See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/339240880

Conclusions: Affectivation as a return to vitality
Chapter · February 2018

CITATIONS

READS

0

20

3 authors, including:
Carlos Cornejo

Jaan Valsiner

Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile

Aalborg University

75 PUBLICATIONS 639 CITATIONS

268 PUBLICATIONS 7,043 CITATIONS

SEE PROFILE

SEE PROFILE

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Cambridge handbook of cultural-historical psychology by Yasnitsky, Van der Veer, & Ferrari (Eds.) View project

Intransitivity of superiority (intransitive cycles, intransitive loops) in various areas View project

All content following this page was uploaded by Carlos Cornejo on 13 February 2020.
The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

Chapter 18
Conclusions:
Affectivation as a return to vitality
Carlos Cornejo
Giuseppina Marsico
Jaan Valsiner

I am not attracted to straight line, hard and inflexible, created by man.
I am attracted to free-flowing, sensual curves.
The curves that I find in the mountains of my country, in the sinuousness of its rivers,
in the waves of the ocean, and on the body of the beloved woman.
Oscar Niemeyer

The fact that the lines, forms, colors, and textures of our aesthetic landscape have
affective and dispositional consequences in us constitutes one of the most prominent
tenets supported by the chapters of this volume. This may have been a quite obvious
statement for a sensitive architect—such as Oscar Niemeyer—but it is rather challenging
for most contemporary psychological approaches. Our contemporary psychology builds
its understanding of psychological phenomena on the General Linear
Model—emphasizing the linearity rather than curvilinearity in the data—while phenomena
of psychology, similarly to those of biological nature, are non-linear. This is a major
epistemological problem for psychology as science. Human beings, indeed, constantly try
to go beyond the information given (Bruner, 1973) in deeply affective ways. Person’s
concrete actions in mundane everyday life aim to give an affective personal sense to the
world around. This focuses on the primary affective nature of human meaning
construction that guides the person in one’s continuing feeling-into-the-world. We live in
“here and now” (while constantly referring to an “there and then”). The “here” may mean a
great variety of culturally constructed human environments. Those spaces are filled with
objects that we encounter, some of which we have created ourselves. Architecture, as
Oscar Niemeyer pointed out, as well as the loci of the human everyday life are the arena
on which affective cultural meaning systems are introduced into our encounters with the
Umwelt (Marsico & Valsiner, 2017).
However, psychology has attempted to avoid looking at higher psychological
functions—the domain of culture (e.g., the “American tradition” of behaviorism). Crucial
questions of the functioning of the human mind are embedded precisely within the
affective and mental complexity of human living that entails the reality of freedom of acting

and feeling, construction of poems and computer programs, travels to the previously
unknown places on Earth and in the outer space.
The beginning of such general psychological science can be found in the return to the
study of processes of human being—making meaning in the flow of irreversible time with
all of the uniqueness of the present moment in its full affective coloring. It is precisely in
this flow of unique experiences that universal principles of the human psyche make the
experience possible in its subjective meaningfulness. It is not the intuition, but
forward-oriented semiosis, that constitutes the universal core of the infinite variability in the
human ways of feeling (Marsico & Valsiner, 2017).
An historical background
The claim that our organismic constitution is sensitive to the traits of our Umwelt became
a forgotten piece of descriptive psychology as long as the objectivist cosmology
colonized the academic thinking during the 19th century. The history of how the world we
live in became inexpressive is tightly intertwined with the history of the rise of the
natural-scientific worldview and the consequent dismissal of the symbolic dimension of
human life. Knowing this history is necessary to understand the place of affectivation in
the present cultural psychology as well some aspects debated in the chapters of this
volume.
Even though the origins of modern scientific thinking can be traced back to the
early 16th century, its expansion to all domains of knowledge took place fundamentally
during the 18th century. In the 19th century the scientific worldview progressively became
hegemonic and commonsensical (Cornejo, 2016). According to this vision, the universe is
composed of extensional units (i.e., objects) involved in causal relations (i.e., events).
Objects and events are causally connected, and it is the task of science to decipher such
regularities through rational analysis (Taylor, 1989). The new scientific worldview
represented a cosmological change: neither did it merely imply the success of a specific
method nor the sociopolitical accession of the natural sciences. It consisted in the radical
modification of the way people pondered the whole universe in its twofold dimensions:
nature and humankind. Seen in this light, the success of the natural sciences did not
consist in defeating the rival human sciences in a supposed ‘war of the sciences’. Deeper
and more radical than that, the success of the natural sciences was that it modified the
way people perceived their world and even themselves.
The objectivist cosmology gradually led to a vision of nature and life in which affective
and moral impressions did not take place. The predominance of abstraction for a rational
analysis of the object requires a special attitude from the scientist, where a psychological
detachment from the object under study is promoted. As a consequence, the scientific
view focuses on objects separated from their natural Umwelten. These objects are
perceived as inert and inexpressive—i.e., “neutral”, using Max Weber’s term. In the
middle of the 19th century, Hermann Lotze, one of the founders of modern psychology,
reflected the growing impression that science had advanced at the expense of sacrificing
important parts of human existence:
“The pride of philosophic inquiry, and the ceaseless advance of physical
science, have attacked from different sides that cosmic view in which the
human soul found its longings satisfied” (Lotze, 1856/1887, p.xi).

