
        
            
                
            
        

    



Vygotsky in Perspective


Lev Vygotsky has acquired the status of one of the grand masters in psychology. Following the English translation and publication of his Collected Works there has been a new wave of interest in Vygotsky, accompanied by a burgeoning of secondary literature. Ronald Miller argues that Vygotsky is increasingly being ‘read’ and understood through secondary sources and that scholars have claimed Vygotsky as the foundational figure for their own theories, eliminating his most distinctive contributions and distorting his theories. Miller peels away the accumulated layers of commentary to provide a clearer understanding of how Vygotsky built and developed his arguments. In an in-depth analysis of the last three chapters of Vygotsky's book Thinking and Speech, Miller provides a critical interpretation of the core theoretical concepts that constitute Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory, including the development of concepts, mediation, the zone of proximal development, conscious awareness, inner speech, word meaning and consciousness. 
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Preface and acknowledgements


This book was not written according to a preconceived plan. Its shape as a book was slow in the making; too slow some may say and for others, not slow enough. The written word, or written speech to use Vygotsky's expression, especially in the form of a book, is one of the strange things that humans do like painting images on flat surfaces, carving and moulding shapes, composing melodies and other activities that seem unrelated to our survival in the way that making fire and tools increases the range of our adaptive abilities. Perhaps these are human ways of releasing the song within so that we can go to our graves less desperate for being heard.1 Unlike the shared intimacy of face-to-face verbal exchanges, books are addressed to no one in particular and, for the reader, the author's anonymity is protected by a faceless name. A preface to a book is a mediating auxiliary device that allows an author to give a text a face and in so doing allows the reader to glimpse behind the words in much the same way that a visit backstage provides insight into what happens behind the scenes. Vygotsky referred to the place behind our words as the ‘motivating sphere of consciousness, a sphere that includes our inclinations and needs, our interests and impulses, and our affect and emotion’.2 The primary motive force hidden behind this text is an abiding fascination with the enigmatic phenomenon of human consciousness, that core of our being that makes us thinking–understanding creatures with an insatiable and deep-seated need to find and make meaning in our lives. It is hardly surprising, then, that Vygotsky's cultural-historical psychology would loom large in my teaching and research activities. 

In retrospect, this book was conceived some twenty-five years ago in embryonic form as an inaugural lecture entitled ‘Reflections of mind and culture’. One of the themes of that lecture was that Piaget's and Vygotsky's theories are not alternatives requiring a forced choice between them but are best understood as complementary and mutually supportive approaches to understanding the origins and development of thinking. With the subsequent publication of Vygotsky's Collected Works, this view can be better substantiated and it constitutes one of the sub-themes of this book. Although this book is primarily about Vygotsky, discussion about Piaget is inevitable not because of my particular views about the matter but because Vygotsky's thinking is intertwined with that of Piaget, albeit an early version of the latter's thought. With some notable exceptions, there remains a widespread view in the secondary literature that Vygotsky and Piaget represent competing theories and that acceptance of one implies the rejection of the other. To capture the nature of the relationship between Piaget and Vygotsky's theories, the inaugural lecture ended as follows: ‘Mind without culture is empty and culture without mind is – unthinkable.’ In many respects, this book is an elaboration of these ideas.3

For all the monumental proportions of Piaget's œuvre tracing the development of transcendental categories of thought, his texts have a leaden quality and demand a degree of plodding fortitude on the part of the reader. In sharp contrast, there is an arresting and enchanting quality to Vygotsky's texts that often evokes a visceral response on the part of the reader; the spine-tingling sensation of a meeting of minds.4 Vygotsky's texts seem to resonate with what we understand as our humanity. To understand Piaget, we have to get our heads around the abstraction of an epistemic subject that is hidden from our experience of who we are whereas Vygotsky's texts speak to our intuitive sense of being historical and cultural beings immersed in webs of meaning.5 In Vygotsky's texts we recognize ourselves whereas in Piaget's texts we recognize someone else or, at best, a silent shadow of ourselves. 

Although each part of the book can be read independently of the others, each having a different focus, they are also interconnected and inevitably so in the making. The initial focus was to acquire a deeper and more thorough understanding of Vygotsky's theory of the development of scientific or mediated concepts and the closely related notion of the zone of proximal development. This is reflected in the first part of the book, entitled ‘Vygotsky at home’. Here an effort is made to extract meaning from the texts by carefully following the thread of Vygotsky's arguments rather than attempting to distil the arguments into a concentrated summary. In many respects, this initial focus persists as the centre of gravity of the book and is elaborated in the last part, entitled ‘Vygotsky over the rainbow’. The ideas discussed in this part have been updated and refined over the course of a number of years and they provide an answer to the charge that critique should also contribute creatively to the process of theory construction. Clearly, these ideas have not only been formed by reading Vygotsky's texts but have also influenced the nature of the engagement with these texts and with the secondary literature. 

