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Cultural-Psychological and Sociological Studies of Urban Living 

 

 

Abstract 

This course is an experimental multidisciplinary innovation into the practices of 

teaching at institutions of higher learning in the 21
st
 century. By joint teaching of the 

course for BA level students in the U.S. and Russia, we establish a new collaborative 

pattern of educational enrichment between the students of both countries, that is made 

possible via contemporary technology. The students will be in a position to experience 

life environments of the two locations. The course is taught in parallel in Moscow and 

Worcester, with weekly joint seminars (based on shared key readings and discussion 

questions, and on students‟ observational research results). The working language of the 

joint classes is English. At the joint weekly seminars, both American and Russian 

students, in addition to oral research papers and field journals, would be expected to 

present and analyze visual materials such as photographs and videos taken by the 

students between the weekly seminars 

 

What you should know about the course before you sign in-- or-- Basic 

methodological principles of the course 
 

This course is about how human beings live in a society—and how the society 

lives within the human beings. In our everyday talk we hear statements about society‟s 

needs, prescriptions, states of crises, and so one. Such talk is authored by human 

beings—yet pertains to the abstraction “society”. We all seem (only „seem‟!) to know 

what our society is and what it “wants”—but the society is actually an abstraction. It is a 

collectively created—and shared—myth story that functions as a sign. Yet there is the 

interesting feature of such myth stories—once told (and re-told), they create a social field 

that operates by constructed norms—which have very real guiding impact on real human 

beings. Sociologically speaking—the society is a mythological web that creates very real 

conditions for the lives of human beings enmeshed in that web. In fact, these human 

beings are involved in constructing and reconstructing that web—they exercise their 

freedom to act to create the guiding constraints for their own living. 

As a result, after graduating from this course, the students substantially change 

their visions of the city. It becomes a new reality for them. Since now on they can see 

new meanings in the habitual things such as crowds in the streets, street trade, shops and 

kiosks, traffic, patterns of human conduct, etc. The city turns into an open book, and the 

students can read it quite well. It provides the graduates of the course with the skills of 

seeing more and understanding better than the majority of normal city residents.  

Upon obtaining the degree such skills can be easily transformed into many well-

paid jobs, for example, work for urban planners and city government, consulting the 

police force, contributing to and work for mass media, political consulting at a local 

level, etc.  
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Research in sociology and cultural psychology of urban living—general 

orientation 

 

Cultural psychology—a new branch of psychology that has emerged at the 

intersection of social and developmental psychology on the one hand, and anthropology, 

sociology, and history on the other. This cultural-psychological orientation complements 

the sociological perspective by adding to it the focus on active, goals-oriented, and 

meaningful conduct of human beings in their socially constructed environments. The 

latter are constructed as human through the use of signs—hence the look at sociology and 

psychology of urban living is embedded in the science of semiotics—the science of signs 

and their use. Signs are constructed in a great variety of forms—verbal and non-verbal, 

simple and abundant—they all mediate our immediate actions with the surrounding 

environments. Semiotic mediation sets up the social rules by which human beings act in 

their social environments—where it is appropriate to eat or sleep, produce or reproduce, 

hide one‟s capacities or display them (or their absence). Human lives are theatrical events 

as our conduct is guided by the process of semiotic mediation. We strive to become 

different from who we are—yet feeling ambiguous about that development and trying not 

to change. The unity of opposites—being and becoming-- in the human psyche is 

guaranteed by the irreversibility of time and uniqueness of human lives. 

 

Human living environments are saturated by semiotic mediation structures. 

Some of those are temporary and immediately linked with the actor who moves around in 

the public environment (e.g., a person in the uniform of a policeman, or of a soldier, 

walking through a street, is a moving sign of the social institution he or she represents). 

Others are relatively stable—an advertising billboard in the street, or a sign for a 

restaurant or for a political party—stay in their designated location until somebody takes 

them down. Still others are almost completely permanent—a church built centuries ago 

stands in the public space as the sign for the belief system it represents. Different social 

powers may demolish (and re-build: for example, the Cathedral of Jesus Christ the Savior 

in Moscow was blown up by the Soviet government, later turned into an open air 

swimming pool and finally, in the 1990s, re-built using contemporary construction 

technologies) or re-model the existing architectural signs (e.g. Hagia Sofia in Istanbul 

being a church transformed into a mosque)—yet their location and history remain as 

semiotic markers of the social and religious powers who have accomplished the 

construction (and reconstruction). In the course of the Protestant Reformation in 16
th

 

Century Europe, systematic and purposeful vandalism against the Catholic symbolic 

images inside of the churches was a socially emerging practice—similarly to our 

contemporary sensitivities about different flags being displayed in public (outside) 

places.  

 

Geographical landmarks as symbols. Different outside places— geographic 

locations--parts of the city (e.g., a square where some social action is said to have taken 

place—Bastille in Paris), or of countryside (Ganga as the sacred river in India) can 

become symbolically relevant parts of the public environment even if they are explicitly 

not marked by signs. The collective “knowledge base” is sufficient for giving these 

places a special status in the affective-personal life worlds, and lead to acts of visits or 
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pilgrimages to these places. Some places can become “zero signifiers”—signs that are 

symbolically “taboos” to mark in public because of their symbolic power. That 

meaningful power—encoded in collectively shared understanding and purposeful non-

mentioning these in public—has been a critical social guidance of human beings within 

their social contexts all through human history. Purposeful silences in social discourse are 

different from socially guided ignorance—the counterpart of competence. In our 

development of new competencies we simultaneously become increasingly ignorant in 

other spheres in life. Ignorance is a social tool in the hands of societal institutions, but in 

its everyday form it is an inevitable part of differentiation of the consumer/producer 

roles within our society. 

