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CHAPTER 3

POLYPHONY
A Vivid Source of Self and Symbol

Maya Gratier and Marie-Cécile Bertau

INTRODUCTION

This chapter looks at dialogical formations at the beginning of human life 
through empirically observable practices of vocal exchange between moth-
er and infant. The leading idea is that sensory experiences1 within dialogic 
forms give rise to the sophisticated constructs of self and symbol. Observing 
the ontogeny of dialogic forms leads us to examine how they pave the way 
to self and symbol formation, and how, in turn, self and symbol are related 

1  We use the term ‘sensory’ in relation to the idea that self and other are shaped in and through 
voice and are thus rooted in bodily, somatic and visceral experience. We have avoided the 
terms sensuous and sensual because of their erotic connotations but we do wish to build on 
the rich meanings of the semantic fi eld surrounding these terms, one that includes touch, 
feel and emotion.
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to their phenomenological origins. We hold that these constructs cannot 
be understood, a) without taking into account their sensory origin, and 
b) outside dialogicality, i.e. without the other of the developing self. Our 
emphasis is on the primacy of concrete dialogic experiences as grounds for 
self and symbol development and functioning.

In this perspective, the complex problem of the emergence of symbol-
ization in ontogeny is not seen as an accomplishment by the Cartesian ‘I’ 
of classical developmental psychology (Sinha, 2000). Rather, symbol for-
mation is bound to self formation in a mutual development which is it-
self inseparable from dialogical practices. Self and symbols are commonly 
traced back to joint practices and to the temporal dynamics these practices 
undergo through performances by mutually addressing partners. In this 
way, our approach acknowledges a concrete or phenomenological level of actual 
perceptions and performances in time and space by partners, that are ob-
servable and measurable to a certain extent, and a psychological conceptual 
level of (nevertheless real) abstractions.

Protoconversations (Bateson, 1975) as an early form of dialogicality pro-
vide an excellent context for relating perceptual forms and psychological 
processes within developmental dynamics. The perceptual form we base 
our study on is the voice and we look at vocal exchanges with their specifi c 
rhythmicity and prosody while specifi cally examining the phenomenon of 
polyphony realized by mother and infant as co-vocalizations.

Protoconversation is in our opinion a powerful format in several in-
tertwined respects. First, protoconversation consists in mutual acts which 
construct a structure of turns, where one turn is related to the preceding 
and invites the following one. At the same time, through the mutuality of 
these exchanges, intersubjectivity is experienced; it is elaborated over time 
in repeated exchanges giving the shared experience a ‘historical quality.’ 
Second, in performing structure and intersubjectivity, protoconversation 
entails self and other positions, actually enacted in distinctive turns and 
with distinctive voices. So what is intertwined in protoconversation is the 
construction of a turn structure, the experience of intersubjectivity, and 
the enactment of self-other positions. Hence, protoconversation lays the 
ground for verbal dialogue using symbolic language and for the construc-
tion of a self within self-other experiences: the genesis of self and symbol 
appears to be an integrated whole where both complex constructs—self 
and symbol—enhance each other. What integrates and develops this whole 
is dialogue, the common practice of partners where one is already using 
symbolic language, while the other (the baby) is still pre-symbolic. Their 
common ground consists in their dialogic exchanges, their practice of spe-
cifi c sensory forms—the very point of entry to self and symbol formation. 
Dialogicality can thus be seen as the vehicle for the transition from the pre-
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symbolic to the symbolic and for the elaborated dynamical construction of 
a dialogical self.2

As we have explained, our observation of protoconversations focuses on 
the forms of these exchanges from a psychological perspective, that is, from the 
perspective of the psychological construction of self and symbol. In effect, 
we use Bakhtin’s notion of voice because this notion allows us to apprehend 
voice and polyphony beyond their mere materiality, acknowledging their 
psychological content. However, in our ontogenetic reading, we also, so to 
speak, go behind Bakhtin’s metaphor and into the vivid materiality of the 
exchanged voices, into the phenomenology of the voice.3 As a result, we 
arrive at the psychological concept ‘voice’ again, although this time on the 
grounds of its anchoring in phenomenological reality. Voice and polyphony 
can now be situated at the threshold of pre-symbolic and symbolic activities, 
simultaneously serving as their link. Relating Bakthin’s ‘voice’ with voices in 
ontogeny, we are able to give communicative and psychological density to 
the concrete voice as well as to the psychic process of ‘voice.’ Voice seems to 
function as a hinge, it is itself a psycho-physical phenomenon, an idea put 
forth by Osatuke, Gray, Glick, Stiles, and Barkham (2004) and by Bertau 
(2004, 2008, 2012b).

In the fi rst part of the chapter the core concepts of polyphony, voice 
and dialogue are examined. Bakhtin’s notion of voice and polyphony be-
long to the grounding concepts of Dialogical Self Theory (DST, e.g. Her-
mans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010) and contribute to an understanding of 
the ‘full volume’ of an uttered, addressed and replied voice. The notion 
of dialogue presented focuses on its transformative and developing power 
(Bertau, 2012a), and this is connected with a double movement of related-
ness and detachment. These theoretical considerations are followed in the 
second part by an empirical study of mother-infant vocal exchange that 
demonstrates that the polyphonic form is a powerful means for the devel-
opment of self in relation, that is in different positions, to other(s), as well 
as to the development of a world of shared culture-specifi c meanings. The 
intonated word appears as a crystallization of the mutual development of 
self formation and symbolization: a dynamic structure shaped by cultural 

2 As recent studies show (Reissland & Hopkins, 2010), an exchange structure pointing 
to incipient dialogicality starts quite early in human life, at fetal age. There seem to be 
transitions from more physically grounded exchanges, for example, on ametabolic level to a 
more psychological level of exchange entailing forms of intersubjectivity in neonates. Time 
as synchronized events between partners plays a major role. For more details and references 
see Bertau (2012a).

3‘ Vivid materiality’ is an expression borrowed from the Russian thinkers Bakhtin, Vološinov, 
and Vygotsky. It underscores the dynamic quality of the perceived materiality of language, 
always informed by the addressivity and sociality of language users. Hence, non-vivid 
materiality would lack addressive quality, and constitute an a-historical and a-temporal static 
envelope.
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communicative practices as well as by the symbolic meanings enacted and 
presented in these practices. The third part of the chapter discusses further 
the nexus between self and symbol formation based on the fi ndings from 
the empirical study. Specifi cally, the purpose is to develop a dialogically 
grounded conception of ‘symbol.’

POLYPHONY AND DIALOGUE: EXAMINING TWO CORE TERMS

From Metaphorical Polyphony to Early Co-vocalizations

The root metaphor for the conception of the dialogical self is Bakhtin’s 
(1984) polyphonic novel (e.g., Hermans & Kempen, 1993; Hermans, Kem-
pen, & van Loon, 1992), a term Bakhtin uses in his analysis of Dostoevsky’s 
literary technique. It is here that ‘polyphony’ and ‘voice’ have their con-
ceptual and heuristic point of departure, and it is interesting to observe 
how Bakhtin himself develops these terms. According to Bakhtin, it was 
Komarovič who introduced the analogy to polyphony and to the counter-
point of fugue to explain Dostoevsky’s technique of “harmonization of voic-
es” as different voices of a fugue developing contrapuntally. But Komarovič 
had not understood the essence of polyphony as lying fi rstly in the auton-
omy of voices, and secondly in that this autonomy becomes unifi ed into a 
“unity of a higher order than in homophony” (1984, p. 22). In conclusion, 
Bakhtin underscores the fact that the comparison with polyphony is only 
an illustrative analogy and that one has to bear in mind the metaphorical 
source of his term “polyphonous novel.” Thus, Bakhtin is using ‘polyphony’ 
and ‘voice’ in an explicitly metaphorical way, stressing the difference be-
tween music and novels.

