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<ABSTRACT>
This theoretical paper proposes Bakhtin’s theory of language as an alternative
analytic lens for understanding young children’s social worlds to the mainstream
academic field of children’s social competence, which has been predominantly
relying on developmental psychology. Based on the overview of chronological
history of research on children’s social competence and development, this study
shows the recent needs of exploring children’s social lives through a perspective
that values children’s agency and helps contextual understandings. Then, this
study provides a thorough explanation of Baktin’s theory of language including
such concepts as dialogism, hibridization, unitary language, heteroglossia, poetry,
novel, and carnivalosque. Finally, applying Bakhtin’s theory, this study presents
the implications for the early childhood education practices and research.
« Key words: social competence, social development, Bakhtin’s
theory of language

Ⅰ

. Introduction

No way. The hundred is there.
The child
is made of one hundred.
The child has
* This paper is reconstructed partially based on a doctoral dissertation completed at the
University of Georgia.
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a hundred languages
a hundred hands
a hundred thoughts
a hundred ways of thinking
of playing, of speaking.
…
The child has
a hundred languages
(and a hundred hundred hundred more)
but they steal ninety-nine.
The school and the culture
separate the head from the body.
- Loris Malaguzzi in The Hundred Languages of Children

This quote is from Malaguzzi’s poem “No way. The hundred is there”
(Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998, p. 3). I encountered this poem about 15 years
ago at a Reggio Emilia exhibition. I was deeply touched and impressed by this
poem, which represented children’s voices calling for adults’ and society’s
recognition of their various ways of exploring the world and being in the world. I
start this theoretical paper with Malaguzzi’s poem because it shows how
mainstream academic discourses of research on young children’s social competence
and social development have historically and theoretically oriented on traditional
psychology—“one language”—and what they have consequently neglected, that is,
“ninety-nine” languages of children’s ways of interacting and relating with others.
The academic discourses of children’s social competence in the field of early
childhood education(hereafter, “the field”) have tended to place more weight on the
empirically approved aspects of social competence in the realm of natural science
and individual children’s growth and development(Cole, 1996; Collins, 2002).
James(2007) notes that although childhood studies focusing on cultural aspects of
human lives were already conducted by early anthropologists in the United States,
“interest in children as a social, rather than developmental, category became
sidelined . . ., given the dominance of developmental psychological discourses for
understanding childhood within the Western cultural tradition”(p. 263). As implied
by James’s explanation, such developmental psychological grounds regarding
young children’s social competence have long permeated and are still embedded in
academic discourses and educational practices of the field.
According to Collins’ (2002) chronological overview of social development
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research, many studies have been conducted by focusing on (a) specifying the
notions of and the developmental processes of social competence, (b) identifying
influential factors, and (c) incorporating contextual variations into the process of
social development. Such foci of research interests reflect the dominant view of
social competence, which has been changed “as views of psychological research
shifted and as strong formal theories from other fields penetrated the study of
social development”(Collins, 2002, p. 5).
During the initial period of the history of research on social
development(roughly 1890 to 1919), children’s social competence was considered
emerging from their endowments and unfolding throughout their lives(Collins,
2002). Therefore, researchers during this period attempted to disclose its unfolding,
considering such social and mastery variables as dependence, aggression, anxiety,
and sociability. This view changed as psychological research shifted “from a
maturationist orientation to an environmentalist one”(Collins, 2002, p. 5). With
increasing interest in clinical and personality psychology, more concerns about
social influences on children’s social development emerged (from 1920 to 1946),
including parental attachment, social experiences of interactions with peers, and
socialization. The modern era of research on social development (from 1947 to the
early 2000s) began with the renascence of structuralism in the 1960s(e.g., Piaget
and Kohlberg). While the earlier interest in socialization and prediction of social
behaviors remained, a new interest in the normative description of cognitive
functioning in social development was prominent among the researchers(e.g.,
Bandura’s cognitive social learning and Kohlberg’s stage of moral development).
Until the 1970s, researchers on social competence and development concentrated
on demonstrating generality in the effects of certain environmental influences, and
the term environment meant “varied sources of stimulation”(Collines, 2002, p. 12)
that surround a child. Collins explains that nowadays, more attention is being paid
to specifying various influential contexts and incorporating them into the studies
of social development(e.g., “peer gender segregation” used by Maccoby(1990) to
refer to the tendency for children to prefer same-sex partners when they enter
mixed-gender settings). In addition, social development research includes concerns
about the significance of variations in social contexts(e.g., indirect influences of
potential environments as explained by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework for
human development). Therefore, historically, children’s social competence was
viewed largely in two aspects: as the process of unfolding endowments
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throughout their lives and as the process of an individual child’s cognitive
functioning influenced by various environmental contexts.
Likewise, early research on social development relied on a dominant modernist
view of rationalism and the scholarly discourses of social development was
heavily influenced and guided by psychologists, such as Stanley Hall, John
Watson, Sigmund Freud, Jean Piaget, and Lawrence Kohlberg(Collins, 2002). The
historically constructed and shared views of social competence in the academic
discourses of social development research are still prevalent in the field of early
childhood education and have had a consistent influence on the field. For instance,
children’s social temperaments, such as shyness and emotional self-regulation, are
generally considered to be endowed and critical to their social competence(Katz &
McClellan, 1997; Rubin, Hastings, Stewart, Henderson, & Chen, 1997; Sanson,
Hemphill, & Smart, 2004). Therefore, researchers have attempted to disclose the
unfolding of these endowed social traits, such as aggression toward peers and
parents, anxiety, and sociability.
Meanwhile, the recent trend reflects an epistemological change in the field of
social development studies. According to Collins(2002), since the 1970s, diverse
environmental influences on social development and competence have increasingly
attracted researchers, and current studies tend to emphasize the contexts of
individuals’ experiences. The influences of children’s prior social relationships(e.g.,
parent-child and teacher-child attachments and peer interactions) and familial and
cultural backgrounds on social competence are considered important for children’s
pro-social behaviors and social knowledge and skills(e.g., Cohn, 1990; Denham et
al., 2003; Eisenberg et al., 2001; Howes, 2000; Schneider, 1993; Schneider,
Atkinson, & Tardif, 2001). Many researchers have attempted to illuminate the
relationships between children’s social competence and such various influential
factors. Additionally, in many studies related to children’s social development,
children’s social competence has been mostly assessed by their social behaviors
and skills in social interactions and their popularity among peers. For example, in
some studies, children who were considered aggressive or shy and had negative
social-outcomes(e.g., peer-rejection or unpopularity) were regarded as socially
incompetent(Asher, 1983; Rose-Krasnor, 1997). Certain traits of social behaviors
and tendencies, such as sharing, cooperating, being accepted, emotional regulation,
and social temperament, were regarded as indicative of social competence and
found to be positively related to academic, social, and emotional outcomes(Crick &
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Dodge, 1994; Denham et al., 2003; Denham & Grout, 1993; Garner & Estep, 2001;
Katz & McClellan, 1997; Semrud-Clikeman, 2007).
However, Collins posits, "Nevertheless, social developmentalists, like other
psychologists, face continuing challenges in fully incorporating contexts into
studies of development and the developmental process"(p. 13). In other words,
although the recent social development research attempts to investigate children’s
social behaviors and relationships in various contexts and different cultural groups,
there are still limitations in specifying all the various contextual variables.
Moreover, the social development studies that considered cultural aspects of
children’ social competence(e.g., Chen, 2009; Chen & French, 2008; Chen et al.,
1998) were mostly conducted in the form of cross-cultural research, and critiques
against the assumptions that these studies posit were aroused by several
scholars(e.g., Cole, 1996; Miller & Goodnow, 1995; Miller, 1997; Shweder et al.,
2006). According to them, while cross-cultural researchers focus on cultural
differences, they tend to pay attention to the effects of such "static" and "given"
aspects of contexts on children. Therefore, they perceive people as passive beings
affected by culture.
Recently, the concerns for children’s rights, power, and subjectivity have
increased in the field’s discourses. Particularly, with regard to the research on
children’s social competence and socialization, Schneider’s(1993) critical assertion
regarding Piaget’s theory shows the shift of the views on children. In the
discourse of developmental psychology, Piaget’s theory is considered to emphasize
"the significance of social processes and the role of the child as an active agent
in development"(Collins, 2002, p. 5). However, Schneider (1993) points out the
limitations of Piaget’s theory:
Development according to Piaget is a process of continuous interplay between
the individual and the environment, but the origin of the processes that govern
this interchange are intrinsic within the organism, and do not depend on
socializing agents in the environment for their activation. (p. 5)

