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Abstract 
The issue of socialization for antisocial conduct within a society is often set up in terms 
of deficit notions, comparing the antisocial conduct with (normative) prosocial behavior 
and discovering that the former entails the absence of the latter.  This view seems to 
overlook relevant dynamic interplay between personal-cultural organization of human 
action on the one hand, and collective-cultural valuation of different forms of conduct 
(e.g., as "prosocial" versus "antisocial"), on the other.  When one transcends the 
conceptual dichotomy between the "prosocial" and "antisocial" labeled phenomena, it 
becomes possible to see that under some conditions of collective-cultural semiotic value 
construction, the application of the "pro-social" and "anti-social" labels can become 
flexible in a collective-cultural context. "Prosocial" acts may become semiotically 
transformed into "antisocial" ones, and vice versa. Both forms of such transformation can 
be viewed as relevant for the cultural organization of mind and society. 
 
Keywords: prosocial behavior, antisocial behavior, semiotic mediation, personal 
culture, collective culture 
 

Introduction 
 
Human conduct differs from behavior by the cultural values it carries. All  

conduct is goal-orientedÑ and the different orientations are culturally valued.  Some of 
human acting is easily labeled Òpro-socialÓ, other Òanti-socialÓ. Different evaluative 
labelsÑ help, assistance, abuse, violation of rights, etc are all promoter signs (Valsiner, 
2004) that guide our valuation of conduct. 

 Even a cursory acquaintance with the research literature on "prosocial behavior", 
produced in different areas of psychology, leaves one with an impression that there is 
some inherently assumed value hidden in such behavior. Surely it is appealing to 
psychologists and practitioners to view children, adolescents, and adults in a state where 
they get along well with one another, and where they are mutually understanding and 
helpful.  Efforts may even be made to improve human society through the promotion of 
"prosocial behavior"-- a task that is habitually upset by the realities of social life. 

If "prosocial behavior" were to serve as an ideal(ized) comparison state for 
human affairs, then whatever becomes labeled "antisocial behavior" becomes de facto 
detected in comparison with it.  Thus, if an adolescents' peer group is actively involved in 
a peaceful discussion of ills of the world, it may pass well under the label of "prosocial 
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conduct", while if the same group were to take their discussions onto the streets and turn 
those into an activity of throwing stones at the local police offi cials, we would relate to 
that as if it were an "antisocial" act.  Nevertheless, the psychological processes that give 
rise to both kinds of acts are the same; only their manifestations (forms of 
externalization) diff er quite dramatically. In a similar way, the "prosocial"              
"antisocial" contrast becomes fragile when we view evaluation of any human act within 
society as a culturally interpreted act.   

 
Looking at the Other: A Dangerous Act 

 
History of everyday life in any society provides ample evidence of cultural 

interpretations that are not inconsequential to the lives of persons. For example, in the 
year 1668 in Hartford, Connecticut, a woman by the name of Joane Francis accused 
another woman Katherine Harrison of witchcraft: 

 
... in the night just before my child was struck ill, goodwife Harrison or her 
shape  appeared, and I said, the Lord bless me and my child, here is goody 
Harrison. And the child lying on the outside I took it and laid it between me and 
my husband. The child continued strangely ill about three weeks, wanting a day, 
and then died, had fi ts. (Taylor, 1984, p. 53; emphasis added) 
 

Accusations against persons (or even their shapes!) on the grounds of witchcraft 
interpretations were a favorite pastime in the history of humankind, leading a few persons 
to gallows or stakes.  Both interest in, and wariness of esoteric witchcraft practices 
continues even in so-called "modern" society (see Luhrmann, 1989), as it is re-invented 
under specifi c socio-cultural conditions.  It is important to note that the presence of 
culturally constructed social regulation devices (like magical practices) is not easily 
classifiable into either "antisocial" or "prosocial" classes of phenomena. Rather, the social 
functions of these practices depend upon who uses them, for what purposes, and within 
what kinds of consensually validated meaning contexts. Thus, ordering retaliation for ills 
done by the target of sorcery from religious professionals in Sri Lanka (see Obeyesekere, 
1975, for a detailed description) is on the one hand an antisocial act (if one considers it as 
expression of aggression towards a "fellow citizen"), yet a retributory culturally 
appropriate course of action may be easily labeled prosocial (if contrasted with direct 
murder attempts towards the target person).  Furthermore, the role of witchcraft practices 
within a society undergoes changes within its history (Riebe, 1987).   