 
Society as a sign. As this course is about semiotic foundations of cultural 

psychology and urban sociology, we can look at the notion of society as a sign. It is a 

word that denotes a myriad of phenomena. That nature of society sets it us as an example 

of a field-like sign—it is the invisible social web of meanings and understanding of one‟s 

being that is the essence of personal social living—the social mind. Such signs are 

everywhere—and at the same time nowhere— in our culturally constituted minds. We 

operate in our everyday lives through the use of the notion of society— by taking its 

“demands” into account, wanting to “belong to it”, or even dedicating our lives to it. The 

ever-present war memorials that can be found all over the World are a testimony for the 

human history of giving up one‟s life at the patriotic duty call of the given society at the 

given time. People pass by these memorials seemingly not noticing it—yet at times of 

political changes it is these memorials that may be demolished first—well before changes 

in the social system actually take place. Wedding parties may make a symbolic stop of 

their celebration caravans at such memorials (mini-pilgrimages) for photo opportunities 

and for symbolic linkages of personal lives with the history of the field-like sign—the 

society. Likewise, each social institution is a web of inter-personal relationships guided 

by social. These real interactions—guided through social roles—are the psychological 

basis for maintaining and changing the overwhelming sign that the society is. In each act 

of efforts to maintain the existing state of affairs within the society (as a hyper-

generalized sign) there are beginnings for its change. As contemporary anthropology has 

finally realized, the performance of seemingly fixed cultural rituals is always slightly 

modified as these rituals are enacted anew. Many rituals involve relocation—e.g., 

pilgrimages, or holidays in symbolically valued tourist resorts—hence guiding the social 

ways of being through persons‟ self-motivated temporary movements. These journeys are 

pre-scripted as to their expected ways of acting in the role—of tourists, pilgrims, 

Gastarbeiter, or immigrants. The psychological agent—the person—who is the object of 

study for psychology—is in reality on a constant move in sociological spaces of social 

roles, social institutions, and—on the landscape of the urban/rural contrast of the life 

environments. 
 

The topical plan of the course 

 

1. General approaches to the study of life environments 

Summary. This Introduction to the course gets students to understand the complex 

nature of living in the urban environments—the unity of opposites of urban/rural; 
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safe/dangerous; construction/destruction, alone/together. It guides the students to notice 

ordinary everyday events in public (and private) settings, focus on their meanings, and 

boundaries upon socially accepted forms of actions. 

 

Valsiner, J. (2000). Cultural organization of human life environments. In J. 

Valsiner, Culture and human development (chapter 7, pp. 119-143). 

London: Sage. 

Chaudhary, N. (2004). Listening to culture: constructing reality from everyday 

talk. New Delhi: Sage. 

Werner, C.M. & Altman, I. (1998). A dialectical/transactional framework of 

social relations: Children in secondary territories. In D. Görlitz, H-J. 

Harloff, H.-J., G. Mey, G., & J. Valsiner, J. (Eds.), Children, cities, and 

psychological theories: Developing relationships.(pp. 123-154). Berlin: 

Walter de Gruyter 

Simmel, G. (1959). The adventure. In K. H. Wolff (Ed.), Georg Simmel, 1858-

1918 (p. 243-258). Columbus, Oh.: The Ohio State University Press. 

[Original German version published in 1919] 

Simmel, G. (1959). Ruin. In K. H. Wolff (Ed.), Georg Simmel, 1858-1918 (p. 

259-266). Columbus, Oh.: The Ohio State University Press. [Original 

German version published in 1911] 

Le Bon, G. (1896/2001). The crowd: a study of the popular mind. Batoche 

Books. 

 

2. What is “the city”?—The meaning of the urban/rural contrast 

Summary. In all disciplines dealing with urban living—cultural and environmental 

psychology, and sociology—the meaning of “what is city?” is not clear. The students are 

here exposed to various efforts to clarify the question through their understanding of the 

meaning of “being in the country”/”living in the city” opposition. Phenomena of 

rural/urban hybrids—city parks, trees on city avenues, dachas, etc. will be investigated. 

 

 

Chamberlain, A. F. (1913). The “antagonism” of city and country. Journal of 

Religious Psychology, 6, 3, 279-293. 

Rossiaud, J. (1990). The city-dweller and life in cities and towns. In. J. LeGoff 

(Ed.), The medieval world (pp. 139-179). London: Collins & Brown. 

Mauniert, R. (1909). The definition of the city. American Journal of Sociology, 

15, 536-548. 

Gottdiener, M. (1986). Culture, ideology, and the sign of the city. . In M. 

Gottdiener & A. P. Lagopoulous (Eds), The city and the sign (pp. 202-

218). New York: Columbia University Press. 

 

3. How does sociology deal with the phenomena of cities? 

Summary. The most prominent school in sociology that has dealt with issues or urban 

living is the Chicago School of Sociology. Principles of human ecology. Society as 

superorganism. Change as natural. Organized area is invaded==>competition 

==>succession or accommodation==>reorganization. During stage of competition==> 
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Disorganization: breakdown in the normative structure of the community==>Deviance. 

Can't stop change, nor the problems associated with it, but sociologists can assist in 

reorganization process. Science and Technology urbanization. population growth, 

especially immigration and migration. Economic restructuring—unemployment, 

Industrialization, existing "Social Order". Challenge to dominance of traditional WASP 

Middle Class. Need to control deviance and the populations (ethnic/racial groups) that 

were seen as producing it. Goal: Reorganization based on traditional assumptions about 

the “natural order of society”. Sociologists as technicians. Create stable environment for 

industrial expansion. A problematic population as a reliable source of workers. 

