I – world relationships established by them (Simão, 2000). In this sense, what is said by the subject and the other, during the interaction, indicates – although not only - reelaborated personal versions of the cultural contents, so representing their world views. 

As in the communicative action, the subject and the other try to influence one another, aiming to consensus and interindividual coordination, what is said by one (making explicit some world view) can be a source for a shifting in the world view of the other. If the validity of one’s assertion is questioned by the other, it can follow a negotiation of different points of view about the topic, resulting in new conceptions, i.e., knowledge construction (Simão, 2000).

Taking this perspective means to assume that one of the functions of verbal interaction is confronting the subject with different world views, which can change his/hers, allowing, through different levels of cooperation and coordination with the other,  the construction of new meanings 
. Since actions are directed by meanings to a goal (Boesch, 1991, Hacker, 1985, Cranach and cols., 1985) the new meanings constructed during the interaction will then determine new actions. That is, the unfolding process of interaction – but not only it - creates conditions for the emergence of new actions, because the meanings that will direct future actions are constructed during the interaction itself. 

Nevertheless, Boesch focuses an aspect that can lead us beyond Habermas, i.e., the action regulation by affective – emotional components, besides cognitive – rational ones. Consequently, the constructed knowledge would not depend only on cognitive – rational adjustments, but also on the affective – emotional character of the situation, as we discussed in other opportunity (Simão, 1999). Besides, in this process, the subject reaches new knowledge not only with respect to the topic of the dialogue, but also about the other and his/her relationship with him/her. This earning in comprehension can increase what Boesch calls the I – other consonance, as well as the I – world consonance and the action potential, which are overarching goals that the human beings pursue, i. e., fantasms in Boesch’s terminology (Boesch, 1991).

In short, in communicative interaction, the other brings different world views to the confrontation of the subject, which, at the same time, touches on the subject’s I – world and I – other consonance 
. 

Empathy

According to Boesch (1991), the I – other relationship is a via to the identity formation of the subject because the other supplies action experiences, models of behavior and feedback to the subject. These actions and models, by its turn, are products of the other’s active cultural reconstruction, so the other’s action will represent, in the last instance, the cultural offers and limits to the identity formation of the subject. This formulation fits to Valsiner’s idea of the construction of cultural constraints in the dialogue (1998). At the same time, the subject tries to influence the other aiming to guarantee a positive evaluation by him/ her, which facilitates the construction of a positive self – identity by the subject. 

However, the meaning of the other’s action doesn’t come directly or univocally to the subject, but depends on the subject’s selection and interpretation in the frame of reference he/she has been constructing in his/her history. Besides, each other, when acting, represents different cultural offers and limits because they are also singular constructors in their cultural immersion. 

Consequently, what the other can do to and for the subject’s identity depends not only on the action actually directed to him/her, but also on the interpretative possibilities of the both. We think that this aspect was still not much developed by Boesch.

Boesch asserts that the subject needs to know the other to assess the other’s meaning for reaching his/her own goals, and that the subject’s tendency is to influence the other, aiming to reach his/ her objectives and to control his/her own identity. This teleological conception of action is neither new in Social Sciences in general, nor in Psychology in particular (for instance, Weber, 1944; Parsons and Shils, 1951, Habermas, 1988/1981, Cranach, Mächler and Steiner, 1985, Hacker, 1985, Valsiner, 1992). However, Boesch’s highlighting on interaction as a via to the improvement of self-identity is newer and fits with Valsiner’s recent ones (1998, 2000), focusing on the linkage between teleology and personality. Nevertheless, Boesch’s teleological focus, taken without complementary considerations, can mislead to an excessive instrumentalization of the I – other relationship. In fact, Eckensberger (1997) pointed to the fact that the concept of social action in Boesch is near to the concept of the instrumental strategic action in Habermas.

