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ABSTRACT. For all human sciences, understanding of how the mind works requires a new theory that starts from the assumption of potential infinite variability of human symbolic forms. These forms are socially constructed by the person who moves through an endless variety of unique encounters with the world. A theory of symbolic forms needs to capture the essence of hyper-dynamic, irreversible nature of the stream of consciousness and activity. Henri Bergson can be considered to have opened the door to the investigation of both the irreversible processes in nature (later to have been enfamed by Ilya Prigogine), and the study of development of the mind (cognitive epistemology of Jean Piaget and the cultural-historical perspective of Pierre Janet, Lev Vygotsky and Alexander Luria). The perspective outlined here builds on the cultural-historical perspective through a focus on of semiotic autoregulation of the mind. The human mind is regulated through a dynamic hierarchy of semiotic mechanisms of increasingly generalized kind, which involves mutual constraining between levels of the hierarchy. It is demonstrated that semiotic mediation leads to a triplet of personal-cultural constructions – a new symbolic form, a meta-symbolic form, and a regulatory signal to stop or enable the construction of further semiotic hierarchy. In everyday terms—human beings produce new problems, together with new efforts at solving them, and make decisions when to stop producing the former two. Hence, semiotic mediation guarantees both flexibility and inflexibility of the human psychological system, through the processes of abstracting generalization and contextualizing specification. Context specificity of psychological phenomena is an indication of general mechanisms that generate variability. Scientific investigation of human psychological complexity is necessarily oriented to the study of variability within the individual person’s psychological time-space.

I have created the world in thought

Hence I am greater than thought

But I worship thought

Is this not surprising?

 Ramamirtham, 1986

(quoted via Eichinger 

Ferro-Luzzi, 2002, p. 128)

Human beings are amazing—they create subjective worlds of high complexity-- and take it to be objective reality. They organize their mental realms through continuously creating hierarchies of semiotic mediating devices. These devices regulate their relations with their immediate environments by giving meaning to their extra-actions that change the environments, and intra-actions that change their own subjective worlds. Persons create deeply subjective and abstracted from the immediate life meanings—which are at times personified in terms of deities—personal gods or shrines (Oliveira & Valsiner, 1997; Valsiner, 1999), or of images of idealized “social others”(e.g., Baoule “wooden spouses”—Ravenhill, 1996; Vogel, 1997). All of these cultural forms are symbolic resources (Zittoun et al, 2004) that function as their external regulators.  

In the generalized form, such acts of personal-cultural creation can be summarized by the following:

The PERSON constructs MEANING COMPLEX X..


...OBJECTIFIES it by FIXING ITS FORM..,

(e.g. internal—internalized social norm, or

external—monument, picture of deity, figurine)


...and starts to act AS IF the objectified

meaning complex X is an external agent that

controls the PERSON

Most of the World’s religious architecture, art, rituals, and reasons for all kinds of quarrels are due to this simple projective-constrictive process. We construct the meanings that lead us to reconstructing the objective world—and the reconstructed world guides our further construction of meanings. Both the Notre Dame and the McDonalds are architectural objective realities in this subjective chain of meaning construction.

 It is here where culture enters into the human psyche—and infinitely complicates the construction of the sciences of the human mind. All scientific terminology—similarly to its everyday counterpart-- is in fact a version of such regulating system. It is that part that is meant to objectively and abstractly explain the complexity of our psychological phenomena—a scientific theory is a kind of a mental cathedral that stands in the center of the booming and buzzing confusion we call living a life.

Homage to Henri Bergson: uniqueness of irreversibility

The philosophy of Henri Bergson is perhaps too famous to be important. When the educated public in Paris tried hard to get to his presentations in early 20th century and gossiped about his mysticism of the élan vital, the major role he played in the advancement of the developmental science may have been overlooked.   Bergson on his Creative Evolution (1907) synthesized the basic knowledge about language, evolution, and development that came out of the 19th century thought, and created the basis for the 20th century developmental science.  The key figures of that science—Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky (to mention just a few) picked up the ideas and put them to practice.  Yet much of it has gone forgotten—and that forgetting has hindered the development of sciences over the past century.

A central concept important for a developmentally open cultural (as well as evolutionary) psychology was Bergson's notion of adaptation.  That concept-- popular as it was (and is), can carry different meanings. First, it has been seen as direct reaction to the conditions that are causing change--- either "positive" (by way of giving rise to new variations) or "negative" (elimination of misfitting emerged variations). Bergson disagreed with both of these meanings -- on the basis of the mechanistic nature (Bergson, 1911a, p. 63). Instead, he focused on adaptation as the process of emergence of novel mechanisms in ways coordinated with context demands.  Thus—adaptation does not mean that environment "molds" or "shapes" the organism. Instead, the environment triggers the emergence of new forms—biological and symbolic alike.  These forms go beyond the demands of the here-and-now environment, rather than “fit with” it.

