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Co-operative human action: How much is “human?” 

INTRODUCTION 
Co-operative action refers to the joint construction of 
shared goals by interacting individuals performing 
operations on diverse materials (Goodwin, 2012). The 
organization and co-operation of human action allows 
people to coordinate activity in ways that may be 
present in other animals, though possibly in more 
limited, attenuated ways.  

People engage in joint action by bringing together 
meaningful materials (e.g. language, cultural artifacts), 
and performing operations on a prior, public substrate 
(e.g. action, talk). Moreover, the organization of human 
interaction is simultaneous and embedded in context. 

Parallels can be drawn with the investigation of 
language emergence and evolution, in terms of how 
action is built complexly (by bringing together multiple 
agents) and co-operatively (by building on these 
agents) within the conceptual framework of complex 
adaptive systems (CAS) (Lee et al, 2009). 

METHODOLOGY 
The current study examines in detail the joint 
construction of action for counting discrete objects in a 
grandmother-grandson dyad during ‘reading time,’ a 
notably pedagogical setting. In addition, a comparative 
analysis with cetacean and other primates’ interactional 
behavior is conducted to investigate the extent to 
which the organization of human action, as examined 
here, is unique. This qualitative analysis demonstrates 
the usefulness of observational data. 

Participants 
 Grandmother-Grandson (28 months) 
 Spanish-English Bilinguals 

Qualitative Analysis 
 Focal-follow recordings 
 Transcription (CA method, developed by Gail Jefferson) 
 Discourse Analysis 

Comparative Analysis 
 Cetaceans: Arctic Orca hunt/”teaching” young calf 
 Nonhuman Primates: Chimpanzee modeling termite catching and 
nut cracking 

Categories of Analysis 
 Organization of Action 
 Simultaneous/Joint or Sequential Action 
 Body and Gesture 
 Talk and Communication 
 Tool and Semiotic Resource Use 

DISCUSSION 
SOLVING SPECIES-SPECIFIC ADAPTIVE 
PROBLEMS 
Humans use coordinated action and language to 
solve adaptive communication problems 
associated with cooperation and group living. 
Here I have provided some examples of a dyadic 
interaction that incorporates behavioral elements 
shared with at least two other species: Orcas 
and Chimpanzees. Noted behavioral adaptations 
include joint/simultaneous action and the 
combined use of environmental resources. But 
humans use these actions with a higher degree 
of complexity, along with talk and gesture, and 
reveal a higher degree of intersubjectivity than 
nonhuman animal species. Since humans share 
there inner worlds with one another, joint co-
operational action becomes paramount to 
human action (Carpenter and Call, in press). 

COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS and 
LANGUAGE ORIGINS 
A close examination of language use in the 
context of coordinated action reveals the 
signature of complex adaptive systems. By this 
view, many features of language interaction 
emerge from multiple agents being brought 
together and engaging with one another (Lee et 
al, 2009). We bring together talk, gestures, eye 
gaze, tools, and objects into complex social 
environments. This activity is situated to make 
meaning, engage in interaction, and accomplish 
mutual goals. The study of language evolution 
might benefit from a greater consideration of the 
coordinated activity in which it typically manifests 
itself (Kendon, 2009).  

FUTURE RESEARCH 
•  More comparative analysis, including different “activity types” 

and species 
•  How do we get to language? What evolutionary reasons lead 

humans to complex language use? 
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HUMAN ACTION 

Tools 
The book is an “open 
tool” (Hutchins, 1993) that 
is operated on its surface 
for all to see. Action is 
sedimented in the book, 
which provides a substrate 
for the next operation.    

Lap-Sitting 
Establishes a visual frame to 
attend to relevant objects. 
Allows for manipulation of the 
grandson by his grandmother, 
by which collaborative action 
can occur. 

Body Movement 
Without the advantage of eye 
gaze, the grandson must use 
the movement of his grand-
mother’s body to determine 
where her attention is being 
focused. He can then attend 
to the same object, given the 
combined resources of talk 
and gesture.  

Pointing 
The deictic point performed 
on the book makes discrete 
objects on the book’s page 
unambiguous. 

Simultaneous Action 
Action is performed in tandem, but is 
guided by the precise movements of the 
grandmother. The accompanying talk 
supplements the feedback given to the 
grandson about the practice of counting 
discrete object aloud.  

Gesture 
The grandmother holds her 
grandson’s hand in the 
same “point” shape as her 
own, modeling the practice 
of counting discrete objects 
aloud. 

01   GMA:     Quien se va a subir al tren, 
02   GSN:     Baey-bie:[:s  

01   GMA:     Who is getting on the train, 
02   GSN:     Baey-bie:[:s  

NONHUMAN ACTION 

Tools 
Orcas manipulate the position of 
the ice floe to better approach it, 
operating on it as an “open tool” 
and making use of a resource 
particular to this environment.  

Simultaneous Action 
Orcas create a wave of water over the ice 
flow by simultaneous approaching the 
flow from the same direction- an action 
that is reportedly led by a the pod’s 
matriarch.  

Demonstration 
Older members model the 
appropriate action, though do not 
perform it jointly with the younger 
member, who observes the model 
action. The action in this case is 
done sequentially. 

Lap-Sitting 
Infants sit in mothers’ lap while 
the mother carries out action. 
However, the infant is often an 
observer, not a participant in 
the action at hand. Nor does it 
appear that this position is a 
means to manipulate the 
infant. 

Tools 
Chimpanzees use 
environmental (i.e. 
semiotic) resources 
to accomplish goals 

DC, 2012 

JGI, 2011 

MPS, 2012 

Attention/Gaze 
The attention to the 
action at hand is not 
jointly performed. That 
is, while the infant may 
observe the action, they 
are not collaborating in 
it. 

Talk (+ Gesture) 
The accompanying talk 
makes the next action 
explicit: identify the object 
indicated in the point. 

01   GMA/GSN:   uno::: d[os   tres cuatro] cin-* 

*GMA starts the talk, the [ ] indicates the overlapped, simultaneous talk of both GMA and GSN, and GSN finishes the sequence.  