Going beyond this pronounced metaphorical understanding, the fact 
should be noted that Western polyphonic music developed in the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance within the vocal domain (e.g., Gregorian chorus, 
school of Notre Dame). Hence, speaking about polyphony and voice with 
regard to instrumental music is itself a metaphor. Bearing in mind that 
Bakhtin’s focus was literature, his use of the musical metaphor reveals, in 
the end, more affi nity than difference between written texts and instru-
mental music—the affi nity lying in a certain distancing from bodily experi-
ence. Thus, the Bakhtinian metaphor speaks of an abstraction, and it can 
be assumed that it is this very use that allows Bakhtin to think of voices not 
only in terms of acting and speaking characters but in terms of utterances. 
This important shift from a speaking body to the spoken utterance is made 
possible by the voices’ independence, as highlighted by Bakhtin. This shift 
made the connection to consciousness possible, because the utterance be-
comes independent of a speaking body and hence it can exist in the imagi-
nation as well as being spoken and heard; moreover, it makes it possible to 
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conceptualize human consciousness as polyphonic and dialogic, i.e. seek-
ing reply, and itself a reply to other consciousnesses.4 The shift leads also to 
foregrounding the dialogic relations between utterances. Over time there is 
built a texture of utterances that speaking individuals are immersed in and 
towards which they must—in speaking—take a stance.5

“True polyphony” is thus for Bakhtin the manifoldness of autonomous 
voices, coexisting and reciprocating. This is what Bakhtin acknowledges in 
Dostoevsky: “In every voice he could hear two contending voices, in every 
expression a crack […] he perceived the profound ambiguity, even mul-
tiple ambiguity, of every phenomenon.” (1984, p. 30). Dostoevsky’s particu-
lar ability to hear several voices at once thus enables him to develop the poly-
phonic novel. This complexity, which often enough entails contradictions, 
has its locus in the consciousness of the novel’s characters, a refl ection of 
the general nature of human consciousness. Further, human consciousness 
is never self-suffi cient but exists within a tension in relation to other con-
sciousnesses. Thus, each thought is to be conceived as a reply in “an unfi -
nalized dialogue” (1984, p. 32). Baktin’s metaphor applies to the quality of 
language as well as to the nature of consciousness (Bertau, 2008).

Hence, polyphony represents complexity of voices not in succession, but 
in simultaneity. With that point of departure it becomes clear that voice 
is not defi ned as belonging to one body in a one-to-one correspondence. 
Rather, voice constitutes a multitude of happenings in one person who is 
seeking out the other person’s multitude in order to continue the dialogue. 
It is worth noting that the simultaneity highlighted here foregrounds space 
to the detriment of time; manifoldness seems to be fi rst and foremost made 
of spatial complexity, a landscape extending before one’s eyes.6

The polyphonic structure Bakhtin sees in Dostoevsky is thus “dialogic 
through and through”; all elements are related dialogically, and they are 
organized in a contrapuntal way to each other (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 40). Si-
multaneity and juxtaposition, coexistence and contact are the leading no-
tions. As a result, voice becomes a principle of organization. Taken as a psy-
chosocial and evaluative phenomenon, ‘voice’ indicates socially organized 

4 The topic of consciousness and its relationship to language is shared by Bakhtin’s 
contemporaries Vološinov and Vygotsky.

5 See e.g. the well-known “chain of speech” in Bakhtin (1986). The basic idea of dialogicality 
and interdependency of utterances goes back to the linguist Yakubinsky (1997), another 
contemporary of Bakhtin (Aumüller, 2006).

6 This is due to Bakhtin’s analysis of Dostoevsky’s technique as dramatization in space; 
it is to be acknowledged that spatialization allows us to see distinctions where there was 
previously the Cartesian fusion in an homogeneous ‘I.’ The aspect of time is not neglected 
in DST, but spatial conceptions predominate. Time in the DS is especially addressed by Lyra 
(1999; Lightfoot & Lyra, 2000), Barresi (2012) and Raggatt (2012). It may well be that the 
spatialization of self was a fi rst and necessary step to develop a non-Cartesian self-concept. 
The second step—its dynamization according to time—follows presently.
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and positioned speakers. Individual manifoldness of voices emerges from 
social manifoldness, for as social individuals we are in different positions, 
differently related to others as well as to ourselves.

Bakhtin’s notion of voice precisely enables a differentiation of speaking 
subjects in regard to the position they take up and experience in relation 
to each other—to their mutual voices. Self and Other are thus always po-
sitioned within a concrete socio-cultural and psycho-linguistic space, and 
each utterance addresses the voice(s) of the Other as present in the uttered 
words, and not simply the bodily person sitting there. The act of speaking 
comes to be itself manifold and multivocal, necessarily related to evaluative 
positionings of Self, Other, and the shared situation. As it were, the notion 
of voice becomes conceptually more important than that of the subject. Or 
to put it differently, the subject is understood on the basis of the manifold 
utterances and voices s/he performs across time and space. As utterances 
are interrelated and positioned towards each other, any speaking act is a re-
ply, taking up already spoken utterances and words, used again and again, 
and towards which the speaking subject has to take a stance: with her or his 
voice.

As a result, Bakhtin’s metaphorical understanding of polyphony and 
voice allows for the transgression of the material body and enables the phe-
nomenon of voice to be socialized and psychologized. Voice is then simul-
taneously a psycho-social and physical phenomenon. It is a manifestation of 
the speaking person as a social person belonging to a certain socio-cultural-
ly determined speech community. The voice is coupled with a specifi c, posi-
tioned utterance, and is, as such, in dialogic relation with other utterances 
and voices. We assume that in ontogenesis the infant (and then child) par-
ticipates actively in these dialogic relations, learning to unfold—with the 
support of signifi cant others—different voices, and that this enhances her 
possibilities of acting as a social person. Thus, voice can be said to have a 
multiplying effect. It has a core function for the development of both social 
and individual complexity.

The transgression of the material body made possible by Bakhtin further 
makes the performative aspect of language visible, as well as its relatedness 
and situatedness in a community of meaning. Meaning can be understood, 
within the framework of this performance, as enacted and presented. We 
assume that the genesis of arbitrary symbols is based upon this performa-
tive, social act of meaning. Hence, with Bakhtin’s metaphorization, one ar-
rives at an embodied self that is a polyphonic speaker. This line of thinking 
transforms the notion of the ‘speaking body’ into something that is mani-
fold and heterogeneous, while at the same time having the properties of a 
single speaking subject, revealing this subject.

Looking then, with these differentiations in mind, at the development of 
voice and language (as dialogic), one should not forget the phenomenol-
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ogy of the voice. The metaphorical reading modelled by Bakhtin does not 
permit us to disregard the materiality of language, but on the contrary leads 
to the acknowledgement of this materiality as vivid, dialogic and semiotic. 
There is no way out of the two-foldness of the materiality and the ‘psycho-
logicality’ of language, no way out of the psycho-physical simultaneity of the 
uttered voice. An examination of the phenomenology of polyphony can 
thus deepen an understanding of the abstracted form that is the structure 
of the Self, and of consciousness.

Self-Other Relations and Dialogic Exchanges

The notion of dialogue is anchored in self-other relations. Dialogue is a 
relation itself, or better, a relating activity defi ning self and other through 
its performance. From this it could appear that one can choose to under-
take that sort of activity or refrain from it. But the idea of choosing pertains 
to the self-contained ‘I’ that can control itself and its relations to the outside 
environment. A non-Cartesian point of view resides not the least in the chal-
lenge to give up this fantasy of choosing and to acknowledge that dialogue 
is not freely undertaken, but endured—this is how the Italian philosopher 
Ponzio (1980) puts the Bakhtinian view on dialogue. Holquist echoes this 
view when he highlights Bakhtin’s insistence on the implications of “being 
fated to the condition of dialogue” (1990, p. 181).

The position of the subject is then clearly determined by alterity in the 
fi rst place. Alterity is to be conceived as a developmental and relational 
movement that follows the socio-historical development of the individual 
Self. This development very clearly sets the origins of the individual psyche 
and consciousness in the Other (Bertau, 2011a, 2011b; Vygotsky, 1999). In 
this conception, although any Self-formation is considered to originate in 
Otherness, individuality emerges in this movement, indeed results from the 
movement itself. Thus, it is a movement which is necessary for human be-
ings to come to be human beings. The movement of alterity manifests itself 
as concrete, i.e. experienced dynamic, as addressivity. Addressivity adopts 
specifi c forms in time and gives shape to the relationship and its positions, 
in the to-and-fro within a space-time the partners jointly mould.

The source of Self lies in the Other, where this Other is a speaking, listen-
ing, and addressing person. The movement we have referred to entails per-
formed language, vividly experienced through its intonations and rhythms 
(and not just its words), touching the subjects in mind and body—affecting 
them. At the moment of birth (even perhaps with conception) the subject 
enters a world of others, a world constituted in language (with its multiple 
semiotic dimensions) and by the language of others, performed again and 
again, presented, and made meaningful in these performances. The ways 
of speaking and listening the newborn is faced with are ways of making 
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sense of the world; they are meanings that are re-affi rmed in the act of giv-
ing and transmitting them.