According to Schneider, developmental psychology regards young children as
socially immature and in need of learning and developing social knowledge and
skills. Children are only seen as "the objects of overarching social processes by
which they move from being non-adults to being adults" (Hutchby &
Moran-Ellis, 1998, p. 8).
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The view of children as active agents in their social lives was drawn from the
critical awareness that the given criteria of social competence always lead to a
judgment of a person’s ability and inability and result in classification of
children(Schneider, 1993). The researchers, particularly those who take such
perspectives to children’s social relationships, regard children as active social
participants and agents who negotiate with and mediate cultural meanings in the
socialization process. This relatively recent trend in the field allows researchers to
pay close attention to the importance of peer interactions and peer culture in
children’s social lives and socialization (Corsaro, 1979; Elgas, 2003; Elgas, Klein,
Kantor, & Fernie, 1988; Evaldsson & Tellgren, 2009; Lee & Walsh, 2003). These
scholars aim to appreciate young children’s social worlds and their own ways of
socialization by considering peer culture as children’s unique social worlds that
are produced by creatively appropriating what is learned and observed from the
adult world(Corsaro & Eder, 1990).
In spite of the recent advent of critical perspectives about scientific reasoning
and generalization, in the field of children’s social competence and development,
cultural aspects of social competence still significantly rely on developmental
psychology and are predominantly investigated in the form of cross-cultural
studies. Those who consider cultural aspects of children’s lives focus mostly on
children’s peer culture, socialization, and peer relationships, with no use of such
terms as social competence and social development. Therefore, in terms of
children’s social competence and social development, there are only a few scholars
(e.g., Hutchby & Moran-Ellis, 1998; Schneider, 1993) who have adopted critical
perspectives on the development-and cognitive psychology-oriented field of social
development studies. In many existing studies on children’s social competence in
the field, children are generally viewed as passive in their social relationships and
socialization practices and as controlled by such externally influential
factors(Rogoff, 2003).
Along with such necessity of perspectives that regard children as active
participants in sharing and shaping social and cultural meanings and practices and
that concentrate on the reciprocal processes in which children negotiate and create
their culture and in which culture influences and shapes their modes of thinking
and behaving, I consider Bakhtinian dialogism has great potential as theoretical
lens for understanding reciprocal interactions between children, between an
individual child and culture, and between cultures. Bakhtin’s theory of language
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helps us to recognize dialogical processes within children’s social interactions and
see children’s social participation with a heightened awareness of the diverse roles
they play in their social relationships. In particular, his theory guides us to
appreciate cultural dynamics in children’s social lives. That is, children both
challenge and employ cultural norms in the development of their social
relationships and the creation of their own culture. In what follows, I first briefly
explain Bakhtin’s theory of language in order to propose his theory as one of
possible analytic lenses to explore children’s social lives and competence. By
applying Bakhtin’s theory to the mainstream discourses of social competence, I
provide several implications for educators and researchers in the field of early
childhood education.