The certainties once provided by traditional faith came to an end, while the world began
to be perceived as inert physical pieces whose behavior was devoid of purpose. The
world would move mechanically according to natural laws which are to be discovered by
means of the scientific method. Thus, the world became a space inexpressive, where the
soul is no longer recognizable:
“Thus all the familiar boundaries which used to fence in our life with grateful
certainty are done away; the outlook around us has become immeasurable,
unlimited, and cold” (Lotze, 1856/1887, p.xiv).
As the new scientific cosmology became accepted as commonsensical, the entire
cosmos came to be perceived as transparent enough to be described with no interpretive
effort whatsoever. This represented a serious concern for the human sciences, since in
the objectivistic worldview there was no space for an interpretive dimension of reality.
Thus, the slow expansion of the scientific worldview implied the elimination—or at least
the severe reduction—of the symbolic sphere of human life. Human sciences, if feasible
at all, were to be constructed on objective grounds, relinquishing subjectivity and
historicity. By the middle of the 19th century, after the heroic efforts—by Fichte, Hegel,
Schelling and others—to ground human knowledge on an idealistically conceived
absolute knowledge, European academic scene embraced the scientific view of the world
and, by extension, the positivistic view of the mind. It was at this point that mind replaced
soul: when the “new psychology” was born, promising to scientifically answer what old
speculative psychology could not.
How cultural psychology solves the problem
Although strengthened by the scientificist background of the Zeitgeist, the “new
psychology” never held an uncontested position. In fact, the origins of cultural
psychology are strongly connected with theoretical developments that arose against the
“new psychology” (Valsiner, 2012). Cultural psychology was born as a reaction against
the objectivation of nature and the de-symbolization of social life. The scientificist
approach to human life disregarded the fact that human behavior is purposeful and,
therefore, that it cannot be studied as a mechanical sequence of ‘brute facts’.
As a result, many thinkers on the verge of the 20th century argued in favor of a new
approach to the human sciences, different from the flourishing “new psychology”. Moritz
Lazarus, Wilhelm Dilthey, Georg Simmel, C.S. Peirce, William James, Henri Bergson and
Lev S. Vygotsky, among many others, raised criticisms against the objectivist approach to
the human sciences for being incapable of capturing the aspect of psychological life that
was specifically human.
The arguments against the objectivist view followed two different lines. On the one hand,
thinkers such as Lazarus, Simmel, Tönnies, Peirce and (partially) Vygotsky defended the
symbolic dimension of social life while asserting the inherently interpretive nature of every
form of behavior. According to this argument, human action must be interpreted as a
consequence of the fact that people are social. Human scientists fail when they assimilate
human behavior to a physical event devoid of all meaning, since it is always part of a
broader social interpretive frame, which transforms itself constantly throughout history.
Thus, for several authors the mission of a real human science should be the recovery of