The self-other relation is defi ned in this sense by alterity. A primal, self-
contained ‘I’ is hence negated by setting a clear starting point located with 
the Other. But the Other is not the all powerful and the Self the helpless 
one, rather, they are interdependent, staying in reciprocal relation. Individ-
uals are thus not conceivable outside this dynamic structure. Being “fated 
to the condition of dialogue” is understandable with respect to this notion 
of alterity. The notion of dialogue can now be explained with regard to its 
development as well as its transformative power. But before this, it will be 
useful to distinguish two principal levels concerning the term ‘dialogue,’ 
following again Bakhtin’s thinking as developed by Holquist (1990).

Given that existence is “the event of co-being”—in our terms condi-
tioned by alterity, as explained—the manifestation of this event is seen by 
Bakhtin in the constant creation of exchanges of meaning; these exchanges 
entail dialogue at all levels: “between words in language, people in society, 
organisms in ecosystems, and even between processes in the natural world” 
(Holquist, 1990, p. 41). Thus, dialogue appears at several levels, carried out 
by different means—one of these being natural language. Following Bakhtin, 
there is thus a larger dialogue applying to the event of existence, and a 
dialogue manifested in natural language.7 It is important to note that ‘dia-
logue’ is not a metaphor for Bakhtin, rather—as Holquist puts it—dialogue 
is a master term presenting exchanges at all levels of life. This, once again, 
leads us to seek a deeper understanding of the forms in which these ex-
changes manifest themselves—in the case of our focus here: rhythmic, pro-
sodic, vocal forms between mother and infant. So, we assume the principle 
distinction between an existential or life level, structured and functioning 
according to exchanges of a dialogic character, and manifestations of these 
exchanges at the communicative level between individuals, where in our 
case one of them, the very young infant, although involved in the language 
of her/his speech community, is not yet ready nor able to produce linguis-
tic forms.

Starting with Bakhtin’s assumption that a dialogue is not freely under-
taken but experienced or “endured,” we posit that dialogue is at the same 
time the very means by which one arrives at an understanding of reality, of 
a specifi c situation. Performed dialogue offers a time-space structure for 
the relatedness of partners (taking turns in time), a form that can (and in 
fact, must) be further shaped by both partners with regard to proximity and 
distance as ways of co-being. This work of physical and psychological space 
management is done in distinguishing voices and positions, in distinguish-

7 See also Bakhtin’s (1984) distinction between the “big dialogue” concerning the whole novel, 
the dialogues between the protagonists and the “micro-dialogue” as the inner dialogue of a 
consciousness as well as within the word, within the gesture.
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ing as whom one is addressed and addresses others, and as whom one may 
reply, is supposed to reply etc. ‘As whom’ includes ‘how,’ because position 
implies form, i.e. a way of vocalizing and of speaking related to a certain po-
sition (e.g., gently, angrily, loudly, staccato-style, with certain words in a cer-
tain order).8 The function of the time-space structure offered by dialogic 
forms thus stems from the process of distinguishing: to make a distinction 
is to construct sameness and difference through practices and to come to 
experience these conditions.

A highly illustrative practice for the distinguishing process is described 
by Stern, Jaffe, Beebe, and Bennett (1975) in which mother’s and infant’s 
vocalize in alternation and in unison. Vocalizing in unison means coordi-
nation in terms of synchronized activity, joint corporeality, a momentary 
fusion often related to high levels of affectively positive arousal, where the 
partners obviously derive much enjoyment from their coactive vocalization. 
Vocalizing in alternation, which is more manifest at a midlevel of arousal, 
means coordination in terms of succession, of rhythmically distributed ac-
tivity, ordered in time as well as in form according to principles of coher-
ence. This mode of communication seems to be connected to the mother’s 
role in ‘teaching’ her infant.

In practicing (in the sense of exercising oneself) with voicing and posi-
tioning, the partners jointly construct their dialogue, and in doing so they 
develop as partners, as differently positioned individuals acting with regard 
to each other. Dialogue comes to be the means for reciprocal development, 
involving detachment as well as attachment, for the positions make sense 
only in relation to each other and function only with enough distance and 
enough proximity. It is in this sense that dialogue has the power to guide 
development, by acting on the self-other-relationship and the selves of the 
partners in terms of voices and positions.

What we here take to be the transformative power of dialogue belongs 
to the temporal dimension of any dialogue, to its historicity building up 
between partners through reiterated practice. In this way, establishing a 
social contact and mutuality are the main effects of performed dialogue. 
This view highlights the relational effects of dialogue with consequences for 
the establishment and negotiation of meaning. It is a view already present 
in Bateson’s (1975) term ‘protoconversation’ which refers to the joint per-
formances of mother and child, “prefi guring” the adult interpersonal con-
versation, but where the conversation “focuses primarily on the importance 
of vocal exchange in affi rming and maintaining social contact, rather than 

8For instance, as angry mother a woman may speak with a loud and angry voice to her baby 
who is supposed to reply as a-baby-who-made-her-mom-angry, e.g., with low whimper, and not 
with a loud laughing vocalization. The same partners will position each other and themselves 
differently (as xy and as zz) in another situation and will thus perform different vocal and 
verbal forms (related to the positions ‘xy’ and to ‘zz’).
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on content” (1975, p. 111). Conversation is a useful model for patterned 
verbal interaction but what gives it conversational value is the establishment 
of social contact through patterns of mutuality.

So, dialogues are not only characterized by their turn-taking structure 
defi ning reciprocal positions in time and space, but also by the fact that this 
common performance leads to a mutual, time-bound transformation: both 
partners and their relationship are transformed through time, because they 
encounter each other as those who have had these previous common com-
municative experiences associated with specifi c voices and positions. They 
re-take and re-enact these practices more or less differently with regard to 
the other moment in their common life; and also in a similar way with re-
gard to the wish to recognize the other and themselves in that new moment. 
Thus, an actual dialogical practice becomes—as a specifi c remembered and 
re-created experience of other and self—part of the next practice, it can be 
seen as pointing to the common past. Historicity thus leads to a kind of ana-
phoric marking, an important step towards common reference—referring 
to what we did together, you as the one, me as the other.9

POLYPHONY AND THE MAKING OF THE INFANT VOICE

Observations of Mother-Infant Exchange: The Drive into Meaning

An infant is born equipped with a mind and means to express subtle and 
changing states of being. Voice is a powerful instrument for communication 
from the beginning of life because it moves and touches others directly, as 
it unfolds in time. Empirical studies of vocal development have described 
changes in form and function that infant voices undergo as infant minds 
grow towards verbal competence (Oller, 1980; Papoušek & Papoušek, 1981, 
1989; Stark, 1980). Much psycholinguistic research has focused on the pe-
riod between the emergence of babbling and the emergence of words and 
sentences. However, emphasis has been placed on studying the types of 
sounds young infants produce rather than on the dynamic acoustic qualities 
of their vocalizations. From the cooing stage of vocal development, starting 
between 6 and 8 weeks after birth, infants use their voices with increasing 
dexterity, manipulating various acoustic dimensions such as timing, timbre, 
intensity and pitch (Malloch, 1999). The trajectories they trace in time with 
their voice convey rich and subtle meanings about their changing states of 
being, including emotional and physiological states oriented towards self 
and motivational states oriented towards other.

9 The historical character of dialogic exchanges is a topic specifi cally addressed in Lyra’s work, 
see Lyra (2012), Lyra & Bertau (2008).
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Voice in its most material dimension is double-faced, heard simultane-
ously from within and from without even as it is produced, on the tip of 
the tongue. Voicing is a multi-sensorial and sensual process. As the infant 
produces a vocal sound that is intended to be heard, the sound becomes 
external and is thus heard at the same time as a strange and unfamiliar 
voice. So a voice is simultaneously private and public. There is a duplicity 
that is inherent in the experience of hearing one’s voice as one speaks. The 
social and cultural shaping of the infant voice, leading all the way to the 
fi xed sound patterns and stable meanings of language, begins in the orga-
nized forms of protoconversations involving vocalizing in alternation and 
in unison with an intention to ‘say something’ with sound. A central ques-
tion that needs to be addressed is whether the infant’s main motive is to say 
something on his own account, i.e. to make public some inner state, or to 
partake in the shared adventure of ‘being together in time’ and therefore 
to produce joint accounts of common experience.

The Foundational Experience of ‘Being Together in Time’

The comparison between verbal conversation and preverbal interac-
tion in the cooing stage of vocal development is to some extent skewed. In 
conversation, adults use verbal construction to project intended meanings, 
more or less precisely, with the ultimate aim of achieving intersubjective 
understanding. The position of self becomes well defi ned, if perhaps mostly 
constructed, in language use. But for an infant who is only beginning to 
communicate with sound in time (and other embodied expressive modali-
ties) the motives for vocal expression need to be clarifi ed.

