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Recent  trend s i n socia l  an d environmenta l  psy -
cholog y underli e th e importanc e o f  studyin g psy -
chologica l  processe s throug h whic h a  perso n an d 
his/he r  environmen t  interac t  (Bronfenbrenner , 
1979) .  A t  th e sam e time ,  i t  ha s becom e mor e an d 
more apparen t  tha t  psycholog y ha s establishe d a 
methodologica l  an d epistemologica l  traditio n whic h 
i s no t  adapte d t o th e stud y o f  interactiv e pheno -
mena (Cronbach ,  1975 ;  Proshansky ,  1970) .  Th e 
traditiona l  approac h o f  scientifi c  psycholog y i s 
base d o n th e compariso n o f  averag e response s mea -
sure d o n a n aggregate ,  an d i t  aim s t o elici t  ge -
nera l  propertie s o f  th e psychologica l  system ,  suc h 
as attitudes ,  values ,  an d needs ,  whic h allegedl y 
represen t  th e basi c parameter s o f  hypothetica l 
construct s throug h whic h i t  i s  hope d tha t  on e da y 
i t  wil l  b e possibl e t o explai n th e comple x func -
tionin g o f  th e mind .  However ,  a s Feldma n an d 
Lewonti n (1975 )  note ,  ther e i s a  vas t  los s o f  in -
formatio n i n goin g fro m a  comple x machin e t o a 
fe w descriptiv e parameter s an d a n immens e inde -
terminac y i n tryin g t o infe r  th e structur e o f  th e 
machin e fro m thos e fe w descriptiv e parameters . 
Moreover ,  th e dat a thu s obtaine d refe r  t o averag e 
characteristic s o f  a  grou p an d no t  t o propertie s 
expressin g som e transactio n betwee n th e perso n 
and his/he r  environment .  Th e developmen t  o f  a  so -
cial/ecologica l  an d interactiv e psycholog y wil l 
requir e a  methodologica l  pe.-spectiv e capabl e o f 
producin g a  concret e researc h progra m havin g a s 
prerequisit e a  muc h cleare r  understandin g o f  wha t 
i t  mean s t o stud y interactiv e phenomen a a s the y 
operat e i n th e rea l  world .  I f  th e epistemologica l 
orientatio n i n psycholog y toda y appear s t o b e ac -
quirin g a n interactiv e an d constructivis t  outlook , 
i t  woul d b e wron g t o assum e tha t  w e witnes s a  har -
moniou s developmen t  i n thi s direction .  On th e 
contrary ,  a s discusse d elsewher e (Zavallon i  an d 
Louis-GuSrin ,  1979) ,  w e ar e i n a  perio d o f  tran -
sitio n an d uneasiness ,  characterize d b y a  wide -
nin g ga p betwee n th e theoretica l  reflectio n an d 
it s concret e applications . 

The constructivist ,  interactiv e perspectiv e i n 
psycholog y ha s foun d persuasiv e defender s i n re -
cen t  years ,  ye t  ver y muc h ha s t o b e don e t o trans -
lat e th e implication s o f  thi s perspectiv e int o a 
researc h mode l  an d t o devis e concret e method s fo r 
it s application .  Th e majo r  proble m i s ho w t o hav e 
acces s t o th e processe s a t  wor k i n th e interna l 
constructio n o f  realit y o f  whic h environmenta l 
perceptio n i s on e o f  th e elements .  Th e fundamen -
ta l  questio n t o b e raise d i n thi s connectio n is , 
ar e ther e empiricall y detectabl e structure s res -
pcnsibl e fo r  thes e processes ,  o r  wil l  thi s leve l 
of  psychologica l  functionin g i n th e rea l  worl d 
remai n beyon d th e reac h o f  psychologists ? 

Our  researc h goa l  wa s t o discove r  throug h th e 
Socia l  Identit y Inquire r  (SII )  th e relatio n bet -
ween th e objectiv e socia l  identit y o f  a  perso n 
and his/he r  interna l  operan t  environmen t  (Zaval -
lon i  an d Louis-Gu6rin ,  1981) .  Th e S I  I  represent s 
a comple x procedur e base d o n a  metho d calle d re -
presentationa l  contextua l  ization .  Th e procedur e 
comprise s differen t  phase s eac h usin g differen t 
technics :  fre e association ,  focuse d introspectio n 
and associativ e networ k analysis .  Th e result s ob -
taine d indicat e tha t  th e linguisti c encodin g o r 
categorizatio n throug h whic h w e evaluat e th e so -
cio-cultura l  environmen t  constitute s onl y on e as -
pec t  o f  wha t  i s activate d i n th e brai n whe n a  per -

son enunciate s thes e categories .  Th e metho d o f 
representationa l  contextua l  izatio n ha s permitte d 
t o identif y severa l  psychologica l  component s 
whic h accompan y tacitl y  th e evaluatio n categorie s 
peopl e us e t o describ e th e environmen t  suc h a s 
images ,  collectiv e an d biographica l  memorie s an d 
event s tha t  ac t  a s recodin g feature s o f  th e ge -
nera l  stimul i  use d t o produc e th e categories . 
Thes e contextua l  component s ma y b e see n a s consti -
tutin g th e psychologica l  meanin g o f  a  categor y i n 
contras t  t o it s semanti c meanin g a s provide d b y a 
dictionar y o r  common sense .  A t  th e sam e time , 
the y disclos e th e conten t  o f  th e interna l  operan t 
environment . 