We propose that one exit to this dead – end lays exactly in one of the main aspects of the Boesch’s theory itself, i. e., the symbolic character of the object (Boesch, 1979, 1991): if the object is symbolic, and the other is being treated as an object, so the other would also be symbolic. In sum, in the case of the relationship subject – other, we are proposing to take into account the same conceptual constellation Boesch used to put in evidence the symbolic aspects of the object.  This idea seems to be consistent to Boesch’s recent thinking:

“instrumentality should not be taken simply as wanting to use the other as a means to one’s own ends (...) we tend to form ‘inclusive’ relationships, i.e., relationships which – as far as possible – harmonize the actor with the other. This may as well include accepting to be instrumental for the other. But this I – other interaction (...) is as much and often more symbolic, as you point out yourself” (personal communication, 2000).

The other as a giver of possibilities and limits to the subject’s action in the seeking for optimizing   his/her action potential 

We propose to take into account Boesch’s (1991) nuclear concepts of  is-value and should-value to approach some symbolic aspects of the other in interaction with the subject.

When, during verbal interactions, the subject and the other seek to mutual influence aiming cooperation, each of them, through their speech form and content, tries  to reach a should – value which corresponds to a cognitive and/or emotional change in the other. However, the reached change is never identical to the aimed change. The subject realizes this gap, at each step of the dialogue, and tries, through new speeches, to minimize it. The other, by his/her turn, acts in the same direction. The dialogue is then established, where there are agreements, disagreements, arguments and counter- arguments about a topic, trying a final consensus, which means sharing a joint constructed view about the topic 
.

Trying to approximate most possibly the should-value to the is-value, the subject and the other are, in fact, trying to optimize their action potential: counting on the other’s cooperation and on his/her sharing view of a topic means to attest our own competence. That is, when interacting with the other, the subject subjectively judges his/her capacity  for interlocution. The subject’s satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the interaction will depend on his/her assessment of the estimated distance between the should-value and the is-value of his/her interventions.

Nevertheless, the zones of tolerance (Boesch, 1991) for these deviations can change during the interaction itself, because of the other’s interventions weight: a good argument can change conceptions and makes to arise new aspects of a topic. In fact, approaching the issue of interindividual coordination, Boesch shows that it occurs through the mutual adjustment of zones of tolerance. Besides, the interindividual coordination requires convergent motivations of the subject and the other as well. However, those motivations are not static, but change in the course of the interaction itself (see Boesch, 1991, pp. 66-67).

The gap between should-values and is-values happens, in a great amount, because of the barriers and frontiers (Boesch, 1991) met by the subject while acting. In order to overcome them, the subject learns or creates appropriated techniques as well as regulates his/her actions.

“A barrier is an area that is difficult to overcome, and may need particular interposed actions for the passage; once the barrier crossed, however, the action can proceed more or less as before” (Boesch, 1991, p. 113). 

In this sense, the barrier gives rise to the action diversification, but this does not mean that this diversity will be kept. That is, the subject changes temporarily. “A frontier, in contrast, marks the separation between two areas of behavior which requires an area-specific adaptation in the form and direction of action taken by the individual” (Boesch, 1991, p. 113). So the frontier gives rise to an action diversification which tends to be kept by the subject, changing him/her in a more permanent way.

Another relevant difference between barriers and frontiers is that the presence of the first gives rise to the idea of an antagonistic world related to the subject. The presence of a frontier, on the other hand, gives rise to the idea of a binary opposition between the here and the there, the first representing something more known, linked to the feeling of security, but also of monotony and boredom; the second representing something less known and less transparent, linked to the feeling of insecurity and anxiety, but also of curiosity and excitement (Boesch, 1991).

In verbal interaction, the subject can be faced with barriers and frontiers which are given by the other’s verbal actions, like counter – arguments, negatives, disagreements, interruptions, etc... 

Therefore, the other’s verbal actions can require that the subject develops regulations in order to overcome them. Depending if the subject looks at the other’s verbal actions as barriers or frontiers, we will have different subsequent unfoldings for the subject him/herself.

In case the other’s saying is taken by the subject as a barrier, he/she will tend to see the other as a representative of the world antagonism related to him/herself. Besides, the regulations he/she will develop to overcome the barrier of other’s verbal actions, can result in new actions, but they can be eventually only temporary. Anyway, barriers give opportunity to reflection and self – consciousness of the subject, which is essential for his/her development ( Eckensberger, 1999). 

Moderated barriers can also mean a challenge to the subject who, winning it, enhances his/her action potential and improves his/her self – evaluation (see Boesch, 1991). 