Community development.  

  

Pokrovsky, N. (2006). The Chicago School of Sociology. Unpublished lecture, 

September, 13, 2006. 

Park, R. (1915). The city: Suggestions for the investigation of human behavior in 

the city environment. American Journal of Sociology, 20 (5), 577-612. 

Lefebvre, H. (1996). Rhythmanalysis of Mediteranean cities. In H. Lefebvre, 

Writings on cities (pp. 228-240). Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

Ballesteros, E. R. (2000). Construcción simbólica de la ciudad. Buenos Aires-

Madrid: Miño y Davila Editores. 

Yip, C. (2001). California Chinatowns: Build environments expressing the 

hybridized culture of Chinese Americans. In N. Al-Sayyad (Ed.), Hybrid 

Urbanism (pp. 67-82). Connecticut: Praeger Publishers. 

Broudehoux, A. (2001). Learning from Chinatown: The search for a modern 

Chinese architectural identity, 1911-1998.In N. Al-Sayyad (Ed.), Hybrid 

Urbanism (pp. 156-180). Connecticut: Praeger Publishers. 

 

4. How does cultural psychology analyze the complex phenomenon called the city?  

Summary. In cultural psychology there are three general directions through which the 

city is investigated. Traditionally, in conjunction with environmental psychology, cultural 

psychology would analyze the personal feelings and thoughts of one or another culturally 

structured place (square, street) and look at the kinds of activities performed in the urban 

contexts (children playing, elderly sitting or walking, etc.). In conjunction with social 

psychology, cultural psychology considers phenomena of “bystander intervention” and 

the impact of crowding in cities upon the establishment of social conduct norms. Thirdly, 

cultural psychology of the 21
st
 century is establishing its ties with semiotics—the science 

of signs, From that viewpoint, both the places in the urban environments and the actions 

of the persons in public environments are viewed from the perspective of what kinds of 

signs mediate their actions. 

 

Valsiner, J. (2006). The Street. Unpublished manuscript, based on invited lecture 

at Arquitectura 3000, Universitat Politecnica de Catalunya, Barcelona in 

2004.  

Magariños de Morentin, J. (2005). Performance of abduction in the interpretation 

of visual images. Semiotica 153, 1, 4, 375-388. 

Simpson, T. A. (2000). Streets, sidewalks, stores, and stories: narrative and uses 

of urban space. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 29, 6, 682-716. 
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Rosin, T. (2000). Wind, traffic and dust: The recycling of wastes. Contributions 

to Indian Sociology, 34(3), 361-406. 

Gottdiener, M. (1986). Recapturing the center: a semiotic analysis of shopping 

malls. In M. Gottdiener & A. P. Lagopoulous (Eds), The city and the sign 

(pp. 288-302). New York: Columbia University Press. 

 

5. Borders in human urban experience: marked and unmarked boundaries 

Summary. There is an Igbo proverb—“A boundary is not the point at which something 

stops…A boundary is the point from where something begins to be present”. The life in 

public arenas is filled with boundaries—explicit and implicit, strict and permeable.  

Furthermore, in their personal cultures, individual human beings make their own 

boundaries in the field of meanings—and project those onto public settings where they 

are, or through which they pass. The focus on boundary phenomena makes in necessary 

to re-visit the topological psychology of Kurt Lewin, and to chart out the nature of 

existing boundaries in our real-life environments. 

 

Lindemann, G. (2005). The analysis of the borders of the social world: a 

challenge for sociological theory. Journal for the Theory of Social 

Behaviour, 35, 1, 69-98. 

Neuman, Y. (2003). Processes and boundaries of the mind: extending the limit 

line. New York: Kluwer. 

Ohnuki-Tierney, E. (1994). The power of absence: zero signifiers and their 

transgressions. L'Homme, 34, 2 (Whole No. 130), 59-76. 

Parish, S. M. (1994). Moral knowing in a Hindu sacred city. New York: 

Columbia University Press. [Ch1—Learning to see in a sacred city, pp. 

15-70] 

Lewin, K. (1936). Principles of topological psychology. New York: McGraw-

Hill. 

Lewin, K. (1936). Some social-psychological differences between the United 

States and Germany. Character & Personality, 4, 4, 265-293. 

Douglas, M. (1972). Symbolic orders in the use of domestic space. In P. Ucko, R. 

Tringham, & G. Dimbleby (Eds), Man, settlement, and urbanization (pp. 

513-521). London: Duckworth. 

Mather, C. (2003). Shrines and the domestication of landscape. Journal of 

Anthropological Research, 59, 23-45. 

 

6. Environmental psychology of living in the cities 

Summary. The classic work of Stanley Milgram in social/environmental psychology 

remains the basis for a look at the city phenomena. Based on the hyper-large and crowded 

context of New York, Milgram demonstrated phenomena of feelings of the city, and 

social norms that are constructed for the psychological living in the city. City is also 

socially structured (“ghetto” phenomena) and an inevitable meeting place for persons of 

different ages, races, and interests. 

 

Milgram, S. (1970). The experience of living in cities. Science, 167, 1461-1468. 
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Lang, F.R. (1998). The young and the old in the city: Developing 

intergenerational relationships in urban environments. In D. Görlitz, H-J. 

Harloff, H.-J., G. Mey, G., & J. Valsiner, J. (Eds.). Children, cities, and 

psychological theories: Developing relationships.(pp. 589-628). Berlin: 

Walter de Gruyter 

Hannerz, U. (2004). Mainstream and ghetto in culture. In U. Hannerz, Soulside: 

Inquiries into ghetto culture and community (pp. 177-200). Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press. 