Ⅱ

k

. Ba htin’s Theory of Language

Mikhail Bakhtin is a Russian philosopher and literary critic who is gradually
recognized as one of the leading thinkers of the 20th century(Bakhtin, 1981). Since
his philosophy and theory of language became widely known in 1960s, he had
influences on a number of different traditions and principle—like sociology,
anthropology, psychology, and education—as diverse as he had dealt with a
variety of subjects. A highly distinctive concept of language is at the heart of his
theory. According to Bakhtin(1981, 1986), language is not just simple means of
conversation but a pathway of social and ideological dynamics. It is “conceived as
ideologically saturated” and represents “a world view, even . . . a concrete
opinion”(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 271). Words are tension-filled dynamics and full of “a
multitude of bounded verbal-ideological and social belief systems”(p. 288). In this
section, I begin with a brief explanation of Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue, which is
central to his theory of language. Then, I expand this main concept further by
articulating three conceptual contrasts discussed by Bakhtin: (1) unitary language
vs. heteroglossia, (2) monologic dead language vs. dialogic living language, and
(3) poetry vs. novel.1)
1) I present these three contrasting concepts with my own purpose to use them in
explaining and applying Bakhtin’s theory of language to understand the field’s discourses
of social competence. I conceptualized these terms by reviewing his four major works;
The Dialogic imagination(Bakhtin, 1981), Rabelais and His World (Bakhtin, 1984),
Speech Genres and Other Late Essays(Bakhtin, 1986), and Marxism and the Philosophy
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k

1. Ba htin’s Theory of Dialogism

k
The major premise that encompasses Bakhtin’s ideas of language is located in
his notion of dialogism. In his view, any word, utterance, or speech exists in the
exchange of meanings, and these meanings are generated by constant exchanges
of dialogue between addresser and addressee. Language is not static but is a part
of an ongoing process of constructing meanings through dialogue; it is a
ceaseless chain of addressing and responding. Bakhtin(1986) elaborates on his idea
of unfinalizability as follows:
A. Ba htin’s notion of dialogism

There is neither a first nor a last word and there are no limits to the dialogic
context(it extends into the boundless past and boundless future). Even past
meanings, that is those born in the dialogue of past centuries, can never be
stable(finalized, ended once and for all)—they will always change(be renewed) in
the process of subsequent, future development of the dialogue. (p. 170)

Therefore, according to Bakhtin, a word or an utterance does not exist by itself.
Rather, it is given life when it becomes interdependent with
another. Bakhtin(1981) explains, “The dialogic orientation of discourse is a
phenomenon that is, of course, a property of any discourse. It is the natural
orientation of any living discourse. . . . [T]he word encounters an alien word and
cannot help encountering it in living, tension-filled interaction”(p. 279, emphasis in
original). Likewise, Bakhtin argues that any words, utterances, and discourses
tend to be directed to other encountered words, such as a recipient’s responses
and speaking situations.
At the center of Bakhtin’s argument about the dialogic nature of language is
his careful contemplation of listeners. He argues that linguists regard listeners as
only passively understanding a word. Bakhtin(1981) asserts that in the actual life
of speech, there is no passive understanding. Rather, listeners are actively
responsive in that they not only understand the word by assimilating it into their
conceptual world and merging it with the responses but also answer and react to
the word spoken. He states, “Any understanding of live speech, a live utterance,
is inherently responsive. . . . Any understanding is imbued with response and
of Language(Volosinov, 2000).
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necessarily elicits it in one form or another: the listener becomes the
speaker”(Bakhtin, 1986, p. 68). Considering a listener’s reactive understanding and
responses, a speaker structures and forms his/her words in speaking contexts that
have already been spoken and that are anticipated as needed in the future. That
is, a speaker formulates his/her speech based on how a listener has reacted, what
he/she has spoken, and what he/she thinks need to be said. Bakhtin (1981)
affirms, “every word is directed toward an answer and cannot escape the
profound influence of the answering word that it anticipates”(p. 280, emphasis in
original). Therefore, an utterance is “a link in a very complexly organized chain
of other utterances”(Bakhtin, 1986, p. 69). Likewise, placing an emphasis on the
word’s orientation toward the listener and his/her answer, Bakhtin explains mutual
interactions within the living dialogue and the situated nature of the meanings of
the word.
B. Hybridization in external dialogue and internal dialogue

Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism can be represented by two types of dialogue—
external dialogue between two people and internal dialogue in an individual’s self,
and these two are tightly interwoven. First, with regard to external dialogue, in
the following statement, Bakhtin(1981) shows how words, different points of view,
conceptual horizons, and various languages between a speaker and a listener
interact with each other and are dialogized through utterances:
The speaker strives to get a reading on his own word, and on his own
conceptual system that determines this word, within the alien conceptual system
of the understanding receiver; he enters into dialogical relationships with certain
aspects of this system. The speaker breaks through the alien conceptual horizon
of the listener, constructs his own utterance on alien territory, against his, the
listener’s apperceptive background. (p. 282)