Protoconversation is perhaps closer to improvised music and dance than 
to conversation. It is polyphony as much as it is dialogue. And now we get 
to the heart of the matter. In musical polyphony the purpose of produc-
ing sound together is a sharing of intention, it is the direct and immediate 
experience of ‘being together’ (Lortat-Jacob, 1998). Thus the content of 
what is being conveyed is given shape as it is being performed so that it is 
the joint production or performance that then settles into the separate sub-
jects’ embodied memories, most often as habit and praxis. One major way 
in which vocal interaction differs from verbal conversation is the extent to 
which mother and infant vocalize in unison.

There is evidence from studies in linguistic anthropology that the de-
gree of vocal overlap in conversation varies cross-culturally (Gumperz, 
1982; Tannen, 1989). It has been suggested that the tolerance for overlap 
in conversation is connected to cultural constructs of self-other relatedness 
so that in cultures in which the boundaries between self and other are less 
clearly marked (sometimes thought of as collectivistic cultures) individuals’ 
talk can overlap much more than in cultures with well defi ned self-other 
boundaries (sometimes thought of as individualistic cultures) (Gratier, 
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Greenfi eld, & Isaac, 2009). Furthermore, it appears that the amount of 
overlapping vocalization varies between cultures even in protoconversation 
suggesting that young infants are learning or incorporating the particular 
conversational praxis of their community (Gratier, 2003). Nevertheless, in 
western European cultural contexts, adult conversation presents less over-
lap than adult-infant protoconversation.

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

An acoustic micro-analytic study of vocal interaction between 20 French 
mothers and their 3-month-old infants (Gratier & Devouche, 2011) showed 
that mothers vocalize on average 25 times per minute, infants vocalize on 
average 8 times, and mothers and infants vocalize in unison on average 3 
times per minute. Maternal vocalizations were found to last roughly one 
second, pauses lasted on average 880 ms, infant vocalizations lasted on aver-
age half a second and simultaneous vocalizations lasted longer on average 
than infant vocalizations (640 ms), suggesting that infants vocalize longer 
when they vocalize with their mothers.

Close observation of the trajectories of vocal sounds produced by infants 
and mothers along multiple dimensions (pitch, intensity, amplitude) re-
veals how mothers and infants share time, holding it together in two ways: 
through the interweaving of alternating and connected expressions, and 
through a merging of vocal streams. In Figure 1a and 1b we present, in turn, 
a schematic diagram of patterns of vocalization showing the organization in 
alternation and simultaneity. A plot of pitch (Fundamental Frequency, Fo) 
variation over time shows in addition the ways in which vocal interaction 
is organized in pitch space (1a) and the transcript of the interaction (1b). 
In this example a 2-month-old (whom we shall call Pierre) and his mother 
were involved in a protoconversation (Bateson, 1975, 1979), over a period 
of about 40 seconds. The fi gures show the remarkable timing of vocal be-
havior in the interaction between Pierre and his mother, where one partner 
picks up exactly where the other left off so that there is a seamless relaying 
of turns. It is also remarkable that on a number of occasions mother and 
infant start and end their vocalizations in perfect simultaneity and that at 
other times one partner joins in when the other is vocalizing. It is important 
to note that in the course of this short segment of interaction, mother and 
infant share a moment of heightened affect where the mother expresses 
excitement verbally (“oh là c’est fort”) and where they both express their 
excitement vocally through increased intensity, higher pitch and greater 
amplitude, by vocalizing in unison (Zone A in the Figures 1a and 1b). This 
supports the previously mentioned study by Stern et al. (1975) showing 
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that vocalizing in unison is most often associated with high affective arousal 
levels, both positive and negative.

Thus the temporal patterning of alternation and simultaneity in the 
mother-infant dialogue is meaningful because it is choreographed. In-
deed in this example, Pierre and his mother display a rapid turn-taking 
exchange, culminating in a cathartic moment of shared enjoyment before 
returning to a more relaxed conclusion. It is quite remarkable that the vo-
cal turns between mother and infant are seamlessly coordinated, hinged to 
each other with no pause between them. In the 40 second period depicted 
in Figure 1a, there are 14 turns between mother and infant that occur with-
out intervening pauses, 4 turns involving pauses and 5 co-vocalizations. It is 
noteworthy that the moment of shared excitement which is highlighted in 
zone A of Figures 1a and 1b is made up of rapid and seamless turn-taking 
followed by a mutually sustained co-vocalization.

The extraordinary ability to negotiate expression in time in a precise 
and coherent manner is not yet fully understood by developmental psy-
chologists. But it shows quite clearly that a young infant plays as much of a 
role as the mother in upholding and shaping the interaction. It has been 
suggested that mothers and infants rely on an implicitly shared pulse that 
enables them to parse each other’s expressions and entrain to their timing, 
coming in on the beat, punctuating meaningful moments, or starting and 
ending in unison (Gratier, 2003; Malloch, 1999 ; Trevarthen, 1999). This 

FIGURE 1a.
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FIGURE 1b.
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underlying pulse has been represented in Figure 1c where it appears as a 
possible organizing principle for the interaction. It is possible that adult 
verbal conversation is in fact also held together by distributed timing pat-
terns such as a shared pulse, providing a powerful basis for anticipating 
the ends of speaker turns, for example (Auer, Couper-Kuhlen, & Müller, 
1999; Erickson, 2004). In improvised musical performance, implicit pulse 
is a crucial and indispensable means for establishing and sharing musical 
ideas (Gratier, 2008 ; Evans & Gratier, 2010; Iyer, 2002).

FIGURE 1c.
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Telling a Story Together

In the cultures of jazz improvisation it is commonly accepted that musi-
cians who are sharing ‘good time,’ that is who have found a balanced rhyth-
mic relationship, are involved in ‘saying something,’ whereas musicians 
who are not temporally coordinated are not ‘saying’ anything and are not 
‘going anywhere’ (Monson, 1996). There is a sense in which narrative, ver-
bal as well as nonverbal, is a kind of journey, transporting the subjects who 
partake in it from one place to another, from a beginning to an end (Gra-
tier & Trevarthen, 2008). Preverbal interaction can be considered as being 
narrative in this very way. The interaction between Pierre and his mother 
presents a narrative unfolding. Figures 1a and 1b show how this short seg-
ment of interaction can be analysed in narrative terms. Here we come close 
to Bakhtin’s metaphoric view of polyphony in the novel for if mother and 
infant are telling a story together, each with her own voice, through a pat-
terning of sound produced in alternation and in unison, we may consider 
that their voices gradually transform as the story unfolds. And there may be 
a point where the two voices cannot be told apart, forming either one voice 
moving in one direction or becoming each other through imitative processes.

Protoconversation then is polyphonic in both a metaphorical and a lit-
eral sense. The literal polyphonic dimension is apparent when mothers 
and infants vocalize in unison. Their voices interact directly, producing 
new acoustic textures, most probably rekindling their experiences of to-
getherness and detachment, pulling them towards or away from each other 
in the shared moment of simultaneous action. In these moments of co-
vocalization mother and infant listen as they act. This involves a particular 
form of listening, listening to the other and the self and listening to the 
two strands of voice intertwined so that at times you may hear one voice 
in harmony and at other times you may hear two voices struggling to be 
heard independently or unable to fi nd a common groove. The experience 
of co-vocalization literally enacts the changing boundaries between self 
and other. The polyphonic voice of mother and infant becomes external 
to both, it is neither the voice of the mother nor the voice of the infant 
but a layered sound that is historically thickened in its very grain. In other 
words, the experience of being together in time constitutes a shared his-
tory that is manifested in the physical qualities of sound produced through 
co-vocalization. This literal, material polyphony producing a voice that is 
the result of two histories coming together and interacting in dialogue, 
shifts towards metaphor again for here too we arrive at the Bakhtinian 
idea, extended to encompass non-words, that human expression resonates 
with socio-historical process and carries in its wake other subjectivities. A 
metaphoric sense of polyphony, taken to mean the multiplicity of positions 
contained in an utterance, is also attained through the ‘narrativization’ of 
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sound in interaction by mother and infant. In our example, Pierre and his 
mother are telling a story that they have told before, that others have told. 
It is a story worth telling because it provides a framework for intersubjective 
experience, guiding them on an emotional journey. But what sort of a story 
are they telling? Are there protagonists, is there a plot, a scene?