It can be argued that discussion of sorcery and witchcraft in the context of cross-
cultural psychology of prosocial behavior constitutes a far-fetched mixing of discourses 
of anthropology with psychology.  We may be better off considering a phenomenon 
which is quite familiar in importance to both modern researchers of adult-infant 
interaction, and worriers about witchcraft in many societies-- that of eye contact. 

As psychologists' consensually created folklore insists, eye contact is one of the 
very fi rst prosocial behaviors in adult-child dyadic interaction (Valsiner, 1976). In many 
interaction situations and in different societies, adults and infants have been observed to 
gaze each other into the eyes with ardent pleasure and curiosity (Keller, 1980; Keller &  
Gauda, 1987; Keller & Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1989). Yet, in a contradictory vein, cultural 
histories of human societies are fi lled with beliefs in dangers of "evil eye" that can be cast 
upon children Ð intentionally or unintentionally.  Thus, cultural semiotic processes 
undertaken by active agents (persons who interpret everyday life events) relate the 
behavioral phenomenon (i .e., eye contact) with the cultural meaning system (of 
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benevolent, or malevolent connotations).  In other terms Ð  the prosocial or antisocial 
nature of any episode of eye contact is not a pre-given objective fact, but a result of 
interpretation.  

 
Complexity of the meanings of "evil eye" phenomena 
 

In general, beliefs in the "evil eye" are widespread across cultural time and space 
(Maloney, 1976).  On the one hand, it is linked with the behavioral act of looking at 
others (i.e., a "special way of looking," amounts to "eyeing" and bringing harm). On the 
other hand, the notion of "evil eye" is linked with a myriad of beliefs in other persons' 
malevolent intentions, which need not include any eye contact.  The complex emotion of 
envy is said to be linked with the term of looking (Latin invidere from which Italian 
invidia and Spanish envidia, are derived-- Kearney, 1976, p. 185).  

"Evil eye" is thus a complex of social actions linked with emotions of the bearer 
that can become dangerous to other persons, and the community at large. In different 
societies one can find varied versions of differentiation in the "evil eye" beliefs, all of 
which have direct bearing upon treatment of persons in social interaction, and upon their 
status within the local community.  For example, in a little Southern Italian town known 
as Locorotondo (Galt, 1991), two forms of "evil eye" (malocchio) could be seen to 
function Ð fascination (affascene) and envy (mmvidie): 

 
Of the two forms of evil eye, affascene is the lesser. Signaled by headache, it can 
be lifted through the use of an oil-and-water oracle and cure in conjunction with 
an incantation. Anyone who learns them may use the phrases and the oracle, but 
one is allowed to teach them to no more than three people during a lifetime on 
pain of losing one's curing ability. Amulets are ineffective against this form of 
evil eye. Affascene has its source in an unexpressed envy or admiration of others, 
and there are certain individuals Ð those whose eyebrows connect over their 
noses and who are said to have occhi d'affascene  (fascinating eyes) Ð whose 
envy is most likely to strike in this form... 

Mmvidie, or envy, on the other hand, can be serious, and its symptoms tend 
to manifest themselves in downturns of luck or in runs of ill health. Unlike 
affascene, mmvidie cannot be lifted; it just has to run its course. But, again unlike 
affascene, mmvidie can be warded off by various forms of amulet, either worn on 
the person or attached to animals or objects that must be protected. (Galt, 1991, 
pp. 740-741) 

 
In neither case of the evil eye is it believed in Locorotondo that the person 

infl icting harm does so knowingly. In both cases, the folk belief system includes a 
number of protective action strategies that can be applied both before (e.g. amulets to 
protect children, animals, or buildings against mmvidie) and after a suspicious event of 
social interaction has taken place (e.g., a person who openly admires another may make a 
gesture of the horns with both hands and exclaim "God protect!").  The specifi c practices 
of symbolic protection against the "evil eye" may vary across societies, taking seemingly 
esoteric forms that are still meaningful from the standpoint of the particular collective 
culture (see Maloney, 1976). 

