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Abstract

The issue of socializaion for antisocial conduct within a society is often set up in terms
of deficit notions, comparing the artisocial conduct with (normatve) prosocial behavior
and discovering that the former entails the alsence of the latter. This view seemsto
overlook relevart dynamic interpay between personal-cultural organizaion of human
acton on the one hand, and collectve-cultural valuation of different forms of conduct
(eg., as "prosocial' versus "artisocial'), on the other. When one transcerds the
concepual dichotomy between the "prosocial' and "artisocial" labeled phenomers, it
becamespossible to seethat under some conditions of collective-cultural semiotic value
construction, the applicaion of the "pro-social' and "arti-social" labels can became
flexible in a collectve-cultural context. "Prosocial’ act may becane semioticaly
transformedinto "artisocial' ones and vice versa. Both forms of such transformaton can
be viewed asrelevant for the cultural organization of mind and society.

Keywords: prosocial behavior, antisocial behavior, semiotic medation, personal
culture, callective culture

Introduction

Human conduct differs from behavior by the cultural values it carries All
conduct is goal-orierted\ and the differert oriertations are culturally valued Some of
human acing is easly labeled Opo-socialO, other Carti-socialO. Different evaluative
labelsN help, assistance abuse, violation of rights, etc areall promoter signs (Valsiner,
2004) that guide our valuation of conduct.

Evena cursory acquaintance with the research literatre on "prosocial behavior",
produced in different areasof psychology, leawes one with an impression that thereis
some inherertly assumed value hidden in such behavior. Surely it is appealing to
psychologists and pracitionersto view children adolescerts, and adults in a state where
they get along well with one another, and where they are mutually underganding and
helpful. Efforts may even be mace to improve human society through the promation of
"prosocial behavior”-- atas thatis hahitually upset by the realtiesof social life.

If "prosocial behavior" were to serve as an idealized) comparison state for
human affairs, then whatever becames labeled "artisocial behavior" becanes de facto
detectedin comparison with it. Thus, if anadolescerts peergroup is acively involvedin
a peaceful discussion of ills of the world, it may pass well under the label of "prosocial

AUTHORS NOTE: Please address al correspondence via email to Jaan Valsiner
(jvalsiner@clarku.edu).

©2007 Journa of Social, Evolutionary, and Cultural Psychology

59



Personal Culture

conduct", while if the same group were to take their discussions onto the strees and turn
those into an activity of throwing stones at the local police offi cials, we would relate to
that asif it were an "artisocial" act Nevertheless, the psychological procesesthat give
rise to both kinds of acts are the same; only their manfedatons (forms of
exterralizaion) differquite dramatcally. In asimilar way, the "prosocial" <—
"artisocial' contrag becomesfragile when we view evaluation of any humanact within
society asa culturally interpretedact

Looking at the Other: A Dangerous Act

History of everyday life in arny society provides amde evidence of cultural
interpretations that are not inconsequertial to the lives of persons. For examge, in the
year 1668 in Hartford, Connecicut, a woman by the name of Joane Frarcis accused
another womanKatherine Harrison of witchcraft;

.. in the night just before my child was struck ill, goodwife Harrison or her
shape appeaed, and | said, the Lord bless me and my child, here is goody
Harrison. And the child lying on the outside | took it and laid it betweenme and
my husband. The child continued strangely ill about three weeks, warting a day;,
and thendied, hadfits. (Taylor, 1984, p. 53; emphass added)

Accusations against persons (or eventheir shaped) on the grounds of witchcraft
interpretations werea favorite pagimein the history of humarkind, leadng a few persons
to gallows or stakes Both interes in, and wariness of esteric witchcraft practices
continueseven in so-called "modern" society (see Luhrmam, 1989), asit is re-inverted
under specffic socio-cultural conditions. It is importart to note that the presnce of
culturally constructed social regulation devices (like magcal practiceg is not easly
classifiabe into either "artisocial" or "prosocial" classes of phenomera. Rater, the social
functions of these practicesdepend upon who usesthem, for what purposes and within
what kinds of consersually validated meaning contexts. Thus, ordering retaliation for ills
done by the target of sorcery from religious professionals in Sri Larka (see Obeyeskere
1975, for a detailed description) is on the one hand anartisocial act(if one considersit as
expression of aggression towards a "fellow citizen"), yet a retributory culturally
appropriate course of acion may be easly labeled prosocial (if contraged with direct
murder attempts towards the target person). Furthemmore, the role of witchcraft practices
within a society undergoeschangeswithin its history (Riebe, 1987).