Mothers and infants partake in oral performances of story-telling in the 
way that musicians and composers tell stories with sound. Musical narratives 
are built out of the particular ways in which continuities and discontinui-
ties are set up, which creates varying experiences of passing time (Imberty, 
2005, 2008). In speech and in conversational collaborative story-telling, top-
ics and protagonists are defi ned and positioned not only through language 
in the narrow sense of verbal-symbolic means, but also to a large extent, 
through changes in pitch and register (Snow & Balog, 2002). Similarly, 
in protoconversation, acoustic analysis has shown that pitch and intensity 
variation over time defi nes clear boundaries between topics in interaction 
(Gratier & Trevarthen, 2008; Malloch, 1999; Trevarthen, 2008). Variations 
in pitch, intensity and micro-timing largely contribute to create ‘lines of 
dramatic tension’ (Labov, 1972), points of culmination and resolution in 
preverbal interaction.

Pierre and his mother (Figure 1a and 1b) construct a narrative in dia-
logue by exploring pitch space together within a range of about 320 Hz 
(204 Hz to 525 Hz). When one voice reaches further away from the base-
line pitch (which is just above Middle C—261.6 Hz) the other follows or 
joins in at the same pitch level. There is evidence of pitch matching in in-
fants as young as 3 months (Kessen, Levine & Wendrich, 1979; Papoušek & 
Papoušek, 1989). The 40-second interaction between Pierre and his mother 
illustrates the narrative organization of sound in time.

At the beginning of the exchange the mother invites Pierre to join her 
in dialogue by asking a question with a gently rising tone and a slow regu-
lar pulse of around 1.5 seconds. This introductory section is followed by 
a change in topic as the mother becomes interested in what Pierre has to 
say (see transcript in Figure 1b). It is further indexed by a sharp pitch shift 
with a 323 Hz differential between the last vocalization of the introduction 
and the fi rst vocalization of the development. Furthermore, the pulse in the 
development section is much faster (around 500 ms). The transition to the 
second development section in marked by a much smaller pitch shift (109 
Hz) and in this section the pulse increases to the point of rapid interchange 
highlighted in zone A of Figures 1a and 1b (where it is around 350 ms) and 
decreases toward the transition to the concluding section. The transition to 
the concluding section is marked by an increased pitch shift (181 Hz) and 
the pulse in this section is slower again, around 1.5 sec. The last vocalization 
is lengthened and ends at a pitch level of 250 Hz which is about the pitch 
level at which the narrative episode began. It is interesting that over the 
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course of the narrative episode mother and infant explore greater pitch 
range during the development sections than during the introductory and 
concluding sections, as shown in Table 1.

Another example of the ways in which variations in pitch and intensity 
create narrative tension and resolution is provided in Figures 2a and 2b. 
Progressions of pitch and intensity variation over time have been plotted 
for each vocalization produced during a 52-second-long interaction be-
tween a French 3-month-old girl and her mother, involving 16 vocalizations 
produced by mother, 7 by infant and 12 by both in unison. We may read 

TABLE 1. Pitch Range of Mother and Infant Vocalization According to Narrative 
Structure of Vocal Interaction.

Pitch (Hz) Introduction Development 1 Development 2 Conclusion

Min 193 126 96 203.5

Max 540 641.5 628.3 570.4

Range 347 515.5 532.3 366.9

 

FIGURE 2a.
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these plots as revealing the organization of tension and resolution inher-
ent in the regular alternations between higher and lower pitch and higher 
and lower intensity. It is noteworthy that the simultaneous vocalizations 
(indicated by a large dot) have combined mean pitch and intensity values 
that lie on the narrative trajectory as we have defi ned it. However, using 
data derived from naturalistic recordings, we cannot empirically determine 
whether mother and infant both adjust the pitch of their vocalization so it 
fi ts coherently with the narrative progression in pitch space of whether one 
or the other adjusts their pitch so that the resulting average pitch (that of 
the double-voice) refl ects the narrative organization.

The narrative organization of purposefully produced vocal sound is a 
fundamental semiotic process in preverbal interaction. Mothers and in-
fants tell stories together with their voices, alternating turns and merging 
the trajectories of the sounds they shape. They become involved in joint ex-
plorations of their vocal potential while heading together towards emotion-
ally satisfying conclusions, returning to the secure bases from which they 
set off. Throughout these vocal adventures, their voices are connected both 
temporally, through shared rhythms, and prosodically, through matching 

FIGURE 2b.
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of pitch and contour (Gratier & Devouche, 2011) whether they vocalize in 
succession or in unison.

Forms of Polyphony: Finding and Loosing Oneself in the Other

More detailed empirical research is needed to tease apart the acoustic 
characteristics of each voice involved in polyphonic protoconversation. Ide-
ally, recordings of mothers and infants should be performed on separate 
tracks in order to obtain precise measures for each partner as they vocalize 
in unison. But to obtain such recordings requires mother and infant to be 
spatially separated and therefore in an unnatural interactive situation. We 
have gathered some data from a sample of 89 co-vocalizations taken from 
20 recordings of protoconversations between French mothers and their 
3-month-old infants. A preliminary analysis of this sample provided the ba-
sis for defi ning types and qualities of co-vocalization. The resulting descrip-
tive categories are presented in Tables 2 and 3. This analysis does not aim 
by any means to be exhaustive. It must be considered as a fi rst attempt at 
defi ning types and qualities of co-vocalization in the protoconversational 
stage of vocal communication, and is intended to support further empirical 
exploration.

It is likely that different types and qualities of co-vocalization have dif-
ferent functions or semiotic values in interaction. In verbal conversation, 
overlap can be used by interlocutors who wish to forcefully take a turn and 
can convey either agreement and alignment or disagreement (Tannen, 

TABLE 2. Classifi cation and Description of Co-Vocalization Types

Types of Co-
vocalization Graphic Description 

Criteria for Inclusion and Exclusion (categories 
are not mutually exclusive)

Joint onset • both partners must begin to vocalize within 
50 ms of each other.

Joining in • the partner must start to vocalize at least 50 
ms after the other started to vocalize and 
must vocalize continuously for at least 250 ms.

Punctuating • the punctuating vocalization must be short 
(less than 250 ms).

Alternating 
Overlap

• it must involve at least 3 vocalizations between 
both partners and each must overlap with the 
preceding for at least 50 ms.

Prolonging • the partner who joins in must continue to 
vocalize alone for at least 50 ms longer than 
the one
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1989). Overlap is also often the result of a misjudgment of turn ends and is 
followed by some form of repair (Schegloff, 2000). In verbal conversation, 
at least in European cultures, overlap is rarely purposefully maintained, it 
is generally avoided. In other parts of the world, however, specifi c speech 
styles, such as ceremonial greetings, involve intentional overlapping talk 
that indexes affi liation and attunement and that provides a framework for 
exploring social organization through expressions of sameness and differ-
entiation (Duranti, 1997). In preverbal interaction, vocalizing in unison 
can often be considered another form of dialogue where alternation does 
not involve sound and silence but fl uctuations in acoustic features such as 
pitch, intensity or timbre. In polyphonic singing, such as that studied by 
the etnomusicologist Bernard Lortat-Jacob (1998) in Sardinia, singers con-
tinuously adjust, match and respond to each other while producing sound 
together. And as Lortat-Jacob has shown, the most beautiful performances 
are those that involve sensitive micro-fl uctuations between singers who are 
listening to each other and to the ensemble—and who care about each 
other. This multiple listening process, respectfully listening to self, others 
and the ensemble, is an extraordinary feat.

The emotional aspects of polyphonic co-vocalization are evident. Singing 
or speaking together, with rhythm and cadence, is pleasurable and mean-
ingful in itself. Speaking together when conversation is content-driven 
and content-oriented is problematic because it comes in the way of the ex-
change of defi ned symbolic information. Singing together, on the contrary, 
enhances semiosis by facilitating experiences of ‘being together in time’ 
through collaborative exploration of sound space and narrative time. It is 
no wonder that ritual processes around the world frequently involve sing-

TABLE 3. Categories and Description of Qualities of Co-vocalization.

Qualities of Co-
vocalization Description

Blended voices The separate strands of each partner cannot be distinguished, the 
auditory experience is of one voice with a new quality, moving in one 
direction or situated in one place.

Attuned voices The two voices can be distinguished but are harmonized so that 
the resulting auditory experience is one of verticality, balance, 
consonnance and resonnance.

Discordant voices The two separate voices can be distinguished and interact with 
each other in a dissonnant and discordant way, creating an auditory 
experience of instability, fragmentation and discomfort.

