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MARIA LUISA SCHUBAUER-LEONT*

COMMENTS ON CARASSA

The articulated programme proposed by Antonella Carassa brings into
play various disciplinary fields, constitutive of communication sciences,
with a specific attention laid upon the contribution of psychology as the
science of the subject. The text looks for complementarities between
approaches and more particularly between theoretical and epistemologi-
cal standpoints, usually disjoint, in order to fertilize a renewed problema-
tisation within the field of communication sciences. The project is ambi-
tious and the debate which its realisation will arouse will advantageously
promote, in a simultaneous manner, the essentially multidisciplinary
field of communication sciences and that of psychological science. This
discipline which evolves, as a matter of fact, as an autonomous science,
can only come out reinforced (or fruitfully shaken!) from the immersion
in epistemological, theoretical, methodological and praxeological ques-
tionings which characterise the scientific communities that study com-
municational practices.

Actional turn and triadic paradigm

In a perspective which I identify according to Vernant (1997) as an
“actional turn”, Antonella Carassa forthwith assumes the ineluctable
characteristic of the notion of joint action (as intended by Clark in 1996)
by usefully revealing the pragmatic origins of the concept, in particular
as intended by Grice. Seen as a collective action, a joint action is hence
not only a juxtaposition of individual actions. It appeals to diverse coop-
eration modes between interlocutors and bears intersubjectivity process-
es capable of managing constitutive transactions of the agents (identitar-
ian components, emotional and reflective consciousness dimensions) and
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of the worlds they co-elaborate too (intersubjective and intramundane as
intended by Vernant, op ciz). I hereby highlight an aspect also underlined
in Antonella Carassa’s contribution and which I consider central: the
ternarity of the interactional model invoked. Even so, the paradigms
dominant in psychology are traditionally binary models which represent,
turn after turn, the user/artefact and the user/user interaction. Along
these lines, to claim that relations between users are mediated by artefacts
and that all relationship from a user to a (system of) artefact(s) is neces-
sarily mediated by an individual or collective other entails a change of
epistemological and departure paradigm, a substantial modification of
the unit of analysis of interactional processes within human communica-
tion. This standpoint gives echo, partially at least, to that represented by
the davidsonian triangle according to which one needs two rational
agents handling a real-life experience to allow the objectivation of expe-
rience. To which one should add the intertwining of beliefs, prejudices,
desires and social conventions to give body to the acting of each co-agent.
The events, considered as “what agents manage to make happen” (faire
arriver, in the terms of Ricoeur who discusses Davidson 1991) are nour-
ished of historicity and phenomena emerging from interaction, and are
thereafter to be understood as dynamic processes.

But one cannot stop at this point: can the epistemological stakes of a
ternary model aiming at understanding and explaining the action of con-
crete individuals, submerged in interpersonal, interpersonal, group and
institutional games (jeux in the terms of Sensevy 2007) avoid the consid-
eration of the socio-historical constraints constituted by the corpus of
cultural artefacts and of tools until then, which are the fruit of the prac-
tices of previous generations and which weigh on whatsoever interaction-
al hic et nunc? A variety of works arising from the psychological field itself
(Perret-Clermont et al. 2004) insist upon the semiotic components of
interaction conceived in its triadic structure. Certain works (Moro &
Rickenman 2004) namely revisit the decisive impact of pragmatist
approaches (Dewey, Peirce but also Habermas) and take the position of
the cultural historical Vygotskian paradigm and the problematic of medi-
ation by insisting upon the roles of material objects as well as symbolic
tools (language among them) and signs in triadic interaction.

To accurately describe what happens in the course of joint action pre-
supposes, in a perspective which I defend as a result of these works, the
identification of descriptive categories backed upon a conceptual system
whose robustness is constantly to be verified in a dialectical relationship
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with the observables. In default of theoretical categories, “natural” cate-
gories available in the culture of the agents and of the institutions - in and
by which actions take form - will be erected into descriptors, legitimate
and pertinent to the usage of the researcher, who will propose an a-poste-
riori reorganisation of these. This is one of the criticisms one can address
to ethnometodolody, which, as it seems, does not attribute a satisfying
statute to the questions of indexicality and of accountability which it
mobilises. The discursive practices of agents upon their actions are on the
contrary to be considered as emergents from ad hoc dialogical spaces: spe-
cific forms of intersubjectivity with researcher in interview contexts, or
comprising other institutional agents in occasions for exchange upon
practices that one should precise in order to define the function or the
status.