In coming to grips with Vygotsky's ideas and in attempting to work with his concepts, it became increasingly evident that much of the secondary literature about Vygotsky's work, including commentaries purporting to introduce readers to his original texts, does not capture his most distinctive ideas. Instead, the literature emanating from within a broad sociocultural or cultural-historical activity fold projects a diluted version of Vygotsky's theory that is tailored to meet the theoretical dispositions and inclinations of each contemporary commentator. Reading this literature, it is difficult to escape the impression that ‘Vygotsky’ has been hijacked in the interests of creating a new orthodoxy in which the Vygotsky name is branded to the detriment of his work. In this process, Vygotsky's purpose is lost and his signature pattern of interlocking concepts is replaced by a clutch of familiar but largely worn-out concepts. We can do better than invoke Vygotsky's name to justify the counting of cats in California. And if not, then, like other geniuses of their time, let us at least leave his work and legacy intact and recognizable, rather than plundered and defaced. 

As is evident in Part II of the book, entitled ‘Vygotsky in America’, there is a secondary motive behind the writing of this book. There is a not-so-thin line between interpretation and misrepresentation and it seems that this line is increasingly being ignored, in some cases being crossed with impunity. It is something of a mystery why commentaries on Vygotsky's texts that display an abject disregard for the very texts under review are included in publications that carry an implicit stamp of quality assurance. Equally mystifying is the reflective blindness of those commentators who, without blinking, refer to Vygotsky as a genius who changed the intellectual landscape of his time while simultaneously embracing the view that the pre-existing landscape is the primary determinant of human action, leaving the concept of genius and, even more significantly, that of change forever suspended in mystery. In another example of the absence of self-reflection, an otherwise perceptive and informed commentator6 alerts readers to the ways in which Vygotsky's texts have been dismembered in various English translations of his work while in the course of contributing to one of the best (albeit the worst) examples of the very process he vigorously criticizes: the artificial production of a Vygotsky ‘book’ consisting of a patchwork of unconnected chapters torn from the context of the original texts. As these authors would be the first to suggest, the explanation for these apparent interpretative liberties lies in the arcane ivory corridors of power. But unlike the power of the sword, words are more evenly distributed and given the availability of the means, the impulse to restore a balance and, where necessary, to cry foul (but hopefully also to stay fair) is irresistible. 

One of the advantages of writing at the end of a career is that one is not dependent on the patronage that governs the closed circuits of academic life. While it is the task of younger scholars to break new ground, it is up to their more seasoned colleagues to break old ground and often this entails butting heads with an entrenched establishment of hallowed names. But it is important to emphasize in the context of the critique provided in this book, some of which is admittedly robust, that none of my best academic friends are sociocultural or cultural-historical activity theorists. Because texts have names attached, critique can never be just business but this does not mean that it is necessarily ad hominem. Of the various Vygotsky commentators discussed in this book, I have a fleeting acquaintance with but one whose work I discuss in some detail. Although bearing the names of their authors, texts also reflect wider and deeper currents within which discourses are embedded. This means that although a particular critique may be directed at the work of a specific person, inevitably it extends beyond a particular author whose name serves as an index to a wider body of thought where the ideas in question enjoy wide currency. 

Apart from the matter of tone, a word on the content is also in order. The critique that is provided is detailed and for some the detail may prove tedious and unnecessary. Of course, the solution is to read the text selectively, distributing one's attention and effort according to one's need, interest or taste. The alternative of providing a more selective critique is less satisfactory not only because it is unfair to the theorist whose work is being evaluated but also because it is necessary to engage with ideas in the round and not as disconnected and isolated bits of information. 

Thanks are due to a number of people who have been generous in their support and help in the writing of this book. In addition to reading revised versions of text, Eleanor Preston-Whyte, whose generous good nature knows no limits, endured copious amounts of indulgent egocentric talk that allowed me to sort out my ideas and probably ruined many evenings and weekends that were intended for relaxation. Her sound judgement and impeccable taste provided a steady and always dependable source to turn to for guidance when in doubt and at a loss for direction. Louise Barrett, Brenda Bell, Grahame Hayes, Peter Henzi, Elizabeth de Kadt and Raphael de Kadt read various chapters and their helpful feedback is much appreciated. Special thanks are due to Jill Bradbury, my friend and colleague of long standing. The thanks go beyond the long hours spent reading and re-reading every line of my text and providing insightful suggestions and well-deserved criticism, often in the face of strong defensive resistance. They also go beyond the unswerving and unreserved encouragement to complete and publish the work when doubts on both scores surfaced. Over the course of many years, we have engaged with thought and word, thinking and talking through ideas that turned our toil of teaching and research into the kind of academic life that is worth living. For this, for being the good companion through thick and thin – thank you. 

Thanks of a different kind are due to an old friend and teacher extraordinaire whose kindness and generosity at a difficult time in my academic life has never been forgotten. Many years ago, Juan Pascual-Leone gave me a recently published book that he thought I should read. The book was by an author whose name sounded vaguely familiar but whose work was not. That same dog-eared copy of Mind in Society that introduced me to Vygotsky remains on my shelf. In addition to opening my eyes to a theory that has since consumed much of my intellectual passion, Juan also opened my mind by teaching me how better to understand Piaget and, of course, the intricacies of his own neo-Piagetian theory. He taught me that a psychological theory must always also explain the theorist but not how his theory explained his own prodigious intellect. With hindsight, I suspect that this is why he pressed me to read Vygotsky. I know that I owe to his teaching the concept of functional structure and the significance of the learning paradox, both of which are discussed in this book. For the rest, I am profoundly grateful for the way in which he messed with my head. 

Without the generous sabbatical leave conditions granted by the University of KwaZulu-Natal, the writing of this book would not have been possible. For this and for providing me with an academic home for more than twenty-five years, I am truly grateful. I am also indebted to the Vice-Chancellor, Professor Malegapuru Makgoba, for allowing me prematurely to relinquish my role as Corporate Keeper of the Houses of the newly merged University and, thereby, to regain a measure of sanity by immersion back into the invigorating, mad other-world of scholarship. 

It has been a pleasure and an honour to work with Cambridge University Press and their most gracious editors, Carrie Parkinson, Hetty Reid and Sarah Roberts. For their invaluable help, my heartfelt thanks. I am especially indebted to the exceptional editing talents of Diane Ilott, whose meticulous attention to detail and clarity of expression have enriched this book. 

Last and also least, but only in the most unimportant of ways, thanks to a very old friend simply for being and staying one. John Landau is a grand master of the fine art of friendship. 

I am grateful to the journals Alternation and Psychology in Society for granting permission for me to include in Chapter 11 of this book, material that was first published in these journals as follows: Alternation, 2003, 10: 1, 87–104; Psychology in Society, 2002, 28: 3–14; 2003, 29: 6–22. 



1 I am indebted to Henry David Thoreau for the song still in them and the counting of cats. 





2 Vygotsky (1987, p. 282). 





3 In a more down-to-earth idiom, Shweder (1991, p. 97) comments that for a new discipline of cultural psychology ‘you cannot take the stuff out of the psyche and you cannot take the psyche out of the stuff’. Essentially the same point was registered way back in Leibniz's celebrated maxim: there is nothing in the intellect which was not in the senses, except the intellect itself. 





4 This perlocutionary effect of Vygotsky's written speech is captured by Bernstein (1993, p. xxiii), who in recalling his first reading of Vygotsky comments that, ‘It is difficult to convey the sense of excitement, of thrill, of revelation that this paper aroused. Literally, a new universe opened.’ In similar vein, Bruner (1986, p. 72) recalls his ‘astonishment’ on first reading Thought and Language and comments that, ‘Vygotsky was clearly a genius. Yet it was an elusive form of genius.’ 





5 ‘Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs’ (Geertz, 1975, p. 5). 





6 Glick (2004, pp. 353–4). 





 



  





1
Introduction
 

In recent years Vygotsky has acquired the status of a grand master. His work represents more than a contribution to a specific field of psychology and provides a broad framework or way of thinking about and dealing with psychological issues. It is not uncommon nowadays for Vygotsky to be ranked alongside Freud, Piaget and others as one of the leading innovative voices of twentieth-century psychology and this is probably as a result of the translation into English of his six-volume Collected Works. In reading the Collected Works, we need to remind ourselves constantly that they were written by a young scholar in his twenties and thirties when most academic careers are only beginning to get off the ground. These are not the works of a thinker whose ideas have been incubated and honed over an extended period of time. Although Vygotsky's texts express a maturity of thought way beyond his years, they also exude a youthful exuberance in the overflowing of ideas that emerge from his works. Any life cut down in its prime represents an unfinished and incomplete story and this too is Vygotsky's legacy. It may also explain an intriguing and distinctive feature of Vygotsky's writing that is initially hidden from view. Extracting the main points or gist of a text usually means that one is left with a residue of non-essential or redundant material, but to attempt this exercise with Vygotsky's texts produces an unexpected outcome. Invariably, the residue that is left over turns out to be indispensable for understanding the gist, leaving the reader with no option other than to return to the beginning and incorporate the residue back into the gist. The recursive acts of reading demanded by Vygotsky's texts reveal the rich layers of meaning that are concealed beneath a literary style that seems designed to allow the reader to hear the writer thinking and grappling with ideas. To understand and appreciate Vygotsky's thought it is not enough to know what he says. Equally, if not more, important are the reasons and arguments he provides to support his theoretical ideas. For this reason, Vygotsky's theory does not lend itself to pithy summaries of the nutshell variety. Despite the catchiness of some of his better known comments such as ‘Instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development’1 and constructs such as the zone of proximal development, his theories attempt to do justice to the complexity of their object of understanding in a way that is often lost in the secondary accounts of his cultural-historical theory. 

The publication of the collected works of an author represents a significant event and in the case of Vygotsky the significance is all the more special given that his texts were banned and unavailable for many years. The story of Vygotsky's short life is well documented, as is the fate of his writings at the hands of Soviet censors and of his ideas in the heads of his colleagues and students.2 On both scores the account is not a happy one. Texts that survived and were translated into English were either abridged and inaccurately translated, in the case of Thought and Language (Vygotsky, 1962), or artificially rendered into a book by selecting bits and pieces from various sources in the case of Mind in Society (Vygotsky, 1978). But in the hidden hand of selection lies the inevitable excising of parts of texts in the name of some or other declared virtue such as clarity or economy.3 A striking feature that is peculiar to the publication of Vygotsky's Collected Works is the inclusion with the original texts of various commentaries in the form of forewords, prologues, introductions, afterwords and epilogues. In itself, this may not seem exceptional, except for the most peculiar fact that with the translation into English of the Collected Works, it was deemed necessary to meddle with the original Russian texts by changing their order of presentation and to include an additional layer of ‘local’ commentators to add new introductory voices to each volume of the Vygotsky texts. It is interesting that no explanation or justification is offered for the inclusion of these voices, the assumption presumably being that some value or local colour is added by giving commentators an opportunity to vent their views and opinions. It could be argued that the opposite is the case and that we would be better served left to our own devices without having to read Vygotsky at every turn through the eyes of his commentators. It is as if there is a fear that someone may come across Vygotsky's texts stone cold and somehow be contaminated or corrupted by their full frontal exposure. 

It goes without saying that commentary is an essential aspect of scholarship. However, this does not mean that the texts that were collected together and published to celebrate Vygotsky's life and work should also include as part of the translated collection sundry introductions that by their very presence intrude on the reader's attention. Having read the original text, it is one thing afterwards to encounter the reflections of Vygotsky's colleagues and students. But it is another thing entirely to be flooded with commentaries beforehand by authors who do not seem to be blessed with special insights from which other readers of the English language with sufficient interest to read Vygotsky's original writings could benefit. By framing Vygotsky's texts with selected commentaries that ground his work in their own image, commentators are able to provide a form of supportive ‘scaffolding’ that lends a particular shape to an engagement with the text that follows. In this way, the commentaries, albeit inadvertently, constitute a subtle and indirect kind of pre-emptive censorship by providing a ready-made interpretive filter in front of the text. To an outsider, the additional English commentaries that are cast as part of the English translation of the Collected Works seem to suggest a kind of special authorial legitimacy as if invited between the covers of the Collected Works by the author himself. 

The Collected Works and editorial comment
 


The thought that editorial comment may be more intrusive than necessary arrived unannounced in my head while reading the chapter entitled ‘Thought and word’ in Volume I of the Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky (1987). The editors have inserted a rather odd footnote in relation to an important passage in which Vygotsky is comparing inner speech and external speech. He makes the point that whereas inner speech is speech for oneself, external speech is for others and they are different in kind. The presence or absence of vocalization is a consequence of the functional differences between the two kinds of speech. He continues the discussion as follows (p. 257):  


External speech is a process of transforming thought into word; it is the materialization and objectivization of thought. Inner speech moves in the reverse direction, from without to within. It is a process that involves the evaporation of speech in thought. This is the source of the structure of inner speech, the source of all that structurally differentiates it from external speech. 





 



The editors’ footnote refers to the expression ‘evaporation of speech in thought’ and they comment as follows (p. 257):  


It is apparent from the context that in using the expression ‘evaporation of speech in thought’, Vygotsky is referring to a qualitative change in the speech process with the act of thought, not to the disappearance of the word. 





 



The editors’ comment is odd for a number of reasons, not the least of which is that it does not seem to be correct. It is not clear what they mean by the ‘context’. From the surrounding sentences it does indeed seem that Vygotsky is referring to the disappearance of the word, and the same seems to be the case going backwards and forwards in the paragraphs of the text. In fact, towards the end of the chapter, Vygotsky returns to this point and again uses the same expression of the ‘evaporation of speech in thought’ and he continues as follows (p. 280):  


However, where external speech involves the embodiment of thought in the word, in inner speