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Development of communication, self and
emotions in childhood: contributions from
the relational and dialogical perspectives?

Desenvolvimento da comunicacao,
identidade e emoc6es na infancia:
contribuicdes das perspectivas relacional e
dialégica

Andrea Garvey?
Micheline Silva®

ABSTRACT

The present paper shares some reflections on the implication of con-
ceptualizing the development of communication, self and emotions as a
relational and dialogical process. It is our contention that the analysis of
self, emotions and communication cannot be divorced from one another.
We view emotions as relational and dialogical experiences lived in bodies
that co-exist in relation to other bodies, thereby fostering the development
of a differentiated, yet connected, sense of self, starting during infancy and
unfolding throughout childhood.

Keywords: emotions; self; communication; dialogical perspective; self-
organization.
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RESUMO

O presente trabalho partilha algumas reflexdes acerca das implicagdes de
se conceitualizar o desenvolvimento das emogdes, do “self” e da comu-
nicacdo como processos dialogicos e relacionais. Propde-se que a analise
das emogodes, do “self” e da comunicac¢ao ndo divorciem tais elementos.
As emogdes sdo concebidas, aqui, como experiéncias relacionais e di-
alogicas vivenciadas em corpos que coexistem em relagéo a outros corpos,
facilitando assim o desenvolvimento de um “self” diferenciado, mas, ao
mesmo tempo, conectado.

Palavras-chave: emogdes; “self”’; comunicagdo; processos dialogicos;
auto-organizacao.

Introduction

This paper is grounded on the premise that emotions and self emerge
through communication processes. Emotions are viewed as relational and
emerging through dialogical experiences lived in bodies, bodies that co-regulate
their movements with the movements of others (GARVEY; FOGEL, 2007).
Furthermore, emotions help punctuate one’s self position in the dynamic flow
of communication (FOGEL, 2001; GARVEY; FOGEL, 2008). The theoretical
underpinnings of the perspective presented herein are predominantly influenced
by dynamic systems theory and the work of Mikhail Bakhtin. We start by dis-
cussing dynamic systems principles relevant to our understanding of emotions.
We then present a short discussion of Bakhtin’s contributions to our view of
self as emerging through dialogical encounters with others and with the world.
We conclude with a few reflections on the implication of conceptualizing the
development of communication, self and emotions as relational and emerging
through dialogical processes.

Emotions and Self as Developing through Communication

As we discussed elsewhere (GARVEY; FOGEL, 2008; PANTOJA, 2001),
the linguistic connotation of the term emotion is deeply rooted in the tradition
of viewing (and studying) emotions as internal, discrete states somewhat “con-
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tained” in the individual and expressed outwardly (EKMAN; FRIESEN, 1975,
IZARD, 1997). Similarly, the notion of selfhood finds its popularity in trait
theories in which self development is often viewed as an individual endeavor,
or, at best, a process involving an unidirectional movement of internalizing
culture (VAN MEIJL, 2008). These mainstream conceptualizations of emotions
and self have something in common: a dichotomous, container-like view of self
and others. In the flow of everyday life, emotions and self dynamically evolve
in relational contexts through dialogical pushes-and-pulls of being together
and apart.

The Principle of Self-Organization

Dynamic systems theory strongly relies on the principle of self-orga-
nization as central in facilitating one’s understanding of the emergent nature
of development (FOGEL et al., 1992; GRANIC, 2000; LEWIS, 1995; 2004;
LEWIS; TODD, 2005; LIABLE; THOMPSON, 2000; MESSINGER; DICK-
SON; FOGEL, 1997; 1999; PANTOJA; NELSON-GOENS; FOGEL, 2001;
VAN GEERT, 2003). Self-organization is a continuous and spontaneous process
of mutual influence among the system’s components. It is said that patterned
activity within a system emerges through the cooperation of the various compo-
nents of that system, that is, patterns self-organize. To self-organize is “to form
intricate patterns from interactions among simpler parts, without prespecified
blueprints” (LIABLE; THOMPSON, 2000, p. 299). A key contribution of the
principle of self-organization is the notion that an a priori (or latent) order does
not exist. For instance, the patterned facial configurations of joy or sadness are
conceptualized as self-organizing through the mutual cooperation of the various
muscles of the face, rather than reflecting a “blueprint” for joy or sadness. Many
other implications of dynamic systems theory for the study of emotions exist,
but such discussion is beyond the scope of this paper (see CAMRAS, 1991;
FOGELetal., 1997, LEWIS, 1995, for more details). We focus instead on how
the principle of self-organization helps us conceptualize the emergent nature
of emotions.