the symbolic dimension of human psychology through a hermeneutics of social structures
and devices. This is obviously the point of departure for interpretive sociology, but also
one of the primordial sources of many contemporary approaches in cultural psychology.
In this view, the symbolic power of human action resides in social instances, so that the
meaning of human life is to be found—by means of hermeneutical tools—at the collective
level. The meaning of human action resides also in social conventions and cultural
constructions, whose adequate interpretation lets us make sense of initially opaque
behaviors. The main goal of this theoretical position is to reclaim the symbolic dimension
of social life, threatened with disappearance by the empiricist doctrine of ‘brute facts’. In
psychology, the status of “facts” is spurious. If I act – moving my hand from point A to
point B—it is a fact. If I intend to do that, but do not do it—is it a fact? If I intend to do it,
decide not to do it because of a particular meaning I attach to the act (e.g. “I feel that
moving from A to B is TOO DANGEROUS”)—what is a fact here? The inhibited
movement? The meaning that is used to inhibit it?
Recovery of subjectivity
But there was also a different line of attack against the scientificist “new psychology”.
This line, led among others by Henri Bergson, William James and Wilhelm Dilthey,
stressed that the scientific approach to mind describes from the outside a reality that can
only be reliably observed from within. Instead of formulating mechanical laws for
explaining the concatenation of mental entities, these authors stood up for the recovery of
subjectivity, emphasizing human experiencing as the locus of meaning. Even though it is
socially formed, the meaning of human action resides at the personal level, where
expressivity of life is experienced (not only thought of). A real psychological science
should also take seriously the fact that people feel and experience their
Umwelt—psychology should therefore study intuition, consciousness and expressiveness
from within, not as things observable and measurable from an external perspective.
Dilthey (1977) characterized this intellectual effort as “descriptive psychology”, whose aim
was not to explain causal relations among mental events, but rather to understand what
they mean for the experiencer. Descriptive psychology precedes the scientific modelling
of the mind. The interpretation of socio-historical structures has to take into account that
the ultimate reality of social life is the living human being. Just as life precedes society, so
the historical development of cultural meanings can only be understood against the
background of human life.
Contemporary cultural psychology is rooted in both traditions. Although both streams
can be complementary (as in the cases of Dilthey and Vygotsky), they also have
configured during the 20th century blatant oppositions concerning social determinism
versus existential freedom (see Cornejo, 2007). For our present purposes it is important to
realize that cultural psychology rejects the objectivist cosmology by foregrounding the
social-symbolic and the experiential-subjective dimensions of human action. The history
of cultural psychology shows arguments for both the sociality of mind as well as the
subjectivity of persons. Despite the presence of the symbolic and the experiential in
cultural psychology since the origins of the discipline, it is relevant to note that arguments
in favor of each have followed different trajectories. By grasping their distinct
emphases—the ‘dual program’ in cultural psychology (Cornejo, 2007)—it becomes easier
to understand the urgency of a new terminology such as affectivation. This reintroduces
subjectivity in a discipline whose accent have primarily been to collect evidence of the