Cooper, E. (1986). Chinese table manners. Human Organization, 45, 2, 179-184. 

Helphand, K. I. (1978). The landscape of McDonald‟s. Journal of American 

Culture, 1, 2, 357-362. 

Huddleston, G. (1978). McDonald‟s interior design. Journal of American 

Culture, 1, 2, 363-369. 

Kottak, C. P. (1978). Rituals at McDonald‟s. Journal of American Culture, 1, 2, 

370-376. 

 

 7. The street as theatre: bards, beggars, policemen and others—complementary 

social roles 

Summary. The public domain of the urban environment can be conceptualized as a 

theatre stage where the spectators are simultaneously participants—actors. The students 

will observe the dynamics of movement in (and out) of actor role in the street—giving 

alms to beggars, protesting the destruction of established social order, etc. 

 

Hannerz, U. (1980). The city as theater: Tales of Goffman. In U. Hannerz, 

Exploring the city (pp. 202-241). New York: Columbia University Press. 

Turner, V. (1982). From ritual to theatre: the human seriousness of play. New 

York: PAJ Publications. 

Pandey, R. (1991). Street children in India. Allahabad: Chugh Publishers. 

Stanley, A. D. (1992). Beggars can‟t be choosers: compulsion and contract in 

postbellum America. Journal of American History, 78, 4, 1265-1293. 

Wilson, E. (2003). Adorned in dreams: Fashion and modernity. New 

Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press [Ch. 7—Fashion and city life, 

p. 134-154; Cgh. 9—Oppositional dress, p. 179-207). 

Sylvester, R. P. (2001). City of thieves: Moldovanka, criminality, and 

respectability in pre-Revolutionary Odessa. Journal of Urban History, 27, 

2, 131-157. 

Lefebvre, H. (1996). Rhythmanalysis of Mediteranean cities. In H. Lefebvre, 

Writings on cities (pp. 228-240). Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

 

8. Between the streets: social stratification in town (wealthy and poor sections, 

ethnic districts, multicultural patterns of interaction)  

Summary. Social stratification is a universal reality in any social unit (even starting from 

hunter/gatherer tribes of general equality combined with differentiation of hunting, 

gathering, and childcare functions). In the contemporary city environments—which are 

organized by streets—there are spaces that create both social class differences in their 

semiotic displays (brand names of cars or clothing) but also communicate to others their 
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relations within the urban/rural tension of being (e.g., behavior in parks; breaking of trees 

and bushes in the street). 

 

Mernissi, F. (1994). Dreams of trespass. Cambridge, Ma.: Perseus Books. 

Shirazi, F. (2001). The veil unveiled: The hijab in modern culture. Gainesville, 

Fl: University Press of Florida. 

Bloustein, G. (203). Girl making: a cross-cultural ethnography on the proceses 

of growing up female. New York: Berghahn Books [Ch. 4—(Public) 

space invaders, pp. 151-178] 

Maran, T. (2004). Gardens and gardening: an ecosemiotic view. Semiotica 150- 

¼, 119-133. 

Chevalier, S. (1998). From woollen carpet to grass carpet: bridging house and 

garden in an English suburb. In D. Miller (Ed.), Material cultures: why 

some things matter (pp. 47-71). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Hendry, J. (1997). Nature tamed: gardens as microcosm of Japan‟s view of the 

World. In P. J. Asquith & A. Kalland (Eds), Japanese images of the 

nature (pp. 83-105). Richmond, Surrey: Curzon. 

Sirvent, M. T. (1999). Cultura popular y participación social: Una investigación 

en el bario de Mataderos (Buenos Aires). Buenso Aires: Miño y Dávila. 

 

9. Phenomenological organization of the environment  

Summary. All persons who navigate the urban environment create their personal 

understanding of that environment—a cognitive map onto which different affective and 

symbolic meanings are added. This map is constantly being modified by actual 

experience—chance encounters with events in the street (traffic accidents, passing by 

“dangerous looking” gangs of youth, being robbed, etc)—lead to re-structuring of that 

complex meaning system of one‟s phenomenological account “this is the city I live in.”  

 

Lewin, K. (1943). Defining the "field at a given time". Psychological Review, 50, 

292-310. 

Horne, C., Mcilwine, M. K., & Taylor, K. A. (2005). Civility and order: adult 

social control of children in public places. In C. Morrill, D. A. Snow, & C. 

H. White (Eds.), Together alone: personal relationships in public places 

(p. 181-200). Berkeley, Ca.: University of California Press. 

Järvinen, I-R. (1999). Cemetery sacrilege and folk conceptions of god and 

punishment in Russian Karelia. In Ü. Valk (Ed), Studies in Folklore and 

Popular Religion. Vol. 2 (pp. 121-130). Tartu: Tartu University Press. 

Achino-Loeb, M.-L. (2006). Silence and the imperatives of identity. In M.-L. 

Achino-Loeb (Ed.), Silence: the currency of power (p. 35-51). New York: 

Berghahn Books. 

Mennell, S (1985). All manners of food: Eating and taste in England and 

France from the Middle Ages to the present. Oxford: Blackwell [ch. 11—

Food dislikes; ch. 12—Diminishing contrasts, increasing varieties.] 

Orr, D. G. (1978). The ethnography of Big Mac. Journal of American Culture, 1, 

2, 377-386. 
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10. Belonging (and non-belonging) to the urban lifestyle 

Summary. The opposition belonging/non-belonging (to a social group, real or 

imaginary) is a central feature of human psychological existence. It leads to movements 

towards belonging—rituals of gaining access—as well as to the opposite process of 

avoiding being “drawn into” social groups or identity markers of any kind (e.g., processes 

of alienation from political actions, feeling lonely in the middle of crowds, etc.). Students 

will analyze the processes of social actions in the urban environment that are either 

facilitating belonging (e.g., campaigns to join new social action groups), or observable 

strategies for non-belonging. 