It canbe argued that discussion of sorcery and witchcraft in the context of cross-
cultural psychology of prosocial behavior congtitutes a far-fetched mixing of discourses
of arnthropology with psychology. We may be better off considering a phenomeron
which is quite familiar in importance to both modern resarcchers of adult-infant
interacton, and worriersabout witchcraft in mary societies- that of eye contact

As psychologists consersually creaed folklore insists, eye contactis one of the
very first prosocial behaviors in adult-child dyadc interacton (Valsiner, 1976). In many
interacton situations and in differernt societies adults and infants have beenobserved to
gazeeach other into the eyeswith ardent pleasire and curiosity (Keller, 1980; Keller &
Gauwda, 1987; Keller & Eibl-Eibedeldt, 1989). Yet, in a contradctory vein, cultural
historiesof humansocietiesarefilledwith beliefsin dangersof "evil eye" that canbe cad
upon children B intertionally or unintertionally. Thus, cultural semiotic processes
undertaken by actve agents (perons who interpret everyday life everts) relate the
behavioral phenomeron (i.e, eye contacf) with the cultural meanng system (of
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berevolert, or malevolent connotations). In other terms B the prosocial or artisocial
nature of any episode of eye contactis not a pre-given objecive fact, but a reault of
interpretation.

Complexity of the meanings of "evil eye" phenomera

In gereral, beliefsin the "evil eye" arewidegreadacoss cultural time and space
(Maloney, 1976). On the one hard, it is linked with the behavioral act of looking at
others(i.e., a "special way of looking," amaunts to "eyeing" and bringing hamm). On the
other hand, the notion of "evil eye" is linked with a myriad of beliefsin other persoons
malevolent intertions, which neednot include any eye contact The complex emdion of
envy is said to be linked with the term of looking (Latin invidere from which Italian
invidia and Spanish envidia, are derived-- Keaney, 1976, p. 185).

"Evil eye" is thus a complex of social actons linkedwith emdions of the bearer
that can became dangerous to other persons, and the community at large. In different
societies one can find varied versions of differertiation in the "evil eye" beliefs, all of
which have directbearing upon treatment of persons in social interacton, and upon their
status within the local community. For example, in alittle Sauthern Italian town known
as Locorotondo (Galt, 1991), two forms of "evil eye" (malocchio) could be seento
function bfascination (affascere) and envy (mmvidie):

Of the two formsof evil eye, affascere is the lesser. Signaled by headhcle, it can
be lifted through the use of an oil-and-water oracle and cure in conjunction with
anincartation. Anyone who learrs them may use the phrasesand the oracle, but
one is allowed to teachthem to no more than three peaple during a lifetime on
pain of losing one's curing ahility. Amulets are ineffective against this form of
evil eye. Affascere hasits sourcein anunexpressed envy or admiration of others
and there are cerfain individuals D those whose eyelrows connect over their
noses ard who are said to have occh d'affascere (fascinating eyes B whose
envy ismost likely to strikein thisform...

Mmvidie, or ervy, on the other hand, can be serious, and its symptoms terd
to marifes themselves in downturns of luck or in runs of ill heath. Unlike
affascere, mmvidie camot be lifted it just hasto run its course. But, again unlike
affascene, mmvidie canbe warded off by various forms of amuet, 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
inflicting harm does so knowingly. In both cags the folk belief system includes a
number of protective acion strateges that can be applied both before (eg. amulets to
protect children anmals, or buildings againg mmvidie) and after a suspicious evert of
social interacton hastakenplace(e.g., a person who openy admiresanother may make a
gedure of the horns with both hands and exclaim "God protect"). The specific practices
of symbolic protecion against the "evil eye" may vary acrcss societies taking seemngly
eteric forms that are still mearningful from the standpoint of the particular collecfive
culture (seeMaloney, 1976).