 Thus, human psychological development of the higher psychological functions leads to new organizational forms that make it possible for the human beings to encounter new possible conditions in the future. Of course the demands of the future cannot be pre-set in the present—even with full knowledge of the past. Hence the emergent new forms are crucial in bridging the past and the upcoming future (Bergson, 1911a:  discussion of canalizing involved in vision-- pp. 105-108; and in the role of concepts in canalizing conscious processes—ibid,  pp. 305-308).

In sum-- in the case of creative adaptation, the organizational forms that emerge in adaptation go beyond the "fit with" the present state of the survival conditions, and set the basis for facing the challenges of the possible future demands. 

  Bergson's notion of becoming was expressed on the material of human personality in his characteristic ways:

Our personality, which is being built up at each instant with its accumulated experience, changes without ceasing. By changing it prevents any state, although superficially identical with another, from forever repeating it in its very depth [En changeant, elle empêche un état, fût-il identique à lui-même en surface, de se répéter jamais en profondeur ]. That is why our duration is irreversible. We could not live over again a single moment, for we should have to begin by effacing the memory of all [souvenir de tout ] that had followed. (Bergson, 1911a, p. 8; French versions inserted from Bergson, 1907/1945, p. 23)

... to foresee consists of projecting into the future what has been perceived in the past, or of imagining for a later time a new grouping, in a new order, of elements already perceived. But that which has never been perceived, and which is at the same time simple, is necessarily unforeseeable. Now such is the case with each of our states, regarded as a moment in a history that is gradually unfolding... It is an original moment of a no less original history. (p. 9, emphasis added)

Bergson's emphasis on the role of acting upon one's environment as functional in development sets him up as a forerunner of our contemporary activity theories – starting with those of Pierre Janet (e.g., Bergson, 1911b, p. xix, 151, 229, etc.—for an analysis of Janet’s activity theory see Valsiner & van der Veer, 2000).  The traditions of Bergson and Janet played a crucial role in the development of the Russian cultural-historical school of thought of Lev Vygotsky and Alexander Luria (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991).

The issue at stake here is the constructive use of the history of scientific thought. The ideas of the past thinkers are not just “museum specimens”, but examples of the construction of epistemic tools. Some of the “old” construction ideas surpass some of our contemporary ones—and vice versa.  Bergson’s ideas were well ahead of his time, as they attempted to capture a very crucial side of human mental dynamism.

Maintained stability of the hyper-dynamic mind

In the world of social sciences that tend to fight the peris of “Cartesian dualisms”, it would probably sound old-fashioned to make the simple claim—the human experience is dual. Its duality is that of the unity of stability and dynamism. The human mind maintains itself as open-ended and dynamic—its socially organized forms (stability) which operate in always unique contexts that are given by the irreversible nature of time (the dynamics of forms). Combining these two within one single theoretical framework would entail the creation of a substantive science of social being. This task is still ahead for our contemporary social sciences. The difficulties here are theoretical, rather than practical (or social). 

 Experience that proceeds within irreversible time, and is dependent upon constant interchange with the environment, entails indeterminacy that defies prediction and control of future outcomes. Instead, it is filled with constant emergence, proliferation, and extinction of 'intermediate gestalts' (in terms of the classical theory of microgenesis-- Valsiner & van der Veer, 2000, chapter 7).  So, in other terms—most of the human meaning-making process is not directly reflected in the static (final) symbolic forms—but vanish without trace during the process of construction of such forms.  The easy availability of outcomes of symbolic constriction hides the processes that produce these outcomes.  This feature of our access limitations to relevant phenomena is most clearly visible in the case of rating scales and questionnaires (Valsiner, Diriwächter & Sauck, in press; Wagoner & Valsiner, 2003).

  This feature of the mismatch of the process and outcome within the  human mind invalidates the hopes of pragmatist philosophy—which  uses consequences-- or 'final gestalts'-- as the criterion of truth. For pragmatism, consequence (surviving experience) proves the righteousness of the survival process—yet from these consequences we cannot analyze the ways of producing them (Valsiner, 2000). .  Pragmatism attempted to unite the focus on the dynamic processes of experiencing with static evaluation of these processes (through outcomes)-- a conceptual task of utmost complexity.  They failed—as they could not consider the relevant feature of signs—their capacity to create new signifying possibilities, or their ontopotentiality (see Valsiner, 2002).  The power of signs has been conceptualized in theoretically productive ways by another thinker—who as often been considered to belong to the “pragmatist tradition”
—Charles Sanders Peirce

C.S. Peirce—the mathematics of functional infinity

Life experience—viewed within Bergsonian time—is infinite—until the moment it ends. How can we look at the proceeding experience as the time never allows for repetition of it?

