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Abstract

From a cultural political psychology perspective, Carriere (2022) emphasises the
role of the individual and their meaning-making processes in the psychology of
policy and politics (including the role of values and power dynamics). I propose a
‘complex’ semiotic cultural political psychology (SCPP) framework that reflects on
and extends Carriere (2022). My complexity perspective involves ‘self-organising’
relations within persons (a sense of ‘I’) and within cultures (a sense of ‘We”) and
‘socio-culturally organising’ relations between persons (a sense of ‘Me’) and be-
tween cultures (a sense of ‘Us’). I apply the SCPP framework to the issue of en-
vironmental sustainability policy. I contend there are intra- and inter-personal and
intra-and inter-cultural values on the issue/s of environmental sustainability policy.
International research supports Carriere’s focus on personal (‘I am’ versus ‘We are’)
values in environmental policy but this effect may be most prevalent in the US
context. On social power in personal and cultural sustainability, empirical research
points to ‘power struggles’ and ‘vested interests’ as the main problems for people.
Also, from research it is deduced that (complex) environmental sustainability policy
and governance need to empower people (individuals and groups) and avert unin-
tended power dynamics, appreciating the co-occurring cultural nuances at work. It
is concluded that my semiotic cultural political psychology reflections on Carriere
introduces a potentially integrative ‘complexity’ perspective to psychological and
behavioural science.
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Introduction

This short article comments and reflects on Carriere’s (2022) book Psychology in
Policy: Redefining Politics Through The Individual. Carriere connects cultural psy-
chology, political psychology, and public policy in a ‘cultural political psychology’
that values individuals over institutions, stories over statistics, and process over final
outcomes. He defines ‘political psychology’ as the psychological study of the inter-
sections of competing values, policy, and power dynamics (Carriere, 2022, p.5). It is
asserted that the main reason for adding a cultural psychological framework lens to
political psychology is to focus the study on the individual and their meaning-making
processes (Carriere, 2022, p.5).

Moreover, Carriere asserts that approaching political psychology through the cul-
tural psychological lens suggests three main areas of inquiry: imagination, power
of inaction, and normativity and norms. Imagination considers not just the action
of imagination, but the process and purpose of imagination. In particular, the issue
is whether (or not) the imaginative processes transform over time through politi-
cal upheaval, crises, and social change. On the power of inaction, choosing not to
vote is action, and with action, comes power. On ‘normativity’, Kofod and Brink-
mann (2017) views grief, like other mental phenomena, as ‘normative’ because it
is ‘done’ (performed or enacted) by people, relative to cultural norms and moral
worlds. Moreover, mental life (reasons for doing, thinking, and feeling) is constituted
by normative rather than causal connections because it is lived in social practices
(Brinkmann, 2009). It is claimed that considering ‘political’ imagination, inaction,
and norms is relevant because they have a role in political meaning-making, includ-
ing political discourse or story telling about how people can sustain the natural and
human environment/s.

Of relevance to my ‘complexity’ perspective relating to sustaining the environ-
ment, Carriere’s cultural political psychology emphasises the individual’s values,
power, and role in policymaking. Carriere (2022) seems to consider the ‘co-construc-
tive’ relations of ‘I’ and ‘Me’ and infers the co-constructive relations of ‘cultural’
senses of ‘We’ and ‘Us’. Of note, Valsiner (1999) identifies the role of ‘I’ and “You’
in the construction of the “We’. Inferentially, ‘Me’ and ‘Them’ could play a role in the
construction of ‘Us’. I claim that the semiotic cultural psychology relations within,
between, and among the personal (‘I’ and ‘Me’) and cultural (‘We’ and ‘Us’) senses
as outlined in Rutherford (2022) are underdeveloped by Carriere (2022). This work
aims to address this gap with a semiotic cultural political psychological perspective.