As indicated by Bakhtin’s description of the dialogical process of languages above,
hybridization between two languages, two different linguistic consciousnesses, or
two conceptual horizons occurs. A speaker and a listener cross boundaries
between them, understand each other, and construct their words through internal
dialogues. In this way, languages intersect with one another in various ways,
weave in and out of the relationship between them, and are merged into and
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reduced in an utterance. Therefore, according to Bakhtin, there is no word that
completely belongs to a person. He posits, “As a living, socio-ideological concrete
thing, as heteroglot opinion, language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the
borderline between oneself and the other. The word in language is half someone
else’s”(p. 293). Any word—any meaning of a word, to state it accurately—is
determined by its contexts, which include particular moments and surroundings,
social and cultural environments, and the complicated interactions between various
languages used by speaking participants.
With regard to the second type of dialogue, which is the internal dialogue
within an individual’s self, Bakhtin(1981) explains that individuals are surrounded
by various languages(heteroglossia) and face the necessity of having to choose a
language. Consciously or unconsciously, people choose a certain language based
on the place, that is, the social ideological context. Bakhtin describes this concept
of an internal dialogue of languages by illustrating the example of an illiterate
peasant; the peasant “prayed to God in one language(Church Slavonic), sang
songs in another, spoke to his family in a third and, when he began to dictate
petitions to the local authorities through a scribe, he tried speaking yet a fourth
language”(pp. 295-296). According to Bakhtin, the peasant automatically and
without thinking chose one among all of these different languages: “each was
indisputably in its own place, and the place of each was indisputable”(p.
296). Through individual experiences, human beings learn and master which
language is proper to a certain context. In this way, people often choose one
appropriate language unconsciously.
However, an individual’s choice of language sometimes occurs in his/her
consciousness when “the ideological systems and approaches to the world that
were indissolubly connected with these [various different] languages contradicted
each other”(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 296). Then, individuals need to actively choose one
among various languages. Considering others’ alien territories, conceptual horizons,
and responses, they stratify languages in proportion to social significance and
choose a proper language based on the contexts. In this process, the individuals’
intentions are reflected in their choices. Bakhtin’s explanation of people’s conscious
and unconscious choice of language emphasizes how a certain language is
prioritized and empowered in a certain context and time. Of course, even here,
Bakhtin’s(1981) statement reaffirms that listeners are highly influential beings with
regard to these choices: “Language is not a neutral medium that passes freely
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and easily into the private property of the speakers’ intentions; it is populated—
overpopulated—with the intentions of others”(p. 294). Therefore, within their alien
words—various different languages, through an internal dialogue among the
languages, people keep and hand down shared and stabilized language appropriate
to social and ideological contexts.
2.

Three

Conceptual

Contrasts

Language

of

k

Ba htin’s

Theory

of

A. Unitary language vs. Heteroglossia.

Bakhtin(1981) depicts language as undergoing dialogization within the
tension-filled dynamics between centrifugal forces and centripetal forces, that is,
between heteroglossia and unitary language. Because the meanings of any
utterance are determined by various contextual surroundings in which a word is
uttered, a set of conditions, such as cultural and historical conditions, generates
diverse languages. Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia is referred to as a social
diversity of speech types, individual voices, or different dialects. It is the
centrifugal force that opposes unitary language—historically and culturally
constructed norms of language. Unitary language encompasses centripetal forces
that “operate in the midst of heteroglossia”(p. 271) and serves as a reigning
language—a centralizing and unifying language. He notes, “Every utterance
participates in the ‘unitary language’(in its centripetal forces and tendencies) and
at the same time partakes of social and historical heteroglossia(the centrifugal,
stratifying forces)”(p. 272). According to him, such a “contradiction-ridden,
tension-filled unity of two embattled tendencies”(p. 272) is prerequisite for a
living language. Bakhtin states, “stratification and heteroglossia widen and deepen
as long as language is alive and developing”(p. 272). In other words, a language
that does not undergo such dialogization is an authoritative, absolute, dead
language.
Bakhtin(1981) directly extends his theory of language as a social phenomenon
to the cultural and political dynamics in society by stating that “a unitary
language gives expression to forces working toward concrete verbal and
ideological unification and centralization, which develop in vital connection with
the processes of socio-political and cultural centralization”(p. 271; emphasis in
original). Although he employs linguistic terms to describe the complicatedly

594 학습자중심교과교육연구 17(8)

intertwined interactions occurring in the process of dialogization, his articulation of
language can be extensively used to understand social phenomena—in particular,
social, cultural, and ideological interactions and relationships in our society.
B. Dialogic living language vs. Monologic dead language.

The second conceptual contrast, between dialogic living language and monologic
dead language, depicts the constant generative process of language. A member of
the Bakhtinian circle, Vološinov(2000)—a Russian linguist and also Bakhtin’s close
friend, whose work largely coincides with Bakhtin’s—introduces the concept of
dialogic living language as opposed to monologic dead language. According to
Vološinov, an isolated, finished, monologic utterance is “divorced from its verbal
and actual context and [is] standing open not to any possible sort of active
response but to passive understanding”(p. 73). Bakhtin’s(1981) view of passive
understanding amplifies Vološinov’s explanation of monologic utterance. Bakhtin
states that passive understanding is actually not understanding at all; when
understanding is purely passive and receptive and when a listener does not
contribute anything to the word already given and just recites it, such passive
understanding “leave[s] the speaker in his own personal context, within his own
boundaries”(p. 281). The speaker’s discourse becomes just “semantic or expressive
self-sufficiency”(p. 281), thus becoming monologue and stagnant.
However, Bakhtin(1986) reaffirms that there is no passive understanding,
asserting that individual utterances are not “indifferent to one another, and are not
self-sufficient”(p. 91) and that “each utterance is filled with echoes and
reverberations of other utterances to which it is related by the communality of
the sphere of speech communication”(p. 91). Vološinov(2000) also considers
dialogic living language as the actual reality of utterance, language, and defines
language as “a continuous generative process implemented in the social-verbal
interaction of speakers”(p. 98). Therefore, what makes a word living and dialogic
is its orientation toward an addressee. Operating with the listener’s responsive
understanding, a speaker participates in the dialogical process of
language. Likewise, Vološinov’s appreciation of the influences and the roles that
an addressee has in the dialogue of language is synonymous with Bakhtin’s
emphasis on listeners’ responsive understanding, responsivity, and a word’s
orientation toward listeners and their answers.
Although Vološinov(2000) and Bakhtin(1981, 1986) focus on the influences that
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the social contexts and listeners have on the speakers, this does not mean that
speakers are just passive beings who are only affected by their
surroundings. Rather, they actively mediate and negotiate every value and
ideology while going through the social interactions and dialogical processes in
the life of language, and these mutual interactions and dialogical processes are
what both Vološinov and Bakhtin emphasize.
C. Poetry vs. Novel.