The metho d o f  representationa l  contextualiza -
tio n i s designe d t o elici t  th e laten t  connection s 
betwee n a  concep t  o r  categor y an d images ,  thoughts , 
and experience s whic h constitut e it s background . 
The principa l  featur e o f  thi s metho d i s t o provid e 
a displa y o f  cognitiv e materia l  whic h i s neve r  ac -
cessibl e t o consciousnes s o r  researc h i n it s tota -
lity ,  bu t  whic h i s experience d i n a  segmente d wa y 
at  differen t  time s unde r  particula r  situation s o f 
elicitation .  Th e resultin g combinatio n o f  words , 
images ,  an d memorie s whos e connection s hav e bee n 
foun d stabl e ove r  tim e ha s bee n define d a s concep -
tua l  -e/motiona l  cluste r  an d appear s t o constitut e 
th e unit s o f  representationa l  thinking .  What  ar e 
activate d ar e th e ideationa l  an d experientia l  fea -
ture s whic h sunmariz e th e salien t  aspect s o f  th e 
transactio n betwee n th e individua l  an d his/he r 
environment ,  an d whic h i n th e natura l  situatio n 
inhabi t  th e peripher y o f  consciousness . 

The conceptual-e/motiona l  cluste r  a s a  uni t  ac -
tivate d whe n a  responden t  i s aske d t o evaluat e a n 
elemen t  o f  th e sociophysica l  environmen t  include s 
th e followin g components :  1 )  Representationa l 
uni t  (RU) :  categor y o f  concept ,  2 )  Implici t 
operan t  referent ,  3 )  Prototyp e image s 4 )  Episo -
des (exemplifyin g memory) ,  5 )  Subjectiv e mea -
nin g o f  RU. 

Thes e component s ca n b e describe d a s follow : 
1)  Th e representationa l  uni t  (RU )  represent s on e 
of  th e categorie s o r  concept s use d b y a  perso n t o 
evaluat e a n elemen t  o f  th e sociophysica l  environ -
ment  (group s o f  identity ,  o f  alterit y an d featur e 
of  th e physica l  environment .  Th e su m o f  al l  th e 
RUs constitute s th e semanti c repertor y o f  a  per -
son ,  descriptiv e o f  his/he r  interna l  environment . 
2)  Th e implici t  operan t  referent .  Th e linguis -
ti c  categorie s (RUs )  use d t o describ e a  grou p i n 
genera l  o r  othe r  environmenta l  feature s ar e me -
diate d b y a  subgrou p and/o r  individual s importan t 
i n th e lif e spac e o f  th e respondent .  Thes e wer e 
found ,  throug h repeate d elicitation s ove r  tim e t o 
be stabl e feature s o f  a  responden t  associativ e 
thinking .  Thi s resul t  indicate s th e existenc e o f 
a recodin g mechanis m b y whic h objectiv e group s 
ar e translate d int o particula r  subgroup s and/o r 
individual s evolvin g i n a  socio-physica l  environ -
ment .  Th e responden t  i s rarel y awar e tha t  his / 
her  linguisti c encodin g i s generate d b y thes e im -
plici t  operan t  referent s an d no t  b y th e manifes t 
stimulu s t o whic h he/sh e responds .  Th e su m o f 
th e implici t  operan t  referent s constitute s th e 
sociophysica l  microcos m o f  a  person . 
3)  Th e prototyp e image s ar e als o stabl e feature s 
of  memor y conten t  and/o r  symboli c image s associa -
te d t o eac h R U a s descriptor s o f  th e environment . 179 



The su m o f  thes e prototyp e image s i s par t  o f  th e 
microcos m o f  a  perso n a s wel l  a s a n indicato r  o f 
th e motivationa l  an d ideologica l  syste m o f  a  per -
son . 
4)  Episode s (exemplifyin g memory )  ar e salien t 
feature s o f  th e grou p histor y an d o f  th e biogra -
phy o f  a  respondent .  The y represen t  thos e aspect s 
of  th e socio-physica l  environmen t  tha t  ar e embed -
ded i n th e persona l  an d collectiv e biography . 
5)  Th e subjectiv e semanti c refer s t o subjectiv e 
connotatio n o f  th e categorie s use d (RUs) ,  whe n 
applie d t o a  particula r  referent .  Thi s subjecti -
ve meanin g emerge s a s a  comple x interactio n bet -
ween th e genera l  meanin g o f  th e linguisti c cate -
gorie s an d o f  th e referen t  a s a  socia l  object . 