Culturally constructed paradxesof the "evil eye" become particularly interesing
when we find versions of it in the cas of the closed interpersonal attachmert contexts.
Thus, Unni Wikans desription of the beliefs in an Oman town in the ealy 1970s
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reveak a special cas of "evil eye'-- "lovers eye" (‘enilmuhibb) thatis consideredto be
evenmore powerful thanthat of the envious outsiders

In contrag to the ordinary evil eye, this is not a special power with which only
some perons are endowed Every person is prone to it, toward relatives if their
love is strong erough. Consequertly the mother is the most dangerous source,
followed by other close relatives According to Schari belief, the effectis cawsed
quite inadvertertly, indeed very much against the agert'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. Instartly the child mayfall sick. (Wikan, 1982, p. 242)

Thus we are forced to confront the inherent complexity of the (at first glance)
prosocial-seemig act of looking at a child B even the closed persn to the child canbe
believedto cause harm, if the act of looking occurs in a specific meaningful context.

How then is that context constructed? Most of our contemporary discourse in
contextualist psychology keeps referring to that mysterious ertity B context © without
further elaborations. Context is, for contextualist psychologists, a berevolert spirit that
canbe usedto explain everything. Surely keepng that term asa blarket cover-up of our
ignorance (or lack of thearetical sophistication) is unhelpful for further understanding. An
amswer to the mechanisms of construction of meanngful contexts can be found in the
dynamic intergay betweenpersonal and collective cultures

Collective and Personal Cultures, and Context Construction

We canlook at both the person and the surrounding world ascultural phenomera
Dherceit is suggegdedto distinguish between"personal culture" and "collective culture".
This distinction is merely a hewristic deviceto remind ourselvesthat the person Bin one's
personal uniqueness B is always related with the cultural meaningful world through the
proces of constant internalization and externalization, which are constructive (as
opposedto reproductive) proceses(Valsiner, 1989, 1998, 2007).

Under conditions of heterogeneaus social suggegions, the person constructs
cultural novelty in the form of personal serse, which becanes exterralized and thus
entersthe proces of communicaton with other persons asa part of the social suggedions
system. Per®dns actve encounters with the world trarsform "collecive-cultural”
mearings into a personal-cultural sysens of serse (by way of internalizaton), and
contribute to the re-construction of mearings by extemalizaion of one's personal sense
system (Valsiner, 1989, 2000, 2007). The notion of "personal culture" refers not only to
the intermalized subjecive pheromera (intra-mertal proceses, but to the immedate
(person-certered) exterralizaions of those proceses The latter make personal culture
publicly visible, asevery agect of personal recastruction of one's immedate life-world
reflects that extermalization. Thus, the personal sense system becanes projected to the
world of things (Cdkszertmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981), and is reflected in the
personal construction of publicly visible symbolic domains of body decaations and
personally relevant interpersonal interaction rituals (Firth, 1973; Obeyesekere, 1990).

Our examplesof the potertial functions of eye contactconstitute a good exampde
of externalization of personal cultural sense of one's potertial harm: an adult avoiding
looking at a baby in a public setting neednot be "socially unskilled' (asmary a Wegern
psychologist may think), but highly socially aware that his or her "faginating eyes' may
inadvertertly bring harm to the baby. Furthermae, the peron may creat a public
semiotic marker (e g. an exclamation) that indicatesthat she hasdone her beg to prevent
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such undesred everts from happening. Although the prevertive semiotic marker
becanes a socially sharedevent (i.e., others present in the situaton recaynize it), the
certral organizer of this exterralizaton is the subjectve personal sense (which of course
relatesto collectve-cultural mearings). Since the interacion contexts a person co-creates
occur in irrevergble time, the personal culture serves as the generaive process that
affords immedate cultural organizaion of new, unique happenings in the persn's
ongoing life.

Coallectiveculture as a resource and canalizer of personal culture

Coalledive culture is creatd and maintained by externalizaions of personal sense
systemsof different perons. The reallt is a relatively stable entity of collecive origin.
The emergence of callecive cultures has been demonstrated by classic studies of social
norm construction (Sherif, 1936), and their relative stakility aswell as self-mainterance
isteded by caesof socially constructed belief systems(Feginger, Riecken & Schacher,
1956).

The main feature of the collecfive culture is its ontological indeterminacy b it
camot be decribed in the form in which it currently exists, sinceit is constartly in the
process of being collecively re-constructed. The collecfive culture is always presertin a
variety of paralel and different forms (constructed by differert social groups). Thus, it is
not possible to continue with the tradtion of cross-cultural psychology and label
cdlecive cultures as index variabes (e.g., "Frerch cdlecive culture”, or "Catalan
cdlecive culture"). Instead the notion of collecive culture is mean to asume
heterogereity (which could be seen as inconsistercy) within its organizaion of the
persons' social worlds, and in terms of semiotic systemsis close to Bakhtin's (1981)
notion of hierarcly of social languages This heteragereity stems from the epsodic
nature of social construction (and re-construction) of the collective culture, and varied
participation of differert personsin it. The collective culture is aninterpersonal bricolage
of exterralizaions by a varied set of persons, which at any momert in time constitutes
the cultural camalizing (constraining) systemfor persons.