In his essay, Discourse in the Novel, clarifying distinctions between the terms
poetry and novel, Bakhtin(1981) provides deep insights into the notion of
dialogicality, which he views as the nature of language. Deriving these terms
from the origins of the poetry and novel genres, Bakhtin considers poetic genres
as having developed “under the influences of the unifying, centralizing, centripetal
forces of verbal-ideological life”(pp. 272-273). In his view, poetry accomplishes
“the task of cultural, national and political centralization of the verbal-ideological
world in the higher official socio-ideological levels”(p. 273). In contrast to poetry,
novels are historically formed by disunifying, decentralizing, and centrifugal forces;
therefore, they have “no language-center at all . . . [so that] no language could
claim to be an authentic, incontestable face”(p. 273). Bakhtin portrayed the novel
as serving to reflect the dialogical nature of language.
Bakhtin’s ideas(1981, 1986) of unitary language vs. heteroglossia and monologic
vs. dialogic language are all connected to his elaboration of the distinctions
between poetry and novel. Bakhtin(1981) argues that poetic genres have no
mutual interaction with other social and ideological languages(heteroglossia). A
poet “accepts the idea of a unitary and singular language and a unitary,
monologically sealed-off utterance”(p. 296). He also explains that “everything that
the poet sees, understands and thinks, he does through the eyes of a given
language”(p. 286). Based on the given precentralized ways of poetic symbols, the
meanings of the words, rhythms, and any other poetic style, poets express their
meanings directly without meditation. In this way, “the language of poetic genres
. . . often becomes authoritarian, dogmatic and conservative, sealing itself off from
the influence of extra literary social dialects”(p. 287). Likewise, Bakhtin viewed
that poets use only certain centralized words and forms, while disregarding others’
intentions or specific contexts embedded in the words. Therefore, with a firm
assumption of a unitary language, poetic genres are impersonalized and
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decontextualized, making the poet’s language subordinate to a single unitary
central whole.
On the other hand, a novel reflects human beings’ heteroglot living
world. Bakhtin(1981) defines novel “as a diversity of social speech types and a
diversity of individual voices, artistically organized”(p. 262) and additionally
explains that the “diversity of voices and heteroglossia enter the novel and
organize themselves within it into a structured artistic system”(p. 300). According
to him, the novelist welcomes heteroglossia not only by not weakening them but
rather intensifying them and has the authority to accent “each of them [the
semantic and expressive intentions of the author] in a particular way—
humorously, ironically, parodically and so forth”(p. 299). Novelists deploy and
exhibit words in ways that reflect their intentions. They use their unique artistic
systems to stratify various languages in specific orders, which “orchestrates the
intentional theme of the author”(p. 299). With such a creative authority, a novelist
makes his or her own meanings from a diversity of others’ voices, heteroglossia.
Bakhtin(1981, 1984) particularly advocates the comic novel, considered a vivid
form for appropriating and organizing heteroglossia. He maintains that “comic
literature was infused with the carnival spirit and made wide use of carnival
forms and images”(Bakhtin, 1984, p. 3). Bakhtin(1984) describes carnivalesque
discourse in comic novels as “revival”(p. 10), “renewal,” “changing,” and
“playful”(p. 11). According to his description, carnivalesque discourse is where
heteroglossia is most fruitfully actualized:
At the time when poetry was accomplishing the task of cultural, national and
political centralization of the verbal-ideological world in the higher official
socio-ideological levels, on the lower levels, on the stages of local fairs and at
buffoon spectacles, the heteroglossia of the clown sounded forth, ridiculing all
“languages”and dialects; there developed the literature of the fabliaux and
Schwanke of street songs, folk sayings, anecdotes, where there was no
language-center at all, where there was to be found a lively play with the
“languages” of poets, scholars, monks, knights and others, where all “languages”
were masks and where no language could claim to be an authentic, incontestable
face. (p. 273)

The image of carnival I drew from Bakhtin’s description can be portrayed with
such words and phrases as revival, representation of life, embracing all people,
and liberation from stratification and formalism. Bakhtin’s notion of carnival
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represents the context in which various kinds of voices are heard, flourish, and
interact with one another so that genuine dialogue becomes realized.

Ⅲ

k

. Application of Ba htin’s Theory to Children’s
Social Competence and Social Lives