Similarly, a child’s emotional experiences of joy or fear when facing par-
ticular situations (e.g., a sudden noise produced by an activated toy) cannot be
understood as a preprogrammed, predictable, and immutable internal reaction.
Instead, it reflects a dynamic unfolding of meaning construction as the child and
those around her dynamically regulate their bodily experiences and actions to
one another and to the situation, mutually constructing meanings and emotional
configurations to that particular situation. For example, as the child activates a
toy and it produces a sudden noise, the child may immediately frown and move
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her body away from the toy as she gazes at her mother. As the mother simul-
taneously looks at the child and laughs saying: “Oops! That was funny!”, the
child may smile back to the mother, look back to the toy and activate it again,
this time timidly smiling and looking back and forth between the toy and her
mother. Therefore, emotions are relational because they self-organize in com-
munication contexts. As stated by Lewis and Todd (2005) in their discussion
of emotions and cognition:

“Emotion theorists who have taken a dynamic systems approach (FOGEL,
1993; LEWIS, 1995; 1996; SCHERER, 2000) view emotions as evolving
wholes, rather than end-points in a cognitive computation or starting points in
the production of a cognitive bias. Emotional wholes are seen as cohering in
real time through the interaction of many constituent processes, and it is the
synchronization of these processes, as well as the properties of the whole, that
becomes the focus of investigation.” (p. 215).

It is important to note that the contention of emotions as relational does not
implicate that individuals become “diluted” in the relationship. Each individual’s
emotional experience is situated in a specific body, occupying a unique location
in relation to another person’s body. In other words, emotions include facial
and bodily movements that are continuously situated within relational scenarios
(PANTOIJA, 2001). This contention of being with others but at the same time
apart from others provides an important link with Bakhtin’s contribution to our
understanding of self and emotions.

Mikhail Bakhtin: Self in Dialogue

As we discussed elsewhere (GARVEY; FOGEL, 2007), Bakhtin offers a
perspective of selthood that is contrasted with the predominant dualistic view
of self-other of the early 20th century. In his philosophy of dialogue, Bakhtin
emphasizes heteregeneity and situatedness of the self — a revolutionary view at
the time and, to a certain extent, still today (HOLQUIST, 1994). Deeply con-
cerned about how individuals in the very act of speaking situate (or position)
themselves in relation to others, Bakhtin’s philosophy of dialogue is not to be
simplified to analyses of interpersonal discourse. Instead, dialogism represents a
worldview in which one’s existence, one’s sense of selfhood, cannot be divorced
from the experiences of being with others.

According to Bakhtin’s dialogical approach to self (BAKHTIN, 1973;
1978; 1986; 1993), “self” or a “sense of self” emerges and develops through
the process of assuming a certain position (or positions) vis-a-vis different
situations and/or social others. In this sense, the term “dialogue” should not be
understood only as concrete face-to-face verbal communications with others.
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Bakhtin used the term “dialogue” in a broader manner, as a metaphor that con-
veys the encounter of the individual with his/her outside/external world, through
which both the individual and the world are transformed. As social and cultural
beings, we have to constantly assume a specific position (or positions) — deli-
mitate who we are (our individuality or self) — within our social environment.
It goes beyond our position/location in physical and spatial terms; it involves
our psychological and existential position in the world as well. This process of
self-positioning takes place precisely through the dialogues we establish with
our social world (HOLQUIST, 1990). As Michael Holquist (1994, p. 18-19) put:
“In dialogism, the very capacity to have consciousness is based on otherness.
[...] More accurately, it is the differential relation between a center and all
that is not that center. [...] It cannot be stressed enough that for him ‘self” is
dialogic, a relation.”.

This view of selfhood lived as heterogeneous and situated in dialogue
does not negate self as uniquely distinct from others (HERMANS, 1996; 1997).
Bakhtin often wrote about the lively experiences of selthood as a “unique and
unified event of being,” a being whose unique body, whose unique existence is
lived through and in dialogue with others. But how does this uniqueness emerge
through dialogue? In dialogue, self and other simultaneously occupy different
bodies located in different spaces, thereby circumscribing each individual’s
position (and emotions) in relation to one another.