Culturally constructed paradoxes of the "evil eye" become particularly interesting 
when we find versions of it in the case of the closest interpersonal attachment contexts. 
Thus, Unni Wikan's description of the beliefs in an Omani town in the early 1970s 
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reveals a special case of "evil eye"-- "lover's eye" ('en ilmuhibb) that is considered to be 
even more powerful than that of the envious outsiders: 

 
In contrast to the ordinary evil eye, this is not a special power with which only 
some persons are endowed. Every person is prone to i t, toward relatives, if their 
love is strong enough. Consequently the mother is the most dangerous source, 
followed by other close relatives. According to Sohari belief, the effect is caused 
quite inadvertently, indeed very much against the agent's will. All a loving 
mother needs to do is look at her child and think of him as the most wonderful 
child of the world. Instantly the child may fall sick. (Wikan, 1982, p. 242) 
 

Thus we are forced to confront the inherent complexity of the (at fi rst glance) 
prosocial-seeming act of looking at a child Ð even the closest person to the child can be 
believed to cause harm, if the act of looking occurs in a specifi c meaningful context.  

How then is that context constructed?  Most of our contemporary discourse in 
contextualist psychology keeps referring to that mysterious entity Ð context Ð without 
further elaborations. Context is, for contextualist psychologists, a benevolent spirit that 
can be used to explain everything. Surely keeping that term as a blanket cover-up of our 
ignorance (or lack of theoretical sophistication) is unhelpful for further understanding. An 
answer to the mechanisms of construction of meaningful contexts can be found in the 
dynamic interplay between personal and collective cultures. 

 
Collective and Personal Cultures, and Context Construction 

 
We can look at both the person and the surrounding world as cultural phenomena 

Ð hence it is suggested to distinguish between "personal culture" and "collective culture". 
This distinction is merely a heuristic device to remind ourselves that the person Ð in one's 
personal uniqueness Ð is always related with the cultural meaningful world through the 
process of constant internalization and externalization, which are constructive (as 
opposed to reproductive) processes (Valsiner, 1989, 1998, 2007).  

Under conditions of heterogeneous social suggestions, the person constructs 
cultural novelty in the form of personal sense, which becomes externalized and thus 
enters the process of communication with other persons as a part of the social suggestions 
system. Persons' active encounters with the world transform "collective-cultural" 
meanings into a personal-cultural systems of sense (by way of internalization), and 
contribute to the re-construction of meanings by externalization of one's personal sense 
system (Valsiner, 1989, 2000, 2007).  The notion of "personal culture" refers not only to 
the internalized subjective phenomena (intra-mental processes), but to the immediate 
(person-centered) externalizations of those processes. The latter make personal culture 
publicly visible, as every aspect of personal reconstruction of one's immediate life-world 
reflects that externalization. Thus, the personal sense system becomes projected to the 
world of things (Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981), and is reflected in the 
personal construction of publicly visible symbolic domains of body decorations and 
personally relevant interpersonal interaction rituals (Firth, 1973; Obeyesekere, 1990).   

Our examples of the potential functions of eye contact constitute a good example 
of externalization of personal cultural sense of one's potential harm: an adult avoiding 
looking at a baby in a public setting need not be "socially unskilled" (as many a Western 
psychologist may think), but highly socially aware that his or her "fascinating eyes" may 
inadvertently bring harm to the baby. Furthermore, the person may create a public 
semiotic marker (e.g. an exclamation) that indicates that she has done her best to prevent 
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such undesired events from happening. Although the preventive semiotic marker 
becomes a socially shared event (i.e., others present in the situation recognize it), the 
central organizer of this externalization is the subjective personal sense (which of course 
relates to collective-cultural meanings). Since the interaction contexts a person co-creates 
occur in irreversible time, the personal culture serves as the generative process that 
affords immediate cultural organization of new, unique happenings in the person's 
ongoing life. 

 
Collective culture as a resource and canalizer of personal culture 
 

Collective culture is created and maintained by externalizations of personal sense 
systems of different persons. The result is a relatively stable entity of collective origin. 
The emergence of collective cultures has been demonstrated by classic studies of social 
norm construction (Sherif, 1936), and their relative stability as well as self-maintenance 
is tested by cases of socially constructed belief systems (Festinger, Riecken & Schachter, 
1956). 

The main feature of the collective culture is its ontological indeterminacy Ð it 
cannot be described in the form in which it currently exists, since it is constantly in the 
process of being collectively re-constructed.  The collective culture is always present in a 
variety of parallel and different forms (constructed by different social groups). Thus, it is 
not possible to continue with the tradition of cross-cultural psychology and label 
collective cultures as index variables (e.g., "French collective culture", or "Catalan 
collective culture").  Instead, the notion of collective culture is meant to assume 
heterogeneity (which could be seen as inconsistency) within its organization of the 
persons' social worlds, and in terms of semiotic systems is close to Bakhtin's (1981) 
notion of hierarchy of social languages. This heterogeneity stems from the episodic 
nature of social construction (and re-construction) of the collective culture, and varied 
participation of different persons in it. The collective culture is an interpersonal bricolage 
of externalizations by a varied set of persons, which at any moment in time constitutes 
the cultural canalizing (constraining) system for persons. 

If the collective cultural messages are produced in a variety of forms and 
repeated beyond the minimum necessity, then the developing child cannot avoid the 
contact with the collective-culturally organized world Ð even if the child may be in a 
position to avoid some specifi c environmental contexts (organized collective-culturally) 
some of the time. In other terms, the collective culture guarantees a wide but inescapable 
"field" of access to the cultural meaning systems, encoded with high redundancy in the 
everyday world of the child (Valsiner, 1994). Collective-cultural resources for the 
development of personal cultures are over-determined (Boesch, 1991Ñ see also Lonner &  
Hayes, 2007), so that some adequate version of personal life course is constructed 
through personal culture along the lines specified by its collective counterpart. 
 

Anti-social and Pro-social Conduct as Cultural Construction 
 

It should become clearer by now where this story is trying to go Ð human conduct 
is constructed by persons in their transaction between personal and collective cultures, 
and is therefore not classifiable a priori into any category (prosocial or antisocial). It  
becomes classified thus only as a result of that transaction, and even then the results can 
easily be re-classified.  Thus, a homicidal act by a soldier of the military side which ends 
up winning the war becomes rewarded for his highly prosocial act, while his enemy (who 
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did exactly the same to some soldiers of the later-to-win side) becomes viewed as an 
antisocial "terrorist", or something of that kind. 

In general Ð every act of conduct of a person in any social context is multi-valent, 
and allows multiple transformations through semiotic mediation. Thus, the "antisocial" 
nature of some act can be constructed by a collective-cultural process (e.g., socio-moral 
consensual condemnation of prostitution as an activity, in many societies), maintained via 
collective-cultural mechanisms over generations Ð yet the very same act (or activity) can 
become senseful in its "prosocial" orientation.  For example, personal-cultural self-
concepts of prostitutes, lawyers, doctors, and psychologists may share the focus on being 
helpful to society through one's professional activity). Semiotic assignment of forms of 
conduct to the class of "antisocial acts" recurs in societies, and performs its collective-
cultural regulatory functions. The opposition "prosocial"        "antisocial" is a semiotic 
mediating device that regulates both society and mind in ways that allows the opposite 
designations be actually interdependent, and thus makes it possible to very quickly 
transform the meaning of a particular event from one to the opposite designation. The 
basis for such re-evaluations is found in the relationship between personal culture and its 
collective counterpart. 

The interpretative synthesis of the sense of a person's act as it is about to proceed 
(or as it continues) may radically reframe the person's conduct at any moment. Since 
society is itself an abstract concept for any person, and its practical manifestations (in the 
forms of conduct of others) may be highly untrustworthy, personal-cultural sense 
construction may be the vehicle to clarify some of the uncertainty (multivalence) of the 
meaning of human conduct.  From here follows a simple empirical orientation Ð  
microgenetic analysis of personal action (or social interaction) episodes that may start in 
any state (usually indeterminate), but end in clear semiotic designation (by the actors, or 
by outside evaluator) of prosociality to the product of such interaction.  Acts that were at 
fi rst not designated as to be helpful to someone else Ð but end up being so (and that 
becomes clearly semiotically marked) can indicate the emergence of prosociality in the 
dialogue between personal and collective cultures.  The microgenetic process may reveal 
dialogic tension between the prosocial and antisocial meanings in its unfolding, and that 
tension would be the direct target of investigation Ð if we assume that our interest is in 
revealing the psychological processes which generate both prosocial and antisocial acts, 
as their products.  In the cultural construction, opposites are united through a process of 
prospective inter-feedforward schemes. The science of psychology is still far from 
revealing the principles by which these schemes work. 

 
Note  
 
A preliminary version of this paper was presented at the XII Congress of Cross-Cultural 
Psychology, Pamplona, Navarra, Spain, July 24-28, 1994, as a part of the Symposium 
Development of Pro- and Antisocial Behavior in Cultural Contexts (Gisela Trommsdorff , 
Organizer). The authorÕs return to this original text a decade later led to major 
modifi cation of the ideas, and transformation of the text. 
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