Before proceeding, several terms require clarification. As used in this work, the
terms ‘approach’, ‘framework’, ‘perspective’ and ‘model’ involve mental systems
regarding cultural-psychological realities. An ‘approach’ is a mental way of constru-
ing ideas about a certain reality. A framework is a way of organising the approach. A
perspective is a certain conceptual point of view. A model is a way of schematising
the approach, framework, and/or perspective.
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A Complexity Framework

Augmenting Rutherford’s (2022) semiotic cultural psychology theory analysis, I
propose a semiotic cultural political psychology (SCPP) framework that reflects on
Carriere’s (2022) cultural political psychology approach in Psychology in Policy.
Upfront, I assert that a complexity framework is a complex system entailing and
expressing part-whole mutuality.

Hence, it is construed that my SCPP approach can be viewed as a complexity
frame of reference. Further, the approach can be applied to framing political narrative
(e.g., stories) on how a person or a people behave to sustain the natural environment.
Therefore, the SCPP frame could be used as a theoretical lens to better understand
complex dynamics from a psychological cultural perspective. The frame may be used
to better understand meaning-making processes in the politics of environmental sus-
tainability because it considers the role of semiotic signs such as ‘We’, ‘Us’, ‘I’ and
‘Me’ as phenomena in the cultural-psychological context of the co-construction and
conduct of sustainability policy. For example, biospheric values on caring for nature
and ecosystems may be drawn on by political actors to encourage environmentally
sustainable behaviour by individuals, organizations, communities, and cultures. I
now seek to outline the SCPP frame.

The field of ‘complexity science’ generally construes self-organization as ‘sponta-
neous order’, that is, a process whereby overall order emerges or arises from the local
interactions between parts or components of an initially ‘disordered’ system (e.g.,
Mitchell 2009). In human society, Luhmann’s (1995) concept of self-referentiality
argues that a social system can reproduce itself while there is dynamic communica-
tion and Krugman (1995) has developed a view that in economic systems the market
economy is ‘self-organizing’.

However, I take a different approach to complexity, construing self-organization as
a within systems property and phenomenon that may be spontaneous (without intent)
but also is ‘guided’ (Valsiner, 1998) (and ‘with intent’). I argue that my complex-
ity approach is potentially integrative in the psychological and behavioural sciences
(e.g., behavioural complexity in management and in economic systems — Elliott &
Kiel 2021; Byrne & Callaghan, 2013; Rutherford et al., 2023) because the view of
complex dissipative systems seems to connect or interrelate (integrate) concepts and
approaches across psychological and behavioural science.

As George Herbert Mead (1912) observed: “Inner consciousness is socially orga-
nized by the importation of the social organization of the outer world.” (p.406). Fur-
thermore, to paraphrase Mead (1913, p.377): “[the] response to the social conduct
of the self [group] may be in the role of another [self/group] ... we play the roles of
all our group[s] ... the inner response to our reaction to others is therefore as varied
as is our social environment.” In this way, I assert that the sense of “We’ (involving
multiple and variable ‘I’s’) and sense of ‘Us’ (involving many and variable ‘Me’s’) of
consciousness are organised by the mechanism of ‘perspective’ and ‘gesture’ taking
and coordination of the sociocultural self. A ‘perspective’ may be a physical, concep-
tual, or social point of view. A ‘gesture’ may be a bodily and/or vocal expression of
meaning. Both perspective and gesture entail sociality and social relations (e.g., of
‘self” and ‘society’ relations in the consciousness of selves and worlds).
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From my complexity studies perspective, “self-organization” is experienced
within a ‘person’ (in the sense of “I”’) and is experienced within a ‘culture’ (in the
sense of “We”). For instance, from a semiotic cultural political psychology approach,
the ‘I’ involves the individual policymaker and their individual political narrative as
‘signifiers’, while it involves the individual political policy and individual political
constituent as referents. Also, the “We’ involves a collective (partisan) policymaker
and the collective (partisan) political narrative as signifiers, while it involves one’s
own party-political policies and collective party-political constituents as referents.

To clarify, following Rutherford (2022), ‘signifiers’ are defined as the ‘words’
(narrative) signified and the ‘person’ signifying and ‘referents’ are defined as the
‘concept/construct’ and ‘audience’ referred to.

Second, from a so-called “sociocultural organization” perspective (e.g., Allman
2022 on ‘socioculturalism’), there are encounters between ‘persons’ (in the sense
of “Me”) and encounters between ‘cultures’ (in the sense of “Us”). For example,
from a semiotic cultural political psychology approach, the ‘Me’ involves the socially
(inter-personally) co-constructed policymaker and their mutual (interpersonal) polit-
ical narratives as signifiers, while it involves socially co-constructed policies and
their interpersonal political constituents as referents. As well, the ‘Us’ involves an
intercultural policymaker and their inter-collective narratives as signifiers, while it
involves interrelated (e.g., adversarial) party-political policies and inter-collective
constituents as referents.

The concept of sociocultural organization covered in this paper is built around
sociocultural theory (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978; Allman, 2022; Valsiner & Rosa, 2007).
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory portrays human development as a socially (and
semiotically — Wertsch 1983) mediated process whereby the child (person) acquires
cultural values, beliefs, and problem-solving approaches through collaborative dia-
logues with more knowledgeable (or ‘significant”) members of society. Vygotskian
or neo-Vygotskian theory is important in this work because it has contributed to the
writer’s development of the idea of within (intra-psychological) and between or
among (inter-psychological) conceptual relations and practical human relationships
and their complex ‘organization’.

According to Allman (2022), there are three fundamental concepts that define
sociocultural theory: (1) social interaction plays an important role in learning, (2)
language is an essential tool in the learning process, and (3) learning occurs within
the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The ZPD is the distance between actual
and potential (psychological) development — a gap that can be bridged under adult
(overarching) guidance or in collaboration with more able peers (cf., Vygotsky &
Cole 1978). A neo-Vygotskian perspective means that, in a semiotic cultural (politi-
cal) psychology approach, the ‘environment’, ‘culture’, ‘society’ and ‘person’ are
interrelated. Also, in SCPP there is self-organization and/or sociocultural organiza-
tion in the within, between, and among relationships of I, Me, We, and Us senses.

Of course, intra- and inter-relationships of persons and of cultures assume there
are ‘person-in-cultures’, ‘cultures-in-persons’, ‘persons-between-cultures’ (e.g., John
Berry’s four acculturation strategies, that is, integration, assimilation, separation, and
marginalisation — Berry & Sam 2006), and ‘cultures-between-persons’ (e.g., two-way
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enculturation and two-way socialisation of norms and values promote social bonds
in a culture and/or a society).

In summary, I contend that conceptual relations within and between semiotic cul-
tural psychological systems are the bases of my complexity perspective, that is, con-
cepts of self-organization & sociocultural organization respectively. The complexity
perspective is outlined with respect to the intra- and inter-personal (‘I’ and ‘Me’)
and intra- and inter-cultural (‘We’ and ‘Us’) semiotic cultural political psychological
(SCPP) senses (political signifiers & referents). I argue that my ‘relational’ complex-
ity thinking approach may provide an ‘integrative’ perspective for psychological and
behavioural science. Hence, the present work is an extension of Rutherford’s (2022)
semiotic cultural psychological theory analysis, adapting it to the dynamics of politi-
cal policy makers, stated political narratives, guiding political policies/principles and
political constituencies or audiences.

Applying the Complexity Frame to Environmental Sustainability
Policy

The complexity frame can be applied to the topic of environmental sustainability
policy from the SCPP perspective.

By way of definition, environmental sustainability is the shared human responsi-
bility to behave in ways that conserve natural resources, support biodiversity or life,
and protect global ecosystems for the health and well-being of all species, now and
into the future. It is one of the three pillars of sustainability, alongside ‘economic’
and ‘social’ pillars (Purvis et al., 2019). In turn, environmental sustainability policy
is in a human entity’s (individual’s or group’s) stated commitment to, and ‘busi-
ness’ strategy for, the responsible management of the planet’s natural resources and
ecosystems. For example, there may be policies for climate action to mitigate global
warming (limiting carbon pollution) and policies for protecting life below water (by
restricting use of plastic bags) and protecting life on the land (by planting more trees).

The sense of “I” introduces personal values and personal power in sustainabil-
ity. The sense of “Me” introduces interpersonal values and interpersonal power. The
sense of “We” contemplates cultural values and cultural power. The sense of “Us”
contemplates inter-cultural values and inter-cultural power.

In order to consider the complex psychological and behavioural ‘organisation’ of
the thoughts, feelings and actions in environmentally sustainable responsible con-
duct, guiding questions are: (i) how do I feel about sustainability, what do I mean by
sustainability and in what ways do I act?; (ii) how does sustainability feel like to Me,
what does sustainability mean to Me, and what are the shared actions; (iii) how does
sustainability feel like to Us, what does it mean to Us and what are our combined
actions; and (iv) how do We feel about sustainability, what do We mean by it and in
what ways do We act?.
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Values and Environmental Sustainability Policy

There are intra- and inter-personal and intra-and inter-cultural values on the issue/s of
environmental sustainability policy.

On values and sustainability, Horlings (2015) identifies personal and cultural val-
ues. Personal values include motivational and symbolic values and (collective) cul-
tural values include values as mediator and value systems.

Wang et al. (2021) note that it has been theorised that pro-environmental behav-
iour is based in ‘biospheric values’, that is, those values pertaining to the signifi-
cance people place in caring for nature and the environment. Thus far, research has
focused on the role of personal (‘I am’) values rather than group (‘We are’) values
on pro-environmental behaviour. Wang et al. (2021) test the relevance and robust-
ness of personal and group pathways in predicting pro-environmental behaviour in
an individualistic country (the Netherlands) and a collectivistic country (China). It is
my view that individualistic cultures (countries) favour individual agency and that
collectivist cultures (countries) favour collective agency.

While there are also altruistic, egoistic, and hedonic values, Wang et al. focus
on biospheric values as strong and robust predictors of pro-environmental attitudes,
intentions, and behaviour. It is observed that the stronger one’s ‘environmental self-
identity’ the greater the likelihood of a person engaging in pro-environmental behav-
iour, to act in accord with how they see themselves. In my view, biospheric values on
caring for our common planetary home are ‘value settings’ negotiated and exchanged
within and without, and as such, may be construed as part of a person’s environ-
mental self-identity, such as seeing oneself as an environmentally sustainable actor.
However, the role of group values and environmental group identity are less studied.
Wang et al. (2021) propose that the extent individuals think about group values on
the environment may promote pro-environmental behaviour among group members
through strengthening an ‘environmental group identity’. Wang et al. (2021) suggest
that perceived group biospheric values may relate to pro-environmental behaviour
in persons in senses like the way personal biospheric values have been shown to
promote pro-environmental behaviour in persons. Thus, there may be an individual
focused value-identity-behaviour pathway and/or a group focused value-identity-
behaviour pathway.

Wang et al. hypothesise: (1) at the personal level, personal biospheric values influ-
ence environmental self-identity; (2) environmental self-identity influences pro-envi-
ronmental behaviour in both individualistic and collectivist cultures; (3) at the group
level, group biospheric values influence environmental group identity; and (4) envi-
ronmental group identity will influence pro-environmental behaviour in both indi-
vidualistic and collectivistic cultures. In addition, the researchers explore whether
the personal (individual) pathway may more strongly relate to pro-environmental
behaviour in individualistic than collectivistic cultures, while the group pathway may
more strongly relate to pro-environmental behaviour in collectivistic than individu-
alistic cultures. I claim that people in collectivist cultures are more concerned about
collective agency and rely on group values about environmental sustainability, while
persons in individualist cultures are more driven by individual agency and rely on
personal values on sustainability.
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To test the hypothesises, the measures collected were ‘personal biospheric values’,
‘group biospheric values’, ‘environmental self-identity’, ‘environmental group iden-
tity’, and ‘pro-environmental behaviour’ (Wang et al., 2021). Of note, it is my inter-
pretation of Wang et al. (2021) that pro-environmental behaviour could be driven by
environmental self-identity, as found in research in individualist cultures/countries
(where persons value individual agency or ‘I am’ perspectives) or pro-environmen-
tal behaviour could be driven by environmental group-identity as possible in col-
lectivist cultures/countries (where people may value collective agency or ‘We are’
perspectives).

Overall, Wang et al. found that stronger personal biospheric values were associ-
ated with a stronger environmental self-identity, and in turn, stronger environmental
self-identity encouraged pro-environmental behaviour by a person. Of note, it was
also found that stronger group biospheric values were associated with stronger envi-
ronmental group identity, and a stronger group identity also encouraged pro-environ-
mental behaviour by a person. However, when both pathways were tested together,
only the personal pathway uniquely explained variance in pro-environmental behav-
iour while the group pathway did not. In addition, cultural differences were found in
the strength that personal biospheric values were directly and indirectly associated
with pro-environmental behaviour. Dutch students fully related biospheric values to
pro-environmental behaviour via environmental self-identity. Chinese students, on
the other hand, displayed a weaker association between biospheric values and envi-
ronmental self-identity, relating personal biospheric values directly (not via environ-
mental self-identity) to pro-environmental behaviour.

The results in Wang et al. (2021) generally support Carriere’s focus on personal
(‘T am’ versus ‘We are’) values. However, the cultural nuances found by Wang et al.
suggest that the ‘cultural’ in Carriere’s cultural political psychology may be most
relevant to the United States. As applied to environmental sustainability policy, an
implication of Wang et al. (2021) is that pro-environmental behaviours by persons
should be encouraged for more effective environmental sustainability policy and pol-
icy making, and to support the spread of environmentally sustainable values, identity
and conduct by persons.

Social Power and Environmental Sustainability Policy

There is social power in personal and cultural environmental sustainability policy.
This assumes co-construction of the policy creator and the policy created in the power
dynamics (i.e., power is ‘social’ - whether experienced intra-and inter-personally or
intra-and inter-culturally).

Reflecting on Sze (2018), environmental sustainability (policy and policy mak-
ing) will only become more just if we ‘situate’ it in interdisciplinarity and politics.
Environmental justice and social power are interlinked because environmental crises
and social inequality evolve together in (complex) coexisting cultural, political, and
economic system processes.

Avelino (2017) presents a new typology of ‘power in social transition/s’, that is,
power that is ‘reinforcive’, ‘innovative’, and ‘transformative’. Reinforcive power is
the ability of actors to reinforce and reproduce existing structures and institutions,
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that is, it may resist system change. Innovative power is the ability of actors to create
new resources, that is, it may adapt to and create some system change. Transforma-
tive power is the ability of actors to develop new structures and institutions, that is, it
may act to embrace system-wide change.

From an environmental policy and governance perspective, Avelino (2017) notes
his empirical research with Dutch transport professionals pointing to ‘power strug-
gles’ and ‘vested interests’ as the main problem/s of (social) power. Three perceptions
of power were (1) I/We do not have power; (2) They have (more) power [than Me
and Us]; and (3) Power determines the way things go [for Me and Us] and is a main
reason why things do not change.

At the behavioural (including psychological) level, the process of empowerment
was identified as the way actors gain the capacity to mobilize resources and institu-
tions to achieve a goal (Avelino, 2017). It is construed that to better understand and
enable environmental sustainability (policy and governance) we need to empower
people and be sensitive to unintended power dynamics.

Conclusion

It is concluded that my semiotic cultural political psychology approach extends
Carriere (2022) and introduces an integrative ‘complexity thinking’ perspective to
psychological and behavioural science. Applying my approach, environmental sus-
tainability policy research generally supports the role of the ‘personal’ in values and
power (empowerment) but suggests that there are co-occurring cultural nuances at
play.
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