I t  shoul d b e emphasize d tha t  i f  th e element s 
of  th e conceptual-e/motiona l  cluste r  inhabi t  th e 
peripher y o f  consciousness ,  i n th e natura l  situa -
tion ,  thi s i s du e no t  t o thei r  intrinsi c nature , 
but  t o th e situatio n o f  elicitation .  Unde r  a  dif -
feren t  condition s o f  stimulatio n thes e backgroun d 
dat a may emerg e a s manifes t  response .  Thi s wil l 
occur ,  fo r  instance ,  i f  a  perso n i s aske d abou t 
preferre d environments ,  som e importan t  event s i n 
his/he r  life ,  ideologica l  preferences ,  etc . 

But  thi s direc t  elicitatio n wil l  not  permi t  u s 
t o se e th e processe s throug h whic h thi s persona l 
and subjectiv e memor y conten t  operate s i n th e eva -
luatio n o f  th e sociophysica l  environment ,  a t  a 
give n moment  o n time . 

What  i s specifi c  t o th e representationa l  con -
textua l  izatio n metho d i s tha t  i t  elicit s th e un -
consciou s link s whic h exis t  betwee n a  rationa l 
discourse ,  a n ideologica l  stance ,  an d th e affect , 
image s whic h ar e associate d t o a  persona l  bio -
graphy .  Th e identificatio n o f  th e conceptua l 
e/motiona l  cluste r  thu s a s a  uni t  o f  analysis , 
constitute s a  ste p towar d th e empirica l  stud y o f 
th e relatio n betwee n languag e an d thinkin g i n th e 
are a o f  self ,  alte r  an d society . 

A structura l  analysi s describe d elsewher e (Za -
vallon i  an d Louis-Guerin ,  1981 )  permit s u s t o de -
tec t  patterne d relation s betwee n conceptual-e/mo -
tiona l  clusters ,  leadin g t o th e identificatio n o f 
what  coul d b e calle d th e intrapersona l  ideationa l 
system .  Thi s dynami c structure ,  constitute d b y a 
limite d numbe r  o f  subsystem s calle d sociomotiva -
tiona l  nuclei ,  represent s th e articulatio n bet -
ween one' s aspiration s an d desire s an d one' s eva -
luatio n o f  th e sociophysica l  environment .  Th e 
sociomotivationa l  nucle i  see m t o represen t  som e 
invarian t  modalit y fo r  defining ,  respondin g to , 
and adaptin g t o th e sociophysica l  environment . 

Thi s constitute s a n affective-cognitiv e Gestal t 
whic h coul d b e define d a s e/motiona l  memory .  Sin -
ce Tulvin g (1972 )  ther e ha s bee n a  tendenc y t o 
distinguis h betwee n tw o type s o f  long-ter m memory , 
episodi c an d semantic .  Episodi c memor y contain s 
store d informatio n concernin g episode s an d event s 
situate d i n time .  Semanti c memor y refer s t o con -
cept s an d abstractions .  E/motiona l  memor y appear s 
t o contai n thos e aspect s o f  episodi c an d semanti c 
memorie s whic h ar e investe d wit h affec t  (posses -
sin g motivationa l  propertie s an d orientin g a  per -
son' s actio n i n th e rea l  world) .  Th e concep t  o f 
e/motiona l  memor y a s emerge d t o describ e a  dyna -
mi c structur e empiricall y linkin g ou r  memor y o f 
th e world ,  ou r  existentia l  project ,  an d ou r  eva -
luatio n o f  th e sociophysica l  environment .  What 
we hav e identifie d a s th e interna l  operan t  envi -
ronmen t  ca n b e considere d th e conten t  o f  e/motio -
nal  memory . 

I t  i s  importan t  t o not e tha t  th e psychologica l 
materia l  thu s obtaine d doe s no t  reflec t  som e pro -
pertie s o f  th e organis m a s i t  i s  usuall y under -
stoo d an d measure d throug h traditiona l  method s 
(attitud e scales ,  interviews ,  etc.) .  Her e th e 
organis m i s see n a s indissociabl e fro m it s umwel t 
or  interna l  environment ,  define d a s thos e ele -
ment s o f  th e sociophysica l  environmen t  whic h ar e 
enmeshed i n it s motivationa l  system .  The y ar e a 
mixtur e o f  stabilit y  an d chang e a s th e individua l 
proceed s throug h life .  Th e interna l  operan t  en -
vironmen t  (th e conten t  o f  e/motiona l  memory )  a s a 
dynami c structure ,  store d i n long-ter m memory ,  ca n 
provid e a  baselin e fo r  investigatin g th e modali -
tie s o f  person/environmen t  interactio n i n a  par -
ticula r  researc h situatio n an d a s suc h coul d b e 
considere d a s a  mediatin g construct . 

The uncoverin g o f  th e conceptual-e/motiona l 
cluste r  a s a  uni t  o f  representationa l  thinking , 
has permitte d u s t o se t  a s a  goa l  th e exploratio n 
of  invariance s an d pattern s wher e ther e appeare d 
t o b e a  continuousl y changin g an d elusiv e flo w o f 
consciousness ,  a  domai n whic h ha s bee n considere d 
outsid e th e reac h o f  science ,  t o b e lef t  t o wri -
ter s an d poets .  (Marsh ,  1977 ' 
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