 

Ball-Rokeach, S., Kim, Y. & Matei, S. (2001). Storytelling neighborhood: Paths 

to belonging in diverse urban environment. Communication Research, 

28(4), 392-428 

Park, R. E. (1925/1984). Magic, mentality and city life. In R. E. Park & E. W. 

Burgess (Eds), The city (Ch 7—pp.123-141).Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

Kasten, E. (2005). The dynamics of identity management. In E. Kasten (Ed.), 

Rebuilding identities: pathways to reform in post-Soviet Siberia (p. 237-

260). Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag. 

Touraine, A. (2000). Can we live together? Equality and difference. Cambridge: 

Polity Press [Ch. 5—Multi-cultural society, pp. 157-196] 

Wikan, U. (2002). Generous betrayal: politics of culture in the new Europe. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press [Part III. The politics of culture, p. 

69-88] 

Beattie, I., Christopher, K., Okamoto, D., & Way, S. (2005). Momentary 

pleasures: social encounters and fleeting relationships at a singles dance. 

In C. Morrill, D. A. Snow, & C. H. White (Eds.), Together alone: 

personal relationships in public places (p. 46-65). Berkeley, Ca.: 

University of California Press. 

 

11. Economic and political transaction—mundane, carnivalistic, and tragic—in the 

city  

Summary. Human economic actions take place in public—and follow social norms set 

up for such actions. The students will observe various social roles of explicit economic 

transactions in the streets: beggars, ice-cream sellers, advertisers (and fixed 

advertisements), traffic police writing out tickets for illegally parked cars, etc. They will 

explore the cultural organization of entrances to public commercial enterprises, and their 

boundary displays (shop windows, restaurant presentations, etc.) in contrast with 

entrances to territories of social institutions (ministries, churches, police stations, military 

barracks, prisons, cemeteries). 

 

Wang, D. (2003). Street culture in Chengdu: Public space, urban commoners, 

and local politics, 1870-1930. Stanford, Ca.: Stanford University Press. 
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Haaland, G. (1998). Economic determinants of ethnic proceses. In F. Barth (Ed.), 

Ethnic groups and boundaries (p. 58-73). Long Grove, Ill: Waveland 

Press. 

Bluestone, D. M. (1991). “The pushcart evil”—peddlers, merchants, and New 

York City streets, 1890-1940. Journal of Urban History, 18, 1, 68-92. 

Willard, M. N. (1998). Séance, tricknowlogy, skateboarding, and the space for 

youth. In J. Austin and M. N. Willard (Eds.), Generations of youth: youth 

cultures and history in 20
th

 century America (p. 327-346). New York: 

New York University Press. 

Mehta, D., & Chatterji, R. (2001). Boundaries, names, alterities: a case study of a 

“communal riot” in Dhasravi, Bombay. In V. Das, A. Kleinman, M. Lock, 

M. Ramphele & P. Reynolds (Eds), Remaking the world (pp. 201-249). 

Berkeley, Ca,: University of California Press. 

 

12. Functional symbolic loci within the city (churches, monuments, etc.)  

Summary. The urban environment is saturated by symbolic places and constructed 

objects—churches, monuments, etc—and are marked by symbolic labels (street signs—

names of the streets and subway stations are regularly altered under changes in social 

orders). Students will analyze the impact of these symbolic labels and objects for the 

persons regularly moving through the city environment. Public eating places—fast-food 

places, restaurants—are publicly advertised theatrical arenas for otherwise private 

activity (eating in a family environment at home). Such publicity is contrasted with other 

public locations for activities (gambling places) together with places for equally private 

activities (like eating) taking place in public settings (e.g. sexual relations in sex clubs, 

bordellos—legal or illegal). Contrasts with other countries (e.g. Brazilian institutions of 

motels as places for quasi-public—non-home and non-public—sexual encounters) will 

illustrate the social power organization of basic human bodily functions (sex, eating, 

elimination) in public. A special investigation of the ways public toilets in the city are 

organized will be the empirical part of this module. 

 

Traphagan, J. & Brown, K. (2002). Fast food and intergenerational commensality 

in Japan: New styles and old patterns. Ethnology, 41(2), 119-134. 

Shelton, A. (1990). A theater for eating, looking, and thinking: the restaurant as a 

symbolic space. Sociological Spectrum, 10, 507-526. 

Kraay, H. (2005). „Cold as the stone of which it must be made‟: Caboclos, 

monuments and the memory of independence in Bahia, Brazil, 1870-1900. 

In J. Anderman & W. Rowe (Eds.), Images of power: iconography, 

culture and the state in Latin America (pp. 165-194). New York: 

Berghahn Books. 

 

13. Social group processes in the street: Masked movers through culturally 

structured environments 

Summary. The streets and squares in a city are the locations for human public actions at 

a constant (24 hour) pace. Nevertheless, there is diurnal cycle to these activities—further 

modulated by the changing light/darkness seasonal cycles. The light/dark unity of 
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opposites is maintained in the urban settings through the artificial lighting patterns—

location of light sources, brightness, etc. create different phenomenological settings for 

the same location during the day, the dusk, and in darkness. Social institutions use the 

diurnal light/dark rhythm for specific social signalling of value (e.g., special lights 

illuminating monuments or key symbolic buildings at night) or of economic interest 

(restaurants lighting their entrances for nights, creating lures of the light in the context of 

darkness; “red light districts” in cities of legalized prostitution—e.g. Amsterdam—

signify their area and kind of activities through the color of the light). The light/dark 

patterns set up in the environment are “stage decorations” for the social activities of 

“actors/spectators” who move on the “stage” of the public environment. They may be 

masked (dressed for an “evening out”), move alone or in social groups (e.g., practices of 

“chaperoning” of women by males in the streets), and are involved in different group or 

individual activities. The students will examine the movement of people in different 

forms—uniforms, fashion clothing, fashion cars, etc—at different loci in the city at 

different times. 