Based on the above explanation of Bakhtin’s key ideas in his theory of
language, by applying his theory to the field’s mainstream discourse around the
children’s social competence and development, I present several implications for
the early childhood education practices and research.
First, traditionally, children’s social competence and development has been
regarded as just an individual child’s endowed traits or dispositions and assessed
by unified standards such as pro-social, anti-social, and unsocial behaviors.
However, according to Bakhtin(1981, 1986), language is neither in isolation nor
just a means of transmitting words’ meanings; rather, it is contextually based
and, of course, culturally based and exists in complicated interactions. His keen
analyses and descriptions of social and ideological dynamics in language provide a
lens for understanding the dialogical nature of children’s social actions and
interactions in their social lives. Just as language is dialogic, people think and act
dialogically when interacting with others and in various contexts. From Bakhtin’s
perspective, children’s social competence, social actions, and social relationships are
not isolated, intrinsic, and genetically fixed traits of young children but instead
the products of the reciprocal relationships between children and others, social and
physical circumstances, and the micro-macro cultural contexts surrounding them.
Therefore, children are not just influenced by the contextual surroundings—usually
considered as independent variables by mainstream discourse of social
development research, but actively answer to them—children’s diverse social and
cultural worlds.
Bakhtin’s idea of dialogism leads us, early childhood educators and researchers,
to the necessity of paying particular attention to the contextual meanings of
children’s social actions in a peer group. The field of early childhood education
tends to concentrate on superficial factors, such as a child’s words and
attitudes. For example, children’s linguistic competence is frequently discussed as
associated with social competence(e.g. Garfield, Peterson, & Perry, 2001; Katz
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&McClellan, 1997; Semrud-Clikeman, 2007). In particular, fostering verbal
communication is an important part of teachers’ interventions and instructions for
children’s social relationships(e.g., Katz & McClellan, 1997). Moreover, as briefly
discussed earlier, researchers’ assessments of children’s social competence tend to
focus on behavioral characteristics and social skills(e.g., Cummings, Kaminski, &
Merrell, 2008; Denham et al., 2003), for example, the frequency of social
interactions and angry-aggressive, anxious-withdrawn, sensitive-cooperative, and
prosocial behaviors. Children’s outward social actions are easily acknowledgeable
and assessable by teachers and researchers. However, as Bakthin’s dialogism
implies, children’s social actions are oriented to situational contexts as a response
to certain people and situations. Therefore, without close consideration of the
contextual meanings of children’s social actions, early childhood educators and
researchers are unable to approach the actual roles and values of their social
actions in peer culture and might be easily led to make hasty judgments about
them. In order to understand children’s social competence and development, early
childhood educators and researchers need to pay special attention to the
contextual meanings of children’s social actions and the dialogical interactions
with them.
Second, based on Bakhtinian dialogism, which is portrayed as constantly
struggling with two types of forces in language, children’s social experiences and
socialization practices in schools can be explained as involving cultural dynamics
between predominant, centralized, and unitary values and decentralized, disunified,
and heteroglot values. His notion of heteroglossia represents the diversity of
children’s social competence. Children are born with enormous social potential and
hundreds of social characteristics. In fact, various languages of social competence
exist—heteroglot competences. While responsively interacting with other
languages, children mediate and present their languages with regard to social
tendencies or skills of relating to people. One of the most influential contexts,
which are others’ languages, conceptual horizons, or alien areas in Bakhtin’s
terms, is the cultural norms and values in which children reside(Bruner, 1996;
Rogoff, 2002). As a kind of individual value system is at work when one looks at
a child’s behaviors, common beliefs and values exist, shared by people in the
same cultural community. In this sense, Bakhtin’s notion of unitary language can
be used as a metaphor for social and cultural norms with regard to children’s
social competence because they are the reigning discourse that acts to centralize
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the diverse languages of children’s social competence.
Any language of social competence undergoes dialogization within these two
social and cultural forces of unitary language and heteroglossia, both internally—in
children’s minds—and externally—between people or between cultures. Children’s
social worlds are filled with dialogic living culture that is constantly mediated and
negotiated by those belonging to that culture and also influenced by other factors
in broader society. At the individual level, dialogical processes of culture exist in
which children produce their social actions and interactions with others while
negotiating between social values embedded in various surrounding societies(e.g.,
peer culture and broader culture) and personal values that they bring from prior
experiences in their families or other contexts. At the broader level, dialogical
processes also exist in which various cultures exchange and merge with others
while reciprocally reflecting one another. Therefore, Bakhtin’s emphasis on the
reciprocal relationship between addresser and addressee and the immediate social
situation in a living dialogue provides an insight on social and cultural dynamics
in children’s social activities and relationships that can be illustrated as “a
continuously generative process implemented in”(Vološinov, 2000, p. 98; emphasis
in original) reciprocally reflective social-verbal interactions. In other words, his
theory emphasizes both the children’s agency to participate in and contribute to
their own culture and the dynamic nature of culture affecting the individual’s
child’s social lives. Children are neither passive in their socialization nor isolated
from social and cultural contexts. Rather, they actively interact with social and
cultural meanings and create their own while participating in everyday routines.
Bakhtin’s theory therefore introduces to us socially, culturally, and ideologically
saturated sphere of children’s social competence and social actions—intrinsic
nature of their social world.
Recently, there are more studies that approached children’s social lives with
increased consideration paid to children’s agency. Yet, the primary foci of this
research were placed on children’s peer culture and socialization. In other words,
with regard to children’s social learning and social competence, there are much
fewer research focusing on children’s diversity and agency in their social lives in
the field. In terms of social competence and development, as aforementioned, only
a few studies have provided perspectives critical of the dominant discourses based
on developmentalism(e.g., Hutchby & Moran-Ellis, 1998; Thorne, 1993). In such
current academic tendency of the field, Bakhtin’s theory is a useful analytic lens
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that helps researchers to consider children’s diverse and unique social
characteristics as they are and to respect for children’s identities and agency as
social beings when conducting studies regarding children’s social competence.
Third, Bakhtin’s(1981) explanation of stratifying process in dialogue provides
critical lens to view power relationships between the dominant discourses and the
heteroglot values of social competence. According to Bakhtin, in the actual life of
language, people are surrounded by heteroglot languages and ought to stratify
them based on individuals’ intentions and inner mediations. In proportion to their
social significance, people create their own languages and cultures, while
reciprocally interacting with others. Shared with others, “these languages of
heteroglossia intersect each other in a variety of ways, forming new socially
typifying languages”(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 291). In a like manner, children stratify