Because of the fact that the other’s verbal actions can represent barriers which require new actions, reflections, cognitive – emotional regulations and self – consciousness by the subject, when in dialogue with the subject, the other is, in a great extent, a co– author of the subject’s conquers, failures and, mainly, of the subject’s development.

However, we think that the other can act in a strengthening way to the development of the subject when the latter looks to the first’s speech as a frontier. In this case, what is said by the other is viewed by the subject not only as an imposed difficulty to be overcome, but as a question which, if solved, brings gains. This is why the frontier symbolizes, at the same time, the limits of the present situation and the possibility of something new beyond that limit. To counter – argument with the other will mean to the subject to exit from the “here” of his/her knowledge about a topic, which represents in a great extent safety and conviction, and to come to a “there”, which is foreseeing as possible, but still needs to be structured to become transparent and intelligible to both interactants. Therefore, the interposition of other’s verbal actions which is viewed as a frontier requires to invest in regulations and reflections to construct new perspectives about the topic. In this process,  when the subject tries to integrate the demand imposed to overcome the frontier with the cognitive – emotional basis already constructed, more structural and less temporary changes can occur, with the emergence of new forms of action.

Therefore, taking what is said by the other as a frontier to be enlarged means to recognize the other as someone who restricts the subject’s action in that cognitive – emotional constellation he/she is presently acting, but, at the same time, stimulates and challenges the subject to overcome what was said. When the challenge is overcome, the subject redefines his/her action potential. In this sense, our conception that the other’s action in the dialogue can be taken by the subject as a frontier, and the consequent possibilities to development, parallels with Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development and, mainly,  with the system of zones postulated by Valsiner (1998). However, there are some nuclear complementary differences among them which we will discuss in other opportunity.

When the meaning of the other’s speech indicates a frontier to the subject’s knowledge or understanding about a topic, it comes an I – other asymmetry because, throughout his/her speech, the other shows him/herself as knowing better the topic, as he/she can point out limits on the subject’s speech and challenge him/her to go beyond. This asymmetry, by its side, is relevant to the emergence of the novel as the main aspect of the development (Hermans, 1999a, Valsiner and Leung, 1991). Therefore, the subject’s interpretation about the other’s speech as a frontier can facilitate the knowledge construction during the dialogue, understood as one of the development indications.

However, the I – other asymmetry can, of course, lead to the interpersonal conflict. According to Boesch (1991), the conflict arises when the interactants fail in diminishing the discrepancies related to their objectives or their levels of tolerance to those discrepancies. The subject can experience the conflict as limiting his/her action potential or, on the contrary, as a barrier which requires energy mobilization to be overcome and, therefore, as a strengthening of the action potential.

To Boesch (1991), trying to solve a conflict, the subject and the other try to influence one another at the level of their goals anticipations and even of their “world views”. Therefore, the conflict solution is itself a symbolic action which can lead to the subject as well as other transformation of attitudes. Although, the conflict often has destructive consequences, it can eventually be creative, as in discussions leading to innovations and inventions (see Boesch, 1991).

The creative potential of the conflict is due, in a great extent, to the role of the other as the establisher of discrepancies related to the subject’s world view, specially when the subject feels him/herself comfortable and with a high level of coherence related to the situation. As Hermans (1991b) pointed out, one of the productive forms of dialogue for innovation is when, in face of an intrasubjective agreement, an intersubjective disagreement occurs, in a mutual complementary movement. 

In this kind of interaction, the subject has his/her presence and can collaborate with the elaborations he/she already has constructed. However, to the yielding of innovation from the conflict, the subject should be capable of relaborations to deal with the discrepancies brought by the other’s interventions. What was said by the other will be, therefore, a source of uncertainty (see Valsiner, 1997), i.e., the other’s speech is referred to the same situation, but in a divergent way from the subject’s one, so the subject and the other form a duality of opposites, characterizing a dialogic relationship with potentiality to innovation. 