 

Znaniecki, F. (1939). Small groups as products of participating individuals. 

American Journal of Sociology, 44, 6, 799-811. 

Strother, Z. S. (1998). Inventing masks: Agency and history in the art of the 

Central Pende. Chicago: University of Chicago Press [Ch. 2- Who invents 

masks anyway?, Ch. 3—Costuming for change; pp. 23-71] 

Wilson, E. (2003). Adorned in dreams: fashion and modernity. New Brunswick, 

N.J.: Rutgers University Press. [ch. 7—Fashion and city life, Ch 8—

Fashion and popular culture; pp. 134-178] 

Jarman, N. (1998). Material culture, fabric of identity. In D. Miller (Ed.), 

Material cultures: why some things matter (pp. 121-145). Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press. 

Arthur, L. B. (2000). School uniforms as a symbolic metaphor for competing 

ideologies in Indonesia. In L. B. Arthur (Ed.), Undressing religion: 

Commitment and conversion from a cross-cultural perspective (p. 201-

216). Oxford: Berg. 

 

14. Methodological perspectives: New ways of analyzing human lives within urban 

environments  

Summary. The synthesis of qualitative sociology and cultural psychology in the context 

of lives in urban settings sets up a new agenda for the development of research 

methodology. The issue to resolve is no longer a contrast between “quantitative” and 

“qualitative” methods (cf. FQS: Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung/Forum: 

Qualitative Social Research—www.qualitative-research.net) for discussions about 

qualitative methods over the past years), but the establishment of basic universal science 

on qualitative bases. This entails the development of formal models—of qualitative 

mathematics—in the service of sociology and cultural psychology, and development of 

analysis methods of human action trajectories in immediate activity contexts (in urban 

settings, and elsewhere) as well as in human life trajectories. 
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Valsiner, J. (2003). Culture and its Transfer: Ways of Creating General 

Knowledge Through the Study of Cultural Particulars. In W. J. Lonner, D. 

L. Dinnel, S. A. Hayes, & D. N. Sattler (Eds.), Online Readings in 

Psychology and Culture (Unit 2, Chapter 12), 

(http://www.wwu.edu/~culture), Center for Cross-Cultural Research, 

Western Washington University, Bellingham, Washington USA. 

Somers, M. (2005). Beware Trojan horses bearing social capital: how 

privatization turned solidarity into a bowling team. In G. Steinmetz (Ed.), 

The politics of method in the human sciences (pp. 234-274). Durham, 

N.C. : Duke University Press. 

Abbott, A. (2005). Process and temporality in sociology. In G. Steinmetz (Ed.), 

The politics of method in the human sciences (pp. 393-426). Durham, 

N.C. : Duke University Press. 

Valsiner, J., & Sato, T. (2006). Historically Structured Sampling (HSS): How can 

psychology‟s methodology become tuned in to the reality of the historical 

nature of cultural psychology? In J. Straub, D. Weidemann, C. Kölbl & B. 

Zielke (Eds.), Pursuit of meaning (pp. 215-251). Bielefeld: transcript. 

Valsiner, J. (2005). Transformations and flexible forms: where qualitative 

psychology begins. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 4, 4, 39-57. 

 

Background references and basic reading 

 

Boesch, E. E. (1983). Das Magische und das Schöne: zur Symbolik von Objekten und 

Handlungen. Stuttgart: Frommann. 

Cole, M. (1996). Cultural psychology. Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard University Pres. 

Eco, U. (1976). A theory of semiotics. Bloomington, In.: Indiana University Press. 

Feldhaus, A. (2003). Connected places: religion, pilgrimage, and geographical 

imagination in India. New York: Palgrave-MacMillan. 

Gillespie, A. (2007). Becoming other: from social interaction to self-reflection. 

Greenwich, Ct.: Information Age Publishers. 

Handelman, D., & Lindquist, G. (Eds.) (2005). Ritual in its own right. New York: 

Berghahn Books. 

Leach, E. (2000/1983). The gatekeepers of heaven. In S. Hugh-Jones & J. Laidlaw (Eds.), 

The essential Edmund Leach. Vol. 2. Culture and human nature (pp. 119-140). 

New Haven, Ct.: Yale University Press. 

Lotman, Y. M. (1990). Universe of the mind: A semiotic theory of culture . 

Bloomington, In.: Indiana University Press. 

Lotman, Y. M. (2002a). Povtoriaemost‟ in unikal‟nost‟ v mekhanizme kul‟tury. In Y. M. 

Lotman, Istoria I tipologia russkoi kul’tury (p. 67-70). Sankt-Peterburg: 

Iskusstvo-SPB. 

Lotman, Y. M. (2002b). Dinamicheskie mehanizmy semioticheskikh sistem. In Y. M. 

Lotman, Istoria I tipologia russkoi kul’tury (p. 71-74). Sankt-Peterburg: 

Iskusstvo-SPB. 

Moore, W. E., & Tumin, M. M. (1949). Some social functions of ignorance. American 

Sociological Review, 14, 787-795. 

http://www.ac.wwu.edu/~culture/index-cc.htm
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Ohnuki-Tierney, E. (1994). The power of absence: zero signifiers and their 

transgressions. L'Homme, 34, 2 (Whole No. 130), 59-76. 