various values with regard to their social lives and create their own value system
appropriate to the contexts depending on the social significance of those values in
a respective context. Such reciprocal processes in which responsive and reflective
children’s social competence and social actions are produced involve inner
stratifying processes, which reflect power relationships and guide critical
discussions about them. Stating that, “As a result of the work done by all these
stratifying forces in language, these are no ‘neutral’ words and forms”(Bakhtin,
1981, p. 293), Bakhtin affirms underlying political aspects of language that are
produced by such stratifying processes. That is, the process of the stratification
of languages is associated with the social and political stratification of power,
distinctions, and rewards. Social and political tensions between unitary and
heteroglot values exist in children’s social lives, and those cultural dynamics
reflect such power relationships.
The discussion of power relationships in social and cultural stratification in
language guides us to critical perspectives on mainstream academic discourses of
children’s social competence, social development, and socialization. As
Bakhtin(1981) states, “The word in language is half someone else’s”(p. 293), as a
cultural being, people consciously and unconsciously cherish particular values and
beliefs and conventional thoughts/thinking under the immense power of culture
and someone else’s words. A particular belief developed and cherished over time
aligns with a list of various values, hierarchically attached with more or less
importance, and right or wrong judgment. This is rather natural in that social
norms and values are the agreed-upon and accumulated common ground that
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people have inherited from time immemorial. In fact, our value system—judgments
about right or wrong—is necessary for us to maintain our moral life. However,
due to this feature of cultural values and beliefs, we sometimes realize that
certain thoughts are deep-rooted biases. It contains certain biases about people,
things, and even immaterial values, as well. Certain social traits can be more
valued than others by the people in the same community, even though the other
traits can work very well in social relationships or be valued in another cultural
community(Rogoff, 2003). Likewise, the social significance of each social trait is
assigned based on people’s cultural beliefs and values, and they can occasionally
blind him/her to diverse facets and perspectives when he/she adopts them without
critical thinking; Hatano and Miyake(1991) explained the double-sided effect of
culture by stating that “Culture makes some learning much easier, but other
learning more difficult, or even almost impossible”(p. 275). Here, educational equity
issues arouse. Stating, “school is a culture itself”(p. 98) and “culture is also about
power, distinctions, and rewards”(p. 28), Bruner(1996) argues that cultural factors
in school are not neutral but political and that social and cultural inclinations
toward some values and ideas can be the cause of the educational inequality
experienced by children.
In the academic field of social competence, a child’s unique social characteristics
are often assessed by certain social and cultural standards associated with the
concepts of social competence. Mostly, research based on developmental
perspectives and dealing with concrete developmental criteria supports the
dominant discourse in the academic field (e.g., Cohn, 1990; Han & Kemple, 2006;
Hartup, Glazer, & Charlesworth,1967; Hebert-Myers, Guttentag, Swank, Smith, &
Landry, 2006; Ladd & Price, 1987). Son(2014) particularly argued that academic
discourse of raising socially competent child is deeply associated with cultural
communities’ shared values and norms. That is, any valued social traits in
academic discourse are intertwined with cultural values and beliefs of community
in which they belong to. Bakthin’s illustration of power relationships involved in
inner-and external-stratifying process of language shows that the root of
inequality reside basically in our value system—a certain belief that attaches more
or less importance and right or wrong judgments to self and others. Therefore,
regardless of the intrinsic values of each individual child, such value system
intertwined with the social, economic, and cultural background of each child often
determines his/her social life and educational opportunities.
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Therefore, Bakhtin’s theory of language guides us to critical discussions of
social and cultural aspects of discourses regarding children’s social competence.
First of all, as presented above, it is useful lens to shed a light on any
stratifying forces in discourses of children’s social competence and development.
In addition, his theory demonstrates that we as early childhood educators and
researchers need to consider ourselves as being affected by the discourses and
social and cultural value systems of our cultural community and to recognize the
values of children’s diverse ways of interacting and relating with others. Based on
this, when we think about a child’s social competence, while challenging any
existing negative connotations carried by a certain social characteristic, we need
to consider more carefully how the child’s unique social characteristics actually
work in peer groups.
Lastly, Bakhtin’s(1981) illustration of unitary language and heteroglossia
explains the dialogical nature of various discourses, which collide or coincide,
coexisting in academia, represented by the philosophical shifts in the discourses of
social competence—interdisciplinary discourses mutually interacted with each
other. While being influenced by and reflecting the philosophical spirit of each
age, the field’s dominant discourse on children’s social competence has moved
toward a different phase. Although the mainstream discourses have relied on
cognitive and behavioral psychology, they have recently been challenged and
deconstructed by other perspectives and approaches to children’s social
competence, relationships, and socialization. This dynamic interaction within the
field’s discourses resembles Bakhtin’s description of dynamical interactions
between languages.
According to Bakhtin(1981), each language is stratified in the living discourses
by undergoing and participating in the process of centralization and
decentralization. Likewise, diverse languages and voices in the field are in
tension-filled dynamics between unification and diversification and between
predominant, centralized, and unitary perspectives and decentralized, disunified, and
heteroglot perspectives. In the process of dialogization, such heteroglot languages
in the discourses are stratified in proportion to their social significance. Through
the stratification of language, a specific perspective gains more of the public’s
assent along with a particular spirit of the time and becomes the language that
typifies the phases of the time and social aspects; the superiority of specific
perspectives or discourses on a certain phenomenon, which is a predominant
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discourse of a field, is created.
Cognitive and developmental psychology has long dominated the field of social
development studies along with the strong modernist’s belief in scientific
verification. Although critical perspectives on these discourses have recently
gained attention, these alternative views are still side lined in the field(James,
2007; Schneider, 1993). Bakhtin’s(1981) conceptual contrast between monologic
dead language and dialogic living language provides us with a meaningful insight;
in a living academic society, in which the genuine nature of dialogue is actually
manifested, the field is filled with dialogic living discourses that are responsive to
and reflective of one another and diverse perspectives in broader society—a
variety of different traditions and disciplines. Rather than being monologically and
unilaterally expressive or just affected by the unitary theories around them,
educators and researchers participate in a living dialogue regarding social
competence by constantly mediating and negotiating their discourses. Meanwhile,
Bakhtin’s notion of a monologic dead language, which can lead to dogmatism in
academia, gives us caution about strong dominance of developmental discourse in
the field’s history. In this sense, for a living discourse, the field should not be
entirely monopolized and controlled by any unified form of knowledge or
perspective; rather, many different voices and points of view on theories and
discipline should be welcomed and valued.