Disconnected voices The two voices are heard at the same time but separately, they are 
unrelated to each to each other. The auditory experience is of two 
strands moving in different directions or being spatially separated.
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ing or chanting in unison (Dissanayake, 2000). The merging and blending 
of voices singing and speaking (and bodies moving) in shared time sup-
ports experiences of transcendence, expanded awareness, and even ecstasy 
(Rouget, 1990). It becomes easy to lose oneself in the collective voice and 
to lose track of time.

POLYPHONY AS A SOURCE FOR SYMBOLIZATION

In the context of these empirical fi ndings and observations we now take 
up the issue raised in the fi rst part of our chapter, namely, the nexus be-
tween self and symbol formation in development. As stated at the outset, 
the genesis of self and symbol appears to be an integrated whole, where the 
integrating force is dialogue, and specifi cally, the vocal-verbal protoconver-
sation between mother and infant.

Self and Symbol

Concerning our notion of self, as it is conceived in Dialogical Self The-
ory, it is understood as a dynamic structure of relatively autonomous I-po-
sitions between which the I fl uctuates according to changes in situation 
and time. Furthermore, the I has “the capacity to imaginatively endow each 
position with a voice” so that the positions can undertake a dialogue and 
hence establish dialogic relations (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2008, p. 
5). This multiple and dialogic self is of course embedded in a socio-cultural 
world and acts there with others and with itself. Hence, external and in-
ternal dialogues are intertwined in specifi c ways, as well as with individual 
and collective or cultural voices.10 Thus, this model underscores multiplic-
ity and dynamicity in the self, along with its relatedness to others—in ac-
cordance with the notion of the ‘affected subject’ described previously in 
this chapter. Dialogues are a means of its organization as well as a constant 
provocation to its formation and transformation over time. In this view, 
dialogic practices—be they interindividual or intraindividual, nonverbal or 
verbal—are practices of the self and for the self. To the extent that dialogic 
practices ontogenetically develop into symbolic language use, symbol and 
self formation interact in a specifi c way. It is from this perspective that sym-
bolization comes to be a focal issue.

Following Sinha (2007, 2004), we defi ne symbolic activity as entailing 
conventionality, displacement and sign-object differentiation. Conventional-
ity refers to the fact that there is an intersubjective agreement in a given 
speaker community on how to represent and refer to some segment of real-
ity. Thus, conventionality refers to the users of symbols, to their social and 

10 This is a very short description of the dialogical self, for a more detailed one see e.g. Hermans 
(2001), Hermans & Hermans-Konopka (2008, 2010).
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psychological relations. Displacement means that the symbol used by a speak-
er guides the understanding of the hearer with respect to “a shared refer-
ential situation” (Sinha, 2004, p. 224), so that the effect of the symbol is to 
displace the momentary attention (the momentary mental state) toward 
an aspect of reality that is then jointly referred to, precisely by virtue of the 
symbol. Sign-object differentiation refers to the distinction between signifi er 
(the sign taken as general term, specifi cally the symbol) and signifi ed (what 
is represented in the world). The capacity to make this distinction entails 
the awareness that the sign is not an inherent feature of the object, but its 
representation. Hence, the sign can refer to the object independently of 
this object, the sign can create its own—symbolic—realities.

This understanding of the symbolic is in our opinion commensurate 
with the dialogic notion of the self because it privileges the pragmatic as-
pect of language, hence its users and its situated use. This is in accord with 
our general emphasis on concrete dialogic experience as a ground for self 
and symbol formation.

Of the three defi ning terms used to describe symbolic activity, it is dis-
placement that is in our view central to an ontogenetic perspective on 
the symbol. Displacement is what happens in co-vocalization and what is 
performed by Pierre and his mother—although it is not yet symbolic dis-
placement. It is precisely in their polyphonic exchanges that Pierre and his 
mother practice the autonomy of their voice as position—within a conver-
sational structure, within a narrative form, and as related to specifi c affects. 
What they indeed practice is the independency of a voice as position, as 
affect-laden and as meaningful utterance, relating to other utterances and 
so building up the Bakhtinian texture of utterances. As displacement is at 
the core of our argument in connecting self and symbol formation, we will 
fi rst give a brief account of what the term entails precisely. We will then ad-
dress Sinha’s concepts of conventionality and sign-object differentiation. 
Finally, we will return to the idea of polyphony as source of symbolization.

Displacement

Displacement turns out to be central to Bühler’s (1990) pragmatic un-
derstanding of language functioning, it belongs to the verbal sign’s rep-
resentative function, and to the sign as symbol. A short sketch of Bühler’s 
understanding of the verbal sign will allow us to grasp the context of these 
ideas.

Bühler’s (1934/1990) famous organon model of language includes two 
individuals and their outside world. The verbal sign—situated at the center 
of Bühler’s model—gets its “semantic relations” precisely from these three 
involved entities: it is symptom of the speaker (expressive function), signal 
for the receiver (appealing function), and symbol of the “things and states 
of affairs” (representative function). Thus, Bühler offers us a view of lan-
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guage which addresses two socialized individuals, mutually turned to each 
other, and for whom the verbal sign functions in specifi c ways. Language 
is and remains bound to this situation. Most importantly, one cannot cut 
off the sign from its symptomatic and signalling dimensions in favour of its 
symbolic dimension, i.e. one cannot cut off the users, the “system of two” 
(Bühler, 1929): it is on the basis of their mutually oriented activity that the 
symbol can function as symbol. Using this reasoning, we can argue that, 
in ontogenesis, the child does not leave a “more simple” symptomatic and 
signalling mode of communicating in favour of a complex symbolic one. 
Rather, the step into symbolization corresponds to an enrichment of the in-
tersubjective dimension of expression-appeal. Only then is a fully-fl edged, 
mature verbal sign attained, comprising the complete triad of expression-
appeal-representation. The sign can now function with respect to its three 
dimensions for the communication between social partners.

The notion of displacement allows us to grasp the representative func-
tion of language coupled with the use of symbols that are used not so much 
to picture the world as to mediate it. Hence, Bühler sees language as a prac-
tical “fi eld implement” for each other’s orientation. As such it mediates the 
world in a specifi c way. Mediation is done through “navigating” the other, 
and this corresponds with a displacement: the displacement aims at favour-
ing an understanding of what is meant, to ‘present’ what is meant. Bühler 
describes three types of displacement.

Displacement can fi rst be accomplished in a quite concrete way, within 
the actual perceptual fi eld surrounding the partners, e.g., “Look there!,” or “I 
am coming,” corresponding to a visual demonstration. The addressee will 
have to follow with eyes and ears the direction indicated (to “there,” to the 
speaking “I”). According to Bühler, this indicating can be extended beyond 
the actual surroundings. With this second type of displacement, the partner 
enters the space of imagination that functions without a common perceptual 
fi eld, navigating each other within the not-present—the function of lan-
guage is to make the absent, present.11 Understanding recounted memories 
or invented stories thus demands a clear psychological displacement, mak-
ing use nonetheless of the linguistic means already used in the common 
perceptual fi eld (“I will soon come back to you, said the prince”).

A novel quality is introduced by the anaphora12, the third type of dis-
placement that departs the perceptual fi eld—be it real or imagined—and 
navigates the addressee within the “order of language” itself: the said or 
the written, so to speak, rolls itself up before the inner eyes and ears of the 
addressee who has to ‘look’ at the places of the actual language activity in-
dicated by the addressing person (“As previously said”). So, the anaphora 

11 See Bühler, 1990, pp. 93–96 and chapter 6; pp. 140–143.
12 In grammar and rhetoric, an anaphora is a word referring back to a word used earlier in a 

text or conversation, for example pronouns (he, she, it, and they).
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does not indicate things talked about, but words or sentences, utterances.13 
The anaphora is for Bühler a pivot to the qualitatively new symbolic fi eld 
where displacement is transformed: instead of indicating, there is repre-
sentation. In this fi eld, meanings are no longer context or fi eld-dependent 
(“I” is the one who presently speaks), but context-independent. Here, ad-
dressing person and addressee can and must construct notions which are no 
longer bound to extra-linguistic reality but are generated by language itself, 
which now constructs its own context (or fi eld). The generating of context 
is thus attained by the language’s structure itself. From this perspective, it 
becomes clear why and how the anaphora fulfi ls its pivotal function: it in-
troduces language as a fi eld in its own right.