Pokrovsky, N. (1996). In Search of myself in the context of Russian and American 

cultures. Researchers hooked on teaching. (Foundations of Organizational 

Sciences Series), N.Y., Sage. 

Pokrovsky, N.E. (2001) "Material Progress and the New Morality: Russia as Probing 

Ground", The Journal of Speculative Philosophy Volume 15, Number 3, 2001 

(New Series), pp. 201-213. 

Rossetti-Ferreira, M. C., Amorim, K., Soares da Silva, A .P. & A. M. Almeida Carvalho 

(Eds). Rede de significações e o studio do desenvolvimento humano. Porto 

Alegre: ArtMed Editora. 

Shweder, R. A. (1991). Thinking through cultures. Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard University 

Press. 

Simão, L. M., & Valsiner, J. (Eds.) (2006). Otherness in Question: Labyrinths of the 

self. Greenwich, Ct.: Information Age Publishers 

Tarasti, E. (2000). Existential semiotics. Bloomington, In.: Indiana University Press 

Turner, V. (1995). The ritual process: structure and anti-structure. New York: Aldine 

de Gruyter [originally in 1969] 

Valsiner, J. (1995). Editorial: Culture and Psychology. Culture & Psychology, 1, 1, 5-10. 

Valsiner, J. (2000). Culture and human development. London: Sage. 

Valsiner, J. (2001). The first six years: Culture's adventures in psychology. Culture & 

Psychology, 7, 1, 5-48. 

Valsiner, J. (2005). Civility of Basic Distrust: A cultural-psychological view on persons-

in-society. Paper that should have been presented at the Symposium Risk, Trust, 

and Civility Toronto, Victoria College--May 6-8, 2005 Actually dated July, 4, 

2005 (available at: - http://www.semioticon.com/virtuals/risk/distrust.pdf) 

Valsiner, J. (2006). The overwhelming world: Functions of pleromatization in creating 

diversity in cultural and natural constructions. Keynote lecture at International 

School of Semiotic and Structural Studies, Imatra, Finland, June, 12. 

Valsiner, J. (2007). Culture in minds and societies. New Delhi: Sage. 

Valsiner, J., & Van der Veer, R. (2000). The social mind. New York: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

Research topics 

1. Distribution of flea markets in the cities and observation of human conduct 

(research topics). 

2. The practice of begging and its distribution. 

3. Music from below (musicians and music bands in the streets, in subway and 

suburban trains)—music styles, people, economy, life styles, networks, maps of 

distribution. 

4. Social scientist as an investigator: visual evidence of the shadow economy and 

money laundry.  

5. Cleanness patterns (social meaning and variations of littering).  

6. City life in the local newspapers (research topics, comparative analyses of Internet 

versions). 

http://www.semioticon.com/virtuals/risk/distrust.pdf
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7. Parks in the cities: social and psychological functions.  

8. Political, cultural, and war memorials in the city— how are they maintained by 

informal conduct (trespassing, vandalism, etc.). 

9. Food/eating habits.  

10. Spatial interactions in McDonald's (research topics). 

11. Human behavior in shopping malls. 

12. Farmers‟ street markets. 

13. Contemporary drama theater: spectators‟ behavior before, during and after the 

production. 

14. Elderly citizens in urban settings. 

15. The image of the city among rural dwellers. 

16.  The city at night: social function of light and darkness. 

17.  Religious loci in the urban environments: structural analysis. 

18.  The soccer match: sport fans invading the city. 

19.  In the subway—basis for cognitive map of the city. 

20.  Behavioral patterns in the streets, subways, and crossings. 

21. Types of linguistic patterns in public places. 

22.  Zabegalovki (fast food places) in the streets. 

23.  Youth subcultures in the urban environment. 

24.  Internet cafes in public places. 

25.  Our home cities in the eyes of foreigners: tourists and immigrants. 

26.  Crowds of youngsters in "McDonald's”. 

27.  Television in various forms in public places. 

28.  Young men‟s bad habits (smoking and drinking) in the public domain.  

29.  Smoking and its denigration in the city environment. 

30.  Public opinion on the environmental situation in the city: pollution, fresh water 

supply, quality of food. 

31.  The social layout of the backyard in your residential building. 

32. Man-made nature in urban environment: social meaning of parks. 

33. Wild nature in the city: adaptation of animal species to social context. 

34. Home pets in the street and their social role. 

 

Methodological Foundations 

 

Interdisciplinary and international higher education in the 21st century 

The goal of the course is to provide students with basic understanding of the 

interdisciplinary coordination of perspectives of cultural psychology and sociology as 

these disciplines focus on the social realities of urban living. The course is meant to be a 

kernel for the development of a new research and educational model for investigation 

into social lives of human beings in any country of the World—thus it includes topics and 

readings that are relevant in Europe, the Americas, Africa, and Asia. It also includes 

small-scale observational research tasks that should guide students towards developing 

their skills of analytic and critical observation in culturally structured and diverse open 

spaces (in urban settings). In addition it involves the skills of so-called sociological 

imagination which helps the students to relate the chain of simple everyday life facts to 

the main social tendencies of our time. 
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The suggested syllabus potentially can be implemented in any university around 

the World—and in any collaborative arrangement between universities around the World. 

It is based on the collaboration between Higher School of Economics in Moscow, Russia, 

and Clark University in Worcester, Ma., USA in the running of the first version of the 

course in the autumn of 2006. It is intended as a standard program for any course on the 

topic of socio-cultural study of human conduct in urban settings in any country around 

the globe. The use of contemporary technology affords running of such course in parallel 

in various countries—which is the aim of the present course program. 