sociality of the (individual) mind rather than to reincoporate the once existent vision from
within.
The justification of the symbolic aspect of human action, and the related argument for the
sociality of the human mind, seems to have been the strongest position of the two. The
postmodern criticism to the Cartesian view of mind was assimilated by many
psychologists as an imperative to abandon subjectivity. As a consequence, cultural
psychologists avoided the description of individual consciousness and, instead, they
embraced sociological and anthropological theories which, though they allowed talking
about the symbolic, were distant from the subjectivity of the people they were dealing
with. While important names in the history of the discipline—such as Peirce and
Bakhtin—were used to sustain its hard core statements, equally important names fell into
oblivion: Theodor Lipps, Kurt Goldstein or Jakob von Uexküll. In the same vein, more
complex authors suffered a biased reading. In the case of Vygotsky, the
social-materialistic interpretation eclipsed the ‘spiritual phase’ (González Rey, 2011) of his
production, in which he took distance from the Marxist determinism and admitted an
affective-motivational grounding for verbal thinking (Cornejo, 2015; Mironenko, 2013;
Yasnitsky 2012). Similarly, Wilhelm Dilthey is usually listed as one of the founders of
historicism in the social sciences, but is far less known as one of the founders of the
philosophy of life [Lebensphilosophie], a tradition that is crucial if one is to understand the
later Neovitalism and Gestalt theories.
Enters a new focus—affectivation
The previous point is relevant to understand the proper place of affectivation in the
present scenario of cultural psychology. As we explained in the introduction to this
volume, affectivation denotes a psychosocial process composed of affect and activation.
It is a notion that cannot be adequately understood without reference to the
experiential-vitalist tradition in cultural psychology. First, it conceives of human beings as
agentively behaving in their worlds, so that they act purposefully—of course this does not
mean that people always act purposefully; but it indeed means that people have the
capacity to act purposefully. Second, continuing the tradition of the philosophy of life, it
grounds understanding in the sentient experience. Affect plays a central role in human
psychology not because it is a necessary complement of cognitive processes. Rather,
affect is from the start one and the same process with perception and cognition. As
evidenced by many examples developed in this volume, every form of perception implies
feelings and, as a part of the same Gestalt, action dispositions. Thus, the affect in
affectivation should not be mistaken as a mental entity processed in parallel with
cognitive ones by a mental ratiocinator. Affect is part of the way of being and acting of
every sentient organism—among them, people—and as such it is direct and is directed
by the relevant environment, that is, the Umwelt.
Affectivation propounds a return to the long, but partially forgotten, organismic tradition.
Semiotic devices, signs and language rest on social conventions and their existence is
doubtless a condition for the formation of mind. This fact, however, which is amply
accepted by cultural psychologists, saves symbolism but not subjectivity. For a cultural
psychology, what is essential is to establish the individual and microsocial grounding of
the social semiosis. Otherwise, cultural psychology will be supporting a sophisticated
form of social determinism. Affectivation is a proposal to cross the border between the

symbolic and the experiential, so that cultural psychology can recover not only the
symbolic dimension of social life, but also subjectivity.
To be sure, the subjectivity that we here mean is not related with the Cartesian construct,
strongly criticized in the last decades. The notion of subjectivity that we mean
corresponds to the evident fact that people experience their Umwelt. People perceive,
move and act in a world that they permanently feel. It does not follow from this fact that
such an epistemological entity as a rational, a-social subject constructs reality from a
disinterested point of view. What does follow is that there exists a phenomenon in the
universe that we call experiencing: w
 e perceive straight lines not only as neutral facts, but
as hard, inflexible and artificial, whilst curve lines are felt as light and sensual. Silences
(Lehmann, 2017), statues (Beckstead, 2017), music (Rojas, 2017), a football field (Lordelo
et al, 2017), colors and ornaments (Glaveanu, this volume), and of course poetry (Abbey,
2017) are only some of the infinite examples of the expressive force with which our
Umwelt affects us, making us act in certain ways. This subjective feeling accompanies
every movement in the world, so that every perception and action is always full of
subjectivity: “Without manifestations of vitality, the world would be bereft of much of its
interest, and human interactions would be digital rather than analogic, whatever that
might be like” (Stern, 2010, p.4). We feel into ourselves the vitality of the world we inhabit.
Recovering subjectivity means bringing subjective experience back to the vital
background of experience.
For thinkers formed in the symbolic tradition described above, the recovery of subjectivity
may still sound suspiciously Cartesian—see Innis (2017), Larocco (2017) and Sønderby
(2017). It has to be argued, however, that if a cultural psychology is to be a psychology, it
is not enough to get rid of epistemological vices and reintroduce hermeneutics in the
discipline. We still need to integrate semiosis with experience, the symbolic with the
pre-symbolic, the representational with the presentational, the social with the personal.
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