Verbal interactions are for sure the way par excellence of sharing contents aiming specific goals. However, we hope, through these conceptualizations we have constructed from Boesch’s theory, to have collaborated in the direction of viewing it ahead, in terms of the possibilities it opens or closes to the construction of the subjectivity itself.
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Resumo

A herança que a Psicologia Sociocultural recebeu de Vygotsky, Baldwin, Mead, Janet e Bakhtin, colocou a interação social como constitutiva do desenvolvimento e dos processos de construção de conhecimento humanos, onde a construção da realidade é entendida como sendo uma versão pessoal, datada e culturalmente compartilhada.

Baseadas nessa herança, algumas formulações teóricas contemporâneas se tornaram “marcos conceituais” relevantes no redirecionamento das reflexões sobre a função da interação no desenvolvimento subjetivo individual.

Dentre os “marcos conceituais” que consideramos dos mais significativos para a compreensão da relação entre interação verbal e construção de conhecimento está a perspectiva bidirecional de socialização, como alternativa à perspectiva unidirecional (Valsiner, 1989).

A perspectiva bidirecional abre espaço para discussão de questões relevantes acerca da atuação do outro no processo de construção de conhecimento pelo sujeito ou eu. Embora esta seja uma questão implicada e levada em consideração no cerne da Psicologia Sociocultural por teóricos contemporâneos como Valsiner, Wertsch, Rogoff e Marková, pensamos que ela ainda merece atenção adicional, como por exemplo no tocante à idéia do outro como figura a respeito da qual o sujeito nutre, a cada momento, diferentes expectativas, as quais terão relação com a natureza do conhecimento por ele construído. Trata-se, em suma, da questão das possibilidades e limites dados pelo outro ao sujeito na dinâmica da interação, incluindo-se aqui a construção do outro pelo próprio sujeito.

Neste sentido, a Teoria da Ação Simbólica de Ernst Boesch parece-nos permitir desdobramentos interessantes que exploramos neste texto. Para tanto, abordamos alguns aspectos chave da teoria de Boesch, ao mesmo tempo que apresentamos nossos próprios desenvolvimentos, tarefa esta que envolve algumas dificuldades na medida em que Boesch, ele próprio, não tem tratado a interação social detalhada e detidamente em sua teoria (veja Eckensberger, 1997).

Tomando o conceito de cultura de Boesch como uma idéia seminal, propomos definir interação social como um processo simbólico supra-individual a partir do qual a cultura é gerada e a partir do qual, por outro lado, a cultura oferece e circunscreve possibilidades para a formação da subjetividade individual. Entretanto, como da interação participam sujeito e outro (ou outros), este último seria o elemento – ponte na relação sujeito – cultura: ele tornaria concretas, a cada momento particular, as possibilidades e limites de uma dada constelação sociocultural. Isto nos remete à relação eu – outro nos processos de construção de conhecimento.

Passamos então a delinear aspectos da relação eu – outro que consideramos fundamentais para a questão, discutindo o papel do outro tanto na ação comunicativa e como na empatia. Das possibilidades e dos impasses surgidos nessa discussão, propormos utilizar, para compreender o papel do outro e a natureza do conhecimento construído pelo sujeito, a mesma constelação conceitual que Boesch utiliza para tratar o objeto simbólico, mas que, entretanto, não o faz para o caso do outro na interação.

Através da conceitualização que assim construímos pretendemos contribuir na direção de conceber a interação não só como a via por excelência para compartilhar conteúdos, visando objetivos específicos, mas também e principalmente em termos de um processo que abre ou fecha possibilidades para a construção da própria subjetividade.

� in the acception of Valsiner and van der Veer, 2000


� Function is undersrtood here as discussed by Pino Sirgado, 2000, pp. 69-72.


� To Boesch action is not only cognitive and rational, but also affective and emotional (see Boesch, 1984,1991,1993; Eckensberger, 1997; Simão, 1999).


� This aspects were already outlined in an early definition of 1958 by Boesch (see Boesch, 1991, p. 9).


� For the definition of action potential see Boesch, 1991, p.108 and Boesch, 1979, p. 24.


� That is, the meaning is, in part, constructed in the process of interaction, as already pointed out by Vygotsky.


� Remember  that in the dialogue dynamics, persons A and B shift all the time their relative position as subject and other.


� This idea can be related to those developed in Marková, Graumann and Foppa (1995).