 

Literature and sources 

Each topic of the course is supplied with an exhaustive list of books/articles. Most 

of them are included in a CD-ROM specially generated for this course. The students are 

supposed to have knowledge of those publications for each topical meeting. However, 

additional source retrieval on Internet and in information data bases is highly welcomed. 

Besides, the students can use, as illustrations, such sources as publications in public press 

(national and local newspapers and magazines), on Internet and clippings from TV 

programs and videos. 

 

Using multimedia and teleconferencing 

The proposed course is designed to meet the requirements of contemporary 

multimedia, i.e. using audio/visual means of teaching and learning (PowerPoint, 

video/audio recording, etc.). All lectures and class discussions would involve from the 

students the skills of using digital photography and video.  

The course plan is established as a result of online, real time, teleconferencing 

between State University—Higher School of Economics in Moscow and Clark University 

in Worcester. It is more than a new means of communication between distant locations 

on the globe. Teleconferencing brings into being an entirely new effect of virtual 

presence and co-presence of two quite distant groups of professors and students 

representing two different cultures. Such communication through space and cultural 

differences makes almost a magical impact on human consciousness. However, try not to 

speak at once too much about too many subjects since time on-line is very precious. 

Rather try to be precise and focused in your judgments and questions. It will help much. 

A short intervention into the discussion is more efficient than a long monologue unless 

you are asked to make it.  

 

Language of communication and multicultural environment in the virtual classroom  

The course is in English which is not a native language for the Russian 

participants (although they all speak good English). In the process of communication—

written and oral—both your English and your knowledge will improve. All class 

presentations should be well-prepared beforehand with an idea in mind that they will be 

presented in a multicultural milieu by people who may have rather different perceptions 

of many “habitual” phenomena. It would involve additional checking of language 

patterns (for example, students‟ slang) or discussing some cultural realities of everyday 

life which may be self-evident in one culture and almost non-existing in the other one. In 

order to follow these rules ask your professors more questions, learn how to listen to the 
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other party and make your own conclusions. The work of mind is probably the most 

important skill which this course can teach you. Furthermore, you are expected to be 

ready for immediate discussion of relevant conceptual issues as the goal of the class is to 

lead you to the creation of new approaches to humanly relevant phenomena in our social 

lives. 

 

Assignment:  

One compulsory assessed essays (8,000 words). 

 

How to carry out your empirical study 

For your empirical observations—in public or in private—you need to keep a 

diary of what you observed and how you yourself felt about it. The role of the 

researcher—his or her subjective relations with the phenomena—is an integral part of the 

empirical study. You need to develop the “feel for the phenomena” in your deep, 

personal, intuitive ways. It is similar to the musician‟s “feel for the music” one 

performs—rather than mere mechanical playing of the notes! Your diary should be dated, 

and include references to visual and audio materials you store separately. All sources of 

the materials—one‟s own photographs, or video/audio recordings, or Internet 

downloads—must be described as to the specific sources with full credit given. 

Plagiarism—especially in the downloading of materials from the Internet and presenting 

those as your own—may lead to very grave and sad consequences (such as exclusion 

from your Alma Mater). 

 

How to write an essay that has basic value beyond the class 

In any science, we are working not for the sake of fulfilling local requirements, 

but for creating new knowledge. Your class essays need to be carried out with a similar 

attitude. You may feel (still) incompetent—but the role of the class is to become 

competent in the given field—and to take that competence from your studies to the real 

life contexts. Thus—your essays need to be basic scientific papers. Some may be 

theoretical, others primarily empirical. Even in the latter case your paper needs to include 

theoretical elaboration of your own (even if it is tentative). You need to present your 

intuitive understanding of the phenomena under study, your efforts at abstract theorizing 

about them (your beginnings for a theoretical model). Following that you do a careful 

search of scientific literature—using all possible databases (Internet, libraries, 

bookshelves of your advisors and friends) together with careful selecting of actually 

theoretically relevant scientific papers—empirical and theoretical. You need to be careful 

to exclude journalistic—sensationist and superficial—coverages of your phenomena 

(although it is legitimate to make such coverage into your object of investigation—a goal, 

rather than the means). Much of the published scientific literature is not directly relevant 

for your particular study—you need to learn to prioritize what you consider relevant (and 

develop a substantive argument to prove that), and what not. Science is not accumulation 

of empirical data, but careful construction of theoretical and abstract understanding of the 

phenomena that is based on selected empirical investigation. Sociology and psychology 

are social sciences. It means that these disciplines, as well as other sciences, are based on 

free, independent and objective research. In order to achieve such a model it would be 
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important to follow in your observations and judgments a strategy of value-free 

investigation. In practical terms, you should avoid judging people and facts before you 

understand a true nature and complexity of what you investigate. In any event, 

understanding and analysis should go before any kind of labeling.  

 

Assessment:  

The final evaluation includes written essay (70%) and active participation in the lectures. 

 

Attendance: 

Attendance will not be taken routinely. But as matter of courtesy, please come to 

class on time because it disturbs other students for a student to come in late. If that 

becomes a problem, we shall call it to student's attention. Students later than 5 minutes 

are not admitted without a note. 

 

The last farewell remarks: 

It seems that now you are fully equipped for the course. We hope it will bring you 

a lot of good feelings and much knowledge, if you, of course, follow our limited 

instructions. Hit the road! Let‟s do it together. 

 

Jaan Valsiner 

Nikita Pokrovsky 
 

 

 

 

Н.Покровский  

 

1 октября 2006 г. 