Let us consider an occurrence commonly observed in the lives of many
young infants interacting with their caregivers. As an infant moves his arm to-
ward an object that is out of his reach, the completion (or not) of that movement
will depend on whether or not that object is placed within his reach by another
person (say, his mother). In this case, the infant’s joyous bodily experiences of
successfully reaching the object depends on the motor support provided by his
mother as she places the object closer to her infant’s reach. In this example,
the dynamics of two feeling bodies, simultaneously positioned in two different
spatial locations, co-participating in the emotional experiences of successfully
or unsuccessfully reaching an object is observed. Therefore, by simultaneously
occupying different bodies that are feeling different sensations in relation to one
another, mother and infant dialogically circumscribe each other’s self position
and, in a way, each other’s emotions. Multiple encounters of similar nature that
happen over time between infants and their primary caregivers constitute the
perfect ground for the development of an intrinsically relational and dialogical
sense of self positioning, in which emotions, self, and communication are mu-
tually being constructed as part of a dynamically organized system.
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Putting It All Together

Emotions and self are conceived of as co-evolving through everyday
dialogical movements. Emotions are also intrinsic to one’s self development in
that they highlight a person’s self position in relation to others. Through dialo-
gue, the body will tune into various emotional experiences such as openness or
closeness toward others, connection or disconnection from others, and so on, a
process called affective resonance (SCHORE, 2001).

Conceptualizing emotions and self as relational processes that emerge
through dialogical activities requires a shift in the psychological unit of analysis
from the individual to the individual in relation. Many contemporary develop-
mental psychologists (FOGEL, 1993; LYRA, 2000; LYRA; WINEGAR, 1997)
have written extensively about the importance of examining the individual in
relationships. This methodological movement reflects not only a shift in the way
contemporary psychologists study development but also how development is
conceptualized. Specifically, developmental changes are viewed (and studied) as
emerging in the flow of a person’s dialogue with others, whether these dialogical
exchanges are predominantly linguistically-based or bodily-based.

In our work (FOGEL; GARVEY, 2007; GARVEY; FOGEL, 2007; 2008;
PANTOJA, 2001), we have discussed how mother-infant dyads, through the
process of relationally transforming the landscape of their communication,
co-create emotional patterns that foster multiple opportunities for the infant
to explore his self positions in dialogue with his mother. In other words, an
infant’s differentiation from others is accomplished dialogically in the midst
of his emotional experiences of relating with others. While engaged in various
dialogical formats (we call “frames”), mother and infant simultaneously occupy
different bodies located in different spaces — bodies that moved and changed
in relation one another. For a more in-depth discussion of the methodological
contributions of “frames”, see Garvey and Fogel (2008).

Using the same conceptual framework to the investigation of coping and
emotional adjustment to leukemia and bone marrow transplant in school age
children, Silva (2004; 2005) explored how the emotional experiences associa-
ted with the illness and treatment are intrinsically and dynamically connected
to the children’s recalibration of their dialogically constructed sense of self.
In order words, coping and emotional adjustment are discussed as a dynamic
process of the child’s re-positioning of herself by constructing new meanings
and emotional configurations through dialogical interactions with significant
others, vis-a-vis the unfolding of stressful situations brought about by the illness
and its treatment.
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Concluding Remarks

Influenced by dynamic systems theory and the notion of dialogism from
Mikail Bahktin, we emphasized that emotions, self and communication are in-
separable processes that emerge and flow together in the day-to-day occurrences
of dialogical partners. Furthermore, emotions serve to punctuate, from the flow
of communication, the different positions each dialogical partner occupies. It is
important to highlight that a relational and dialogical perspective of emotions
and self does not deny that individuals feel and perceive their part in communi-
cation processes as “their own” contribution. Instead, this dialogical perspective
capitalizes an inevitable characteristic of “being”: a “being-in-relation.” As our
everyday experiences remind us, relationships open us up to a multiplicity of
possibilities, including self possibilities, while at the same time fostering a sense
of emotional connection with (or disconnection from) others and the world.

The process of mutual development of emotions, self, and communication
through everyday dialogical movements can be identified since very early in life,
as the infants and their primary caregivers start to engage in dynamic episodes of
co-regulation of their body sensations and actions while embedded in different
contexts. During these dialogical encounters the child is impelled to assume
specific positions vis-a-vis particular others, events or situations, and, over time,
she starts to construct a historical sense of who she is (or a self-biography). This
historically and dialogically constructed sense of self becomes a ground that
guides the child’s actions, thoughts, and emotions when relating to different
others and situations. At the same time, emotions foster and regulate the new
dialogical encounters between the child and the world, leading to opportunities
for the child to develop new self-positioning and sense of self.

This conceptual and methodological shift from “the individual” to the
“individual in relation” as the unit of analysis appears to provide fruitful tools
for the future investigation of child development not only under “ordinary”
everyday circumstances, but also under “out of the ordinary” circumstances
such as when the child faces life threatening illnesses or other major emotionally
stressful experiences.
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