Ⅳ

. Conclusion

As the conclusion of this theoretical paper, I provide the image of
Bakhtin’s(1981) concept of novel, which is used to metaphorically depict
classrooms and academic fields where children’s diverse ways of exploring the
world and being in the world are all appreciated and valued. Because his concepts
of poetry and novel encompass many aspects of language that he explains, this
conceptual contrast is a good metaphor to visualize two different images of
schools and academic fields. His views on poetry and novel provided me, as a
metaphorical image, with the idea that in the space of poetry or a novel, a poet
or a novelist conducts a concert with thousands of words. However, these two
conductors adopt different stances in working with these heteroglot words. The
poet conductor sticks to centralized and unitary forms and does not interact with
other diverse words and forms. In contrast, the novelist conductor welcomes and
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listens attentively to heteroglot words and works responsively and reflectively
with them. These two conductors seem analogous to early childhood teachers and
researchers while the spaces of poetry or novel area kin to schools and the
academic field of early childhood education.
As “language is heteroglot from top to bottom”(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 291), schools
are full of heteroglossia, where children bring their diverse ways of living,
including their world views, cultural knowledge, cultural practices and values, and
social and ideological beliefs. Children have many experiences in their daily lives
both in and out of school. Through these experiences, while mutually interacting
with others and the various surroundings around them, children recreate their own
meanings and beliefs and enact them within social relationships and peer
culture. Children’s social actions and functioning in their peer culture, and the
meanings embedded in those social actions and activities are not only formed by
individual children but are also influenced by social interactions and
cultural-historically constructed meanings. Bakhtin’s(1981) conceptual image of
novel depicts the social world of children in school as one where heteroglot
cultures, world views, and diverse voices are merged, mediated, and negotiated.
Whereas, Bakhtin’s(1981) conceptual contrast between poetry and novel leads to
an acknowledgement of the reality of school culture. Although the social world of
children is naturally full of heteroglossia, in schools where adults’ authority is
dominant, the heteroglossia of children’s social world can be obstructed by the
adults’ excessive emphasis on normative customs. Therefore, Bakhtin’s conceptual
image of poetry can illustrate classrooms in which the heteroglot nature of
children’s social world is neglected and undervalued, while the unitary and
culturally prevailing values are handed down to children without reciprocal
dialogic interactions. His description of poetry provides us with a warning about
promoting only the centralized and unitary aspects of schooling without
consideration of complexity and diversity in children’s world. In such school
cultures, children’s diverse social lives become impersonalized and decontextualized
under the authoritative, dogmatic and conservative norms of language. Therefore,
borrowing Bakhtin’s notion of novel, I provide a metaphoric image of schools as
novels, visualizing my hopeful reimagining of school as a place where all the
languages of children are valued and appreciated. In classrooms that appreciate
the heteroglot nature of language, humor and joyfulness are revived. I liken such
settings to Bakhtin’s concept of novel, which allows all the children to participate
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in carnivalesque discourse and to be liberated from the formalism imposed by
unitary language.
With the academic field opened to diverse voices, the centralized unitary
language is able to overcome possible risks of narrowness and stagnation and of
alienating diverse potential values and possibilities. Bakhtin’s notion of
heteroglossia shows the possibility of changes and shifts in discourse or
paradigm, specifically in academia. The diversity of language or speech, the
diversity of responses to particular views on the world, and the diversity of
discourses in the academic field provide a space where dominant discourses shift
and move while responding to the world. I believe that this is the power of
heteroglossia, which pulls away from the unified and predominant view and
voice. Bakhtin states that a novelist welcomes the heteroglossia and language
diversity and incorporates them into his/her own work while not weakening them
but rather intensifying them. Here again, Bakhtin’s notion of novel provided me
with a metaphoric image of the researcher, in the forefront of creating and
shaping the field’s discourses of social competence—a novelist researcher who is
attentive to and is willing to include heteroglot discourses, world views, and
voices. In a field where the heteroglot nature of discourses is elevated, any
dogmatic constraints will be possibly overcome, and the power of heteroglossia
will also be uplifted.
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<국문초록>

닌 아

문화적 역동성을 지

유 의 사회 세계

관점 제안:

바흐친

탐색

을 위한 분석적

의 언어학

손은애(중앙대학교)
본 이론적 연구는 현재까지 전통 발달심리학에 근거하여 이루어지고 있는 주류의 유아
사회성 관련 연구에 대한 대안적인 분석틀로써 바흐친의 언어학을 제안한다. 먼저 유아 사
회성과 사회성발달 관련 연구들의 역사적 흐름을 개관하고 현재의 학계가 가진 연구의 방
향성, 즉 유아의 주체성과 맥락적 이해에 대한 요구가 있음을 토대로 바흐친의 이론의 적
절성을 주장한다. 바흐친의 언어학에서의 기본적인 가정과 개념들—대화성, 혼성, 단일어,
다어성, 시, 소설, 카니발로스크 등을—중심으로 자세히 설명한 후, 이론의 전체적인 개념
과 개념들을 적용하여 현 유아교육현장과 연구에의 시사점을 제공한다. 마지막으로 바흐
친의 소설이라는 개념의 은유를 통해 다양한 유아들의 사회성과 관계맺음을 반영하고 더
욱 촉진하는 유아교육 현장과 학계의 모습을 그리며, 유아교사와 연구자가 유아들의 사회
성의 본질인 다양성을 존중할 것을 주장한다.
«

주제어: 유아 사회성, 유아 사회발달, 바흐친의 언어학