In contrast to Bühler, Bertau (2010, 2011b) proposes to understand sym-
bolic representation as another type of displacement. In the fi rst types, the 
aiming point of the indicating defi nes the meaning in terms of fulfi lling 
it.14 For example, the meaning of “Give me the bottle there” is fulfi lled by 
the object the speaker is referring to within the shared surroundings. This 
relationship is altered in symbolic displacement by a reversion: the aim of the 
verbal indication is no longer what defi nes the meaning, on the contrary, 
it is now the meaning, set fi rst, that defi nes what is aimed: it defi nes, so to 
speak, a reality. An example would be: “I think culture is an interesting fi eld 
of study” where the meaning of the words is the starting point for a specifi c 
reality. Hence, the symbol emancipates the language users from their actual 
and perceptual reality and they become able to construct other realities.15 
This form of displacement needs a common conceptual and linguistic world 
as a fi eld of reference.

Looking now at the term of displacement, its core role in regard to 
symbol formation can be highlighted. A pragmatic notion of language em-
phasizes mediational activity where the partners navigate with relation to 
each other within their common world. As such, their mediating activity 
functions via displacement: the partners refer each other to something, 
making it present in a specifi c way. In so doing—and this is, so to speak, 
the ‘self work’ side of displacement—they present and position themselves 
to each other and to themselves; they present their world and its mean-
ings coloured by affects. It is in this presentation that their world becomes 
their world: a commonly inhabited place, in space and time, saturated with 
meaning. The symbol, as the most sophisticated form of displacement, 
builds on all the forms of displacement. It needs the most concrete anchor 
within a common reality to function, as well as to develop. At the same 
time, any displacement is already an abstraction, it is already indicating 

13 See Bühler, 1990, pp. 443.
14 See Bühler, 1990, p. 94.
15 This reversion is derived from the reversion taking place in symbolic play between meaning 

and activity, see Vygotsky (1967) and for more details Bertau (2010).
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something ‘out there,’ detached from here, from the pure and immediate, 
innominate present. We think that polyphonic dialogues entail exactly this 
moment of detachment or distance, supported by the density of the experi-
ence of being together—of losing oneself in the other. This is only possible 
in the context of a distance that one can traverse, or suspend for a time.

Conventionality and Sign-Object Differentiation

Because the relation between signs and their referents is socially con-
structed rather than naturally given, conventionality and arbitrariness can 
be seen as two aspects of the same phenomenon. Hence, infants and chil-
dren can gain insight into this relation only within communicative situations 
with others (Andresen, 2002): they re-trace these constructions, appropri-
ate and construct them anew, for, and within their own communicative in-
teractions—ranging from co-vocalizations to verbal dialogues and pretend 
play performed alone. On the grounds of this criterial social interactional 
feature we subsume arbitrariness under conventionality as the term which 
involves the actors and their sociality more directly.

Finally, regarding the third term defi ning our notion of symbol, sign-
object differentiation can well be understood in relation to convention-
ality and displacement. In terms of conventionality, it is the social com-
municative situation that matters, and this is extended in the notion of 
displacement which highlights the navigating activities of the communicat-
ing partners, using language as a mediating tool for this navigation. At the 
symbolic level, in terms of the reversal described, the sign acquires power/
strength and emancipates itself from its object: symbolic meaning can be 
addressed, changed, played with, independently of its objects or referents. 
Importantly, this distancing and emancipating of the sign from its object is 
not done at once. Rather, it is gradually attained, although the grades show 
signifi cant differences and correspond to leaps. This can be followed for in-
stance in the symbolic play of children involving objects and their labelling, 
in pretend role-play, and in children’s language play addressing different 
linguistic levels as they grow older. Further, the acquisition of reading and 
writing is an important means for deepening sign-object differentiation. It 
occurs, itself, in steps and leaps leading to the full insight of difference and 
enabling new kinds of intellectual operations.

Situating the Infant and the Generation of Meanings

Within the non-Cartesian framework presented here, the infant’s path to 
symbolic language use cannot be conceived as starting out in idiosyncratic, 
private-expressive forms which are gradually ‘socialized’ into interpersonal 
and symbolic forms of language use. This rather romantic view of the in-
dividual is contradicted by the forms of expression the newborn produces 
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and by the fact that the very young is already bound into the dialogues of 
fully socialized and linguistic individuals. Of course, there is a movement 
into socialization, but it does not start in pure individuality. Rather, the 
infant’s individuality is gradually constructed as the infant is socialized in 
self-other-relationships and practices.

The starting point of the path to symbolic language is a newborn already 
attuned to a specifi c voice, a specifi c language with a specifi c prosody and 
timing structure. The baby is not only attuned in terms of reception, but 
also in terms of production, as Mampe’s et al. (2009) investigation of the 
crying sound patterns of 2–5 day old French and German newborns es-
tablishes. In their study the language-specifi c surrounding infl uenced the 
newborns’ fi rst productions. Thus, the newborn relates herself to the other 
in using a recognizable shape of expression, and this address drives the 
construction of the intersubjective system, appealing to and enticing the 
mother’s child-directed speech and vocalizations, and thus her position as 
mother. Further, the maternal voice is shaped by the socio-cultural com-
munity to which she belongs, transporting specifi c values and meanings, 
especially of mothering, but also with various familial and social norms, and 
entails her “prosodic signature” (Gratier, 1999, 2003). The mother’s voice 
is precisely known and sought by the newborn (DeCasper & Fifer, 1980). 
But, and most importantly, the mother-infant dialogues are shaped by their 
cultural belonging: infant’s and mother’s voices are attuned to each other 
and readily interact to generate meaningful forms in time: narratives, like 
those of Pierre and his mother.

The infant is thus not the “epistemic subject” of classical developmental 
psychology, a subject facing language and acquiring it in the sense of taking 
possession of it as an “object of knowledge” (de Lemos, 2000). Rather—as 
de Lemos nicely puts it—the infant and then the child is captured by lan-
guage, by the other’s parole, the addressing utterance. She is affected by 
the other’s spoken word and in turn affects this other by her prosodically 
formed expressions. The general situation of the infant is hence to be con-
ceived of as a deeply dialogic one: not facing the world with the (referential) 
tool of language, but within the world and language, together with Other.16 
It is in this situation that narratives fulfi l their organizing function for an 
understanding of the self-other-world relationship.

Taking seriously the infant’s situation as affected and as attuned to social 
forms of expressions, we can assume that it generates meanings as intersub-
jective, positioned, voiced, affect-laden and dialogic. Meanings are thus fi rst 
completely relational and pragmatic-dialogic. The dialogic negotiation of 
meaning in narratives is demonstrated in Bruner’s work (e.g. 1990). It can 

16 See Weigand (2009, pp. 79–80) for a clear contrast between a monologic and a dialogic view 
of language. The ‘facing’ situation addresses language as representing the world, the ‘within’ 
situation addresses it as functional for two speakers and their purposeful activities.
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also be followed in the empirical material presented here. Narrative func-
tions as a mediator of meaning, supplying a form in time for the meeting 
and co-being of individuals, organizing their behaviour and their affects.17 
Different states of arousal are brought into a meaningful sequence and re-
lated to each other: this is the basic plot of Pierre and his mother’s stories.

Following Bruner, for a narrative to be effectively carried out, it requires 
four grammatical constituents. First, it requires “a means for emphasizing 
human action or ‘agentivity’ [...] secondly, that a sequential order be estab-
lished and maintained […] thirdly, [it] also requires a sensitivity to what is 
canonical and what violates canonicality in human interaction. Finally, narra-
tive requires something approximating a narrator’s perspective: it cannot, in 
the jargon of narrativity, be ‘voiceless’” (1990, p. 77). Thus, agency, sequence, 
canonicality and voice—understood here in terms of the dialogical self’s ar-
chitecture—are carried out and elaborated in narratives or in “discourse 
units” (Bruner, 1990, p. 76) that will push the acquisition of verbal grammati-
cal forms. Preverbal and verbal forms of grammar are not equivalent, they are 
discontinuously related, as Bruner underscores. However, they are related by 
a common communicative function for the partners.