Peirce superimposed the mathematical demonstration of infinity from a geometric realm to that of time.  If one were to explain infinity in case of dividing a line into sub-segments this division (which itself is a discrete act of dividing a whole into two parts) this process can be continued infinitely, with the result of dividing the line into infinitesimally small (and ever smaller) sub-parts. If, instead a geometric figure (line) there is the time, the time too can be divided into similar infinitesimally small segments (moments). Thus, the present in the infinitesimal time moment between the past and the future. As such, the experiencing organism cannot perceive it as “the present”. All perception of the present, and reflection upon it in ideas, is already the next present’s reconstruction of the immediate past.

The notion of the present is a boundary in the personal division of the past and future.  For Peirce, “…the present is half past and half to come” (Peirce, 1892/1923, p. 219). Peirce arrived at the notion of the present as a boundary through an example of the color of the boundary between different surfaces (see Figure 1):

Suppose a surface be part red and part blue; so that every point on it is either red or blue, and of course no part can be both red and blue. What, then, is the color of the boundary line between the red and the blue? The answer is that red or blue, to exist at all, must be spread over a surface; and the color of the surface is the color of the surface in the immediate neighborhood of the point… as the parts of the surface in the immediate neighborhood of any ordinary point upon a curved boundary are half of them red and half blue, it follows that the boundary is half red and half blue. In a like manner, we find it necessary to hold that consciousness essentially occupies time; and what is present to the mind at any ordinary instant, is what is present during a moment in which that instant occurs. (Peirce. 1892/1923, p. 219, added emphasis)

Figure 1.  An illustration of Peirce’s “Boundary Question”



                                            IS THIS BOUNDARY 

    RED OR BLUE?

The question—phrased ontologically in Figure 1—is impossible to answer. It becomes possible—yet with the addition of extra theoretical challenges—it becomes a basic question for human life (see Figure 2). Yet the transposition of the physical question (color of the boundary of two surfaces) to the process of organic growth of consciousness by Peirce can be viewed only as an effort to indicate the role of the present as a boundary. 

Figure 2. The “boundary question” within irreversible time










TIME

 As an infinitesimal boundary between the past and the future, the present is the birthplace of the next present. In Figure 2, the “blue of the future” is being turned into “the red of the past” through the processes of transformation at the boundary. Differently from the mere being of a physical boundary (e,g., the red & blue nature of the boundary of surfaces in Peirce’s example) the moving boundary of the present is not that of a co-presence of the past and the future (as some kinds of existential “surfaces”), but a process of emergence. Peirce recognized this difference of the flow of consciousness-in-time (ibid, p. 220).

There is a basic feature of all organic matter: it is being born from the past, and the opposite idea--  the past emerging from the future-- cannot take place. This recognition is also at the foundation of James Mark Baldwin’s “genetic logic” (Baldwin, 1906): development cannot be represented by convertible propositions (A( B is not B ( A). The irreversibility of time breaks the symmetry (Prigogine, 1973).

How does the “birth of the next present” take place in the psychological domain?  Peirce emphasized the role of generalization that operates between the fields of past re-constructions and future expectations. Development for Peirce entailed limitation of possibilities within  a field (Peirce, 1892/1923, p. 221). Peirce solves the problem of generalization through the notion of association:

A finite interval of time generally contains an innumerable series of feelings; and when these become welded together in association, the result is general idea. ..

The first character of a general idea so resulting is that of its living feeling. A continuum of this feeling, infinitesimal in duration, but still embracing innumerable parts, and also, through infinitesimal, entirely unlimited, is immediately present. (Peirce, 1892/1923, p. 224, added emphases)

The person can overcome the limitations of the present through generalizing an idea reaching out into the past and future. Yet the general idea is immediately present in the form of a general feeling, in the boundary of the present.  Signs operate in ways that prepare the sign-maker to face the next moment.