If the cdlecive cultural mesages are produced in a variety of forms and
repeaked beyond the minimum necessity, then the dewveloping child camot awvoid the
contact with the collective-culturally organzed world D even if the child may be in a
position to avoid some specffic ervironmertal contexts (organzed collective-culturally)
some of the time. In other temms, the collective culture guaranteesa wide but inesapabe
"field" of acess to the cultural mearing systems encoded with high redundancy in the
everyday world of the child (Valsiner, 1994). Cdllecive-cultural resources for the
developmert of personal culturesareover-determined (Boesch, 1991N seealso Lonner &
Hayes 2007), so that some adequate version of personal life course is constructed
through personal culture along the linesspecifiedby its callecive counterpart

Anti-social and Pro-social Conduct as Cultural Construction

It should became cleater by now wherethis story istrying to go Bhumanconduct
is constructed by persons in their transaction between personal and collective cultures
and is therefae not classifiable a priori into any category (prosocial or artisocial). It
becamesclassified thus only asa reallt of that trarsaction, and even then the reailts can
easly bere-classified Thus, a homicidal actby a soldier of the military side which erds
up winning the war becomesrewarded for his highly prosocial act, while his enemy (who
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did exacty the sameto some soldiers of the later-to-win side) becames viewed as an
artisocial "terrorist”, or something of thatkind.

In gereralDevely act of conduct of a person in any social contextis multi-valent,
and allows multiple trarsformations through semiotic medation. Thus, the "antisocial”
nature of some act can be constructed by a collecive-cultural proces (eg., socio-moral
consensual condemration of prostitution asanactvity, in mary societieg, maintainedvia
cdllecive-cultural mechanisms over gereraions b yet the very sameact (or acivity) can
became serseful in its "prosocial' orientation. For examgde, personal-cultural self-
concefs of prostitutes lawyers doctors, and psychologists may sharethe focus on being
helpful to society through one's professional activity). Semiotic assignmert of forms of
conduct to the class of "artisocial acts" recus in societies and performs its collecive-
cultural regulatory functions. The opposition "prosocial' <« "artisocial" is a semiotic
medating device that regulates both society and mind in ways that allows the opposite
dedgnations be actually interdependert, and thus makes it possible to very quickly
trarsform the meaning of a particular event from one to the opposite desgnation. The
bags for such re-evaluations is found in the relationship between personal culture ard its
cdllecive counterpart.

The interpretative syntheds of the sense of a person's act asit is about to proceed
(or asit continue§ may radcally reframe the person's conduct at any momert. Since
society isitself anabstract concept for arny person, ard its practical marifedations (in the
forms of conduct of other§ may be highly untrustworthy, personal-cultural serse
construction may be the vehcle to clarify some of the uncertainty (multivalence) of the
mearing of human conduct. From here follows a simple emgrical orientation B
microgeretic analysis of personal acion (or social interaction) episodesthat may startin
ary state (usually indeterminate), but end in clearsemiotic desgnation (by the actbors, or
by outside evaluator) of prosociality to the product of such interacton. Acts that wereat
first not dedgnated asto be helpful to someme else B but end up being so (and that
becamesclearly semiotically marked) canindicate the emergence of prosociality in the
dialogue between personal and collective cultures The microgeretic process may reveal
dialogic tersion betweenthe prosocial ard artisocial mearings in its unfolding, and that
tension would be the direct target of invedigation D if we assume that our interes is in
reveaing the psychological proceses which gererate both prosocial and artisocial acts,
astheir products. In the cultural construction, opposites are united through a proces of
prospecive inter-feedforward schemes The science of psychology is still far from
reveaing the principlesby which these schemeswork.

Note

A preliminary version of this paper was presned at the X1l Congress of Cross-Cultural
Psychology, Panplona, Navarra, Spain, July 24-28, 1994, as a part of the Symposium
Developmert of Pro- and Antisocial Behavior in Cultural Contexis (Gisela Trommsdorff,
Orgarizer). The auhorOsreturn to this original text a decade later led to maijor
modifi caion of the ideas and transformaton of the text.
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