We can thus distinguish a fi rst type of meaning in protoconversation, gen-
erated as a holoform in time: as narration. A ‘holoform’ is understood as a 
type of dynamic gestalt, developing over time, comparable to a sensible and 
meaningful movement performed by different actors. This holoform com-
prises the roles of the actors, the structure in time and the meanings given 
to each element in respect to the narration enacted. It is thus a completed 
form. To this narrative form one can add speech acts, such as requesting, 
asking, approving, summoning (Bruner, 1975; Fernald, 1992), performed 
either verbally or only prosodically. Speech acts can be elements within a 
narration and can occur as so called adjacency pairs (question-response). 
These meaningful movements between partners are wholes, gestures, en-
tailing a grammar, dialogically performed by the partners—holoforms. This 
grammar is not yet linguistic but it already uses certain aspects of language 
as speech: prosody, rhythm, turn-taking, interdependency, coherence of ac-
tivities (see Fig. 1b). These time-related structures are deployed according 
to the necessities of meaningfulness: they are at the service of indicating 
agency, sequence, canonicality and voice. It is worth noting that this begin-
ning realizes meaning not as lexical, but within a complex form prefi guring 
syntactic structures and performed by two individuals in dialogue.18 Hence, 

17The aspect of giving the infant’s affects a form in mother-infants dialogue is specifi cally 
addressed by Dore (1994).

18 These dialogues are often embedded in co-activites, following themselves a ‘grammar’: see 
Bruner’s (1983) notion of format and his analysis of the peakaboo play. How sensitive infants 
are for the coherence of these proto-grammars can be seen in Rochat, Querido & Striano 
(1999).
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meaning is a co-produced temporal gestalt with socio-cultural and linguistic 
specifi cities.

We can further distinguish a second type of meaning in protoconversa-
tion, which, especially on the grounds of the observations of Pierre and 
his mother’s stories, leads precisely into the power of polyphony for the 
emergence of the symbolic. As stated above, meaning is interactively co-
produced in the fi rst holoforms, and this means in our context that it is pro-
duced performing different voices. These are the mother’s and the baby’s 
voices identifying biographically defi ned individuals with certain dialogical 
and verbal competences, and they are, furthermore, voices belonging to a 
specifi c conversational role such as asking or requesting which corresponds 
with an addressivity position: I-as asking, I-as replying, fulfi lling the gestalt 
opened up by the request (see e.g. Fig. 1c). These roles can be reversed and 
thus the utterances are displaced in regard to the uttering individuals. Role 
reversal in uttering is especially interesting in imitative dialogues, where it is 
no longer clear who is speaking, as each speaker takes up the other’s voice 
and way of voicing. Here, a way of voicing is displaced from the uttering 
body, it is acted upon, explored—we can assume that it is also explored with 
respect to its stance, and to its effects on other and self.

This is heightened in polyphony. The most interesting case for us is 
when the voices produce a new acoustic texture, new to both individuals 
who are listening to themselves as two voices (see Fig. 1a, zone A). They 
listen to the fusion and to the separation, an experience related to their 
bodily feeling (states of arousal, kinaesthetic and proprioceptive percep-
tions related to touch, gaze, head and hand movement) and to time pass-
ing, to duration. The striking feature of this experience is the proximity of 
fusion and separation, the proximity of own and other, becoming a ‘we’ 
from time to time, but distinguishable—at least in the next separation epi-
sode. It is in this ‘into’ and ‘away-from’ or ‘out-of’ that self and other are 
experienced in their relatedness and in their separateness. Further, voice 
is experienced as not absolutely belonging to self, rather, it can become 
a phenomenon transgressing self and other boundaries. Thus, polyphony 
deepens voice experiences made in imitation and role reversals. Voice can 
be exchanged in the full meaning of the word, it can be given and taken, 
it can be merged and separated, it becomes a lived common history. With 
these voice experiences it becomes clear that a voice is a position taken in 
relation to self and other, and that it can be changed, exchanged, renewed. 
Multiplicity of voicing can be experienced in a narrative holoform. It is 
worth noting that this occurs in a cultural and conventional way. Forms of 
discourse are modelled and taken over, acquired, and elaborated in new 
cultural-conventional forms. This second type of meaning is clearly posi-
tioned and experienced-performed in a voice: it is generated as perspectival 
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form: From where do I speak? To where do I speak? Where is my utterance 
positioned in our common utterance texture?

In sum, the generation of meaning in protoconversation is co-produced 
in temporal holoforms and is differentiated through voices, contribut-
ing to the shape of the holoform by supplying a stance and a perspective. 
These experiences constitute the organization of intersubjectivity between 
mother and infant, and the organization of the infant’s affects and states 
of arousal in terms of a meaning-making process. As the mother is a socio-
cultural individual, this occurs according to specifi c pragmatic-dialogic and 
linguistic conventions. The experiences further concern multiplicity of po-
sitions and their changeability, structuring intersubjectivity in terms of ‘I-as 
the one who initiates/responds to the rising affect expression’ over time. 
It is possible to label these meaning-making processes as differentiations 
of self and other, of positions and of voices, or of conversational roles. But 
we think that it is fruitful to go a step farther and to understand all these 
processes as practices of displacement. The main experience is hence that 
an utterance with its position, voice and affective quality, its specifi c role 
in a dialogue is not bound to an uttering body. Rather, any utterance is 
meaningful and positioned, its function for communication derives from 
this fact. Utterances are independent of uttering bodies, they present and 
represent a world view, a voice. In this way the infant comes to experience 
the dialogicality of her self. We see this insight in the voice activities be-
tween mothers and their infants. It is an insight which will enable the later 
displacement belonging to genuine symbols. Hence, displacement of voice 
and position can be seen as a forerunner of the sophisticated system of dis-
placements accessible through the verbal sign—in the perceptual fi eld as 
well as in the symbolic fi eld.19

Finally, should the quizzical reader wonder where and when lexical ele-
ments emerge in all these holoforms, the production of proto-words can be 
seen as occurring at about 5 months of age. This is traceable in the produc-
tions of so called canonical syllables (Papoušek, Papoušek & Kestermann, 
2000). These well-formed syllables are uttered in reduplications, as when 
the child produces long chains of “dadadada” or “mamamama.” Strikingly, 
the rhythmical-vocal games that appear at about 3 months and culminate 
around 6 months, gradually decrease in frequency at the end of the fi rst 
year (Papoušek et al, 2000). The peak of these vocal games overlaps with 
the beginning of the canonical syllable, which increases while the games de-
crease. Looking at the parent’s role here, it can be observed that—as their 
infant shows increasing vocal expertise—they choose a new strategy when 

19 Again, it is important to note that Bühler (1990) did not formulate the organon model as 
an ontogenetical one. Thus, the verbal sign is not developing into a pure symbol, rather, its 
three semantic relations are realized in different language usages to different degrees (e.g. 
calling for help, producing poetry, or a scientifi c text).
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engaging dialogically: they “utilize each pair of canonical syllables as po-
tential protoword” (Papoušek et al., 2000, p. 99). Thus, a mother may say: 
“Oh, she said ‘mama’!” We can hence state that the meaningful holoforms 
of the beginning, the proto-grammar of exchange and positioning is now 
differentiated into elements, and this is again done within a co-production, 
a dialogic exchange. This development will synthesize with the holoforms 
and evolve into a true “two-class system” (Bühler, 1990) involving lexicon 
and syntax.

CONCLUSION

Polyphonic dialogues between mothers and infants opened the way to ex-
amine two central concepts of the dialogical self: voice and dialogue. This 
was fi rst done by refl ecting on Bakhtin’s conception of these terms, particu-
larly discussing his metaphorical understanding of ‘polyphony’ and ‘voice.’ 
The terms were then used in relation to a notion of alterity that assumes the 
basic condition of the subject is to be affected by the other—particularly by 
the other’s word, or addressed utterance. Using this framework we exam-
ined the very early emergence of the ‘dialogical self’ in the pre-symbolic 
communicative activities of 3-month-old babies interacting with their moth-
ers. The performances of these dyads revealed an impressively fi ne mutual 
attunement in terms of timing and ways of vocalizing. In effect, these dyads 
perform narratives, that is, they tell stories that they have told before and 
that also others have told: individual, affect-laden stories, framed by cul-
ture, relating mother and infant to each other and to their community. In 
their polyphonic dialogues, mother and infant generate meaningful holo-
forms that can be considered the fi rst early forms of perspective-taking in 
terms of performed positions.

Considering polyphony as the link between pre-symbolic and symbolic 
activities in infancy, we think that the most striking outcome in polyphonic 
performances is the displacement of voice and position, pre-fi guring the 
independence of utterance from speaking body, as theorized in the dia-
logic view of language (Bakhtin, 1984). This displacement pre-fi gures all 
the later displacements in symbolic language use, an idea elaborated from 
Bühler (1990). At the same time, this early experience entails multiplicity 
and multivoicedness. The infant comes hence to experience the dialogical-
ity of her self. She experiences her self as dialogical, or to be even more 
precise, forms her self as dialogical through dialogical voice play.
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