The role of context likewise that of the impact of cultural pre-con-
structs upon undergoing joint action have an echo not only in a vygot-
skian approach, but also in a perspective of cognition and of situated/dis-
tributed action. Both currents, whose origins are distinct and to which
Carassa’s programme makes reference, contribute to challenge the solip-
sist positions of many cognitive approaches by posing the intrinsically
social nature of cognition. From this, a vision of learning processes
emerges which attributes an instituting function to the culture and the
community of practices which give body to it.

If one admits, likewise Tomasello, that the capacity to read and share
intentions with one’s co-specifics is specifically human and is instrument-
ed by the language with its correlate capacities of imitation, collabora-
tion, simulation, etc., it results that joint actions are carried by joint
intentions with regards to a shared goal. In order to attain a goal, co-
agents recur to transactional processes and depending on the complexity
of the objective, more or less sophisticated forms of action planning may
be required. Notwithstanding, this does not mean that one can reduce
action to its intentional and planning components.

Subsequently to the seminal works of Rizzoletti and collaborators,
acknowledging the existence of neurons of a particular type (mirror neu-
rons) at the basis of our social cognition to the point of founding certain
so-said imitative, empathic and simulation, etc. behaviours, can lead to a
new form of neurological reductionism of communication capacities.
But one can also consider, in line with the previous positions, that the
bio-behavioural equipment is inextricable from the activation conditions
for actions to take place alongside the development of individuals. In a
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perspective enlightening the transformation of subjects’ relationships to
the world and teaching, all study of joint action gains to articulate three
types of mechanisms: i/ that inherent to role attribution and coordina-
tion in a given situation (interpersonal and situational level of analysis); i1/
mechanisms inherent to the reorganisation/transformation of institu-
tional and cultural environments through and by means of which sub-
jects meet and produce new artefacts (analysis level of the socio-historical
determinants and of the production of knowledge) and iii/ mechanisms for
the re-elaboration of meaning by users with regards to conducts which
they jointly realise and which are accomplished in institutions carrying
higher level intentions (semiotic and institutional level of analysis). The
communities of practices which Carassa relates of with reference to Wenger
are interesting with regards to this matter. But it is suitable not to reduce
the analysis to the situational and conjectural /ic et nunc to the detriment
of an analysis of the socio-historical and institutional forms which con-
strain (and render possible) new practices and items of knowledge to
occur in learning situations.

Antonella Carassa’s article announces a project whose ambition and
interest for communication sciences I have already underlined. In addi-
tion to the references already quoted in the text, specific forms of com-
munication with educational and instructional purposes have also been
studied by other research teams who are interested in action within pro-
fessional and educational situations (Baudoin & Friedrich 2001;
Bronckart et al. 2004) as well as in teaching and learning situations at
school (Sensevy & Mercier 2007). In all cases, the multidisciplinary
stakes are manifest. The trials for the articulation amongst approaches go
alongside the proofing of the different interactional paradigms and,
apparently, researchers who take this “actional turn” engage in projects
whose outreach involves a reconfiguration of human/social sciences. I
nonetheless identify, in this perspective, several obstacles: the risk not to
give enough space to meaning — simultaneously personal and collective —
which agents attribute to action (meaning inferred from ongoing action
and meaning declared before and after action); the risk of a rationalist
relationship to the practices (the agent being seen as proceeding to a
strictly logical calculation of inferences); the risk of a sliding towards
binary models which neglect the mediation process and the role of signs
and conventions in communication. An entry by the mean of the sci-
ences of the subject, beyond the risks of solipsism and monologic
approaches which characterise it, tend to underestimate the importance
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of a theory of situations and of the artefacts by which - and in relation to
which - action is tied. In the same spirit, focalised upon the agent’s or
even the co-agent’s intentions, the psychologists tend to forget the artic-
ulation between this level of intentionality and that of institutions under
the aegis of which joint actions happen? Psychology may be more than
merely a science of subjects.
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