Autoregulatory and heteroregulatory sign processes

The duality of human mind is paralleled by the triplicate nature of signs that regulate that mind.  A use or invention of a word depicting something is not only a referring to the denoted referent, but presenting that referent for some purposes, directions.  For instance, if I tell you that “the door is open” (which may be true about the state of a given door here), I am not merely reiterating the obvious (which you can see anyway), but presenting that aspect of the environment for some purposes.  I need not have specific goals while making such statement, yet the statement (about the obvious) is simultaneously re-presentation, co-presentation, and pre-presentation  (Valsiner, 2001a, 2001b; 2002)

How does a meaning-maker regulate one’s mind? The semiotic/historical view on signs considers those to be constantly oriented towards the immediate future of the present psychological processes.  Signs function in parallel to accomplish three functions—maintain themselves (autoregulation), maintain their immediate next level signs (or lower psychological processes), or terminate further meaning-making (Figure 3)
If we look at the Level n sign (in Figure 3), which can generate a superordinate (n+1) level of meta-sign, or relate to other level-n signs, aside from regulating the subordinate process, then we see that each sign can be involved in three relations of autoregulatory kind at the same time (downwards, upwards, and horizontally).  These autoregulatory processes guarantee that any level of signs cannot be isomorphic with the lower processes (nor with one another). 

Here an interesting side issue is worth mentioning. Psychologists have disputed the issue of “consistency between behavior and self report”, usually lamenting that such consistency is low. From the present viewpoint, low consistency is a necessary result from the role signs play in regulation of conduct.  To expect full consistency here (i.e., that self-reports “fully and accurately” depict behavior) would deny both the heteroregulatory and autoregulatory functions of the signs.

Figure 3. Summary of the autoregulation and heteroregulation by signs 
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Functional movement within the semiotic hierarchy

Two processes can be present in the regulatory hierarchies-- abstracting generalization  and contextualizing specification. Abstracting generalization creates new levels of semiotic regulators, removing the re-co-pre-presentational role increasingly further towards higher complexity of abstraction. For example, human values are generalizations of abstracted kind. Extremely general terms like “love”, “justice”, “freedom” etc are meaningful in their overgeneralized abstractness. 

As such, these generalized signs can be brought to bear upon regulating very specific contexts (by process I call contextualizing specification). They operate in very concrete settings—linking their abstracted properties with the specifics of a here-and-now setting.  

Consider a very “trans-Atlantic” example—you may find many Americans talking about something vague—yet (for them) very concrete-- the notion of FUN. That term is heard in social discourses in America all the time—and its collective-cultural power is precisely in its vaguness.  Nobody can exactly define that term, but its use is possible across an immense variety of concrete contexts. So, Americans can “have fun” doing almost anything-- from doing nothing to working hard on their self-created hobbies.  When you are eating at a restaurant the waiter may come and ask “are you having fun with your steak?” and you may be uncertain what is implied.  You hear people boasting how some event was “a lot of fun”—and again it is uncertain what it means. People can set up “fun” as the criterion for improvement (by making “having more fun” one’s personal goal-orientation) or even for competition (“I want to have more fun than John”).  It is an open field for future psychologists to develop standardized methods for measurement of “having fun” (like there are so many standard methods for the study of anything in psychology). 

The meaning of “fun” itself is in principle indeterminate, and in two ways.  First, within a person’s personal culture, it is an abstracted overgeneralization from a wide variety of personal life experiences of the past, linked with the language notion of “fun”. The contrast here is with the opposite (“non-fun”) that helps to specify boundary of the two for specific referents (e.g. “X is fun, Y is not fun”). Secondly-- and more importantly-- for interpersonal communication, the notion of “fun” is completely indeterminate in its meaning, yet easily usable for creating a state of illusory intersubjectivity. Whatever is my personal-cultural background for making any statement, it is not revealed in the statement itself, which remains a widely open sign-“blurb”.  Still, within the collective cultural world it does resonate with on the side of recipients. The ill-defined notion FUN is a a result of subjective abstraction—and a tool for uses in any new contexts (specification).

Concluding point: Irreversibly constrained freedom for novel thinking

The dynamic function of the triplet—new symbolic form, meta-symbolic form, and regulation of the depth of hierarchy—create a powerful mechanism of meaning making that adjust well to many new contexts. Signs constrain actions, feelings about actions, and their own actions upon actions and mental processes. Yet they do not do it in a fixed way—instead of transitive hierarchies (a>b, b>c, a>c) we may come across seemingly inconsistent intransitive hierarchies (a>b, b>c and c>a) of signs—and of the relations between sign makers and signs.  Thus—indeed we construct thought, become guided by the thought—and yet our subservience to the thought that guides us is made up by ourselves (Valsiner, 1999). The maker becomes the made and moves on to be the maker for the something new. Our life experiences are grown into our personal cultures—that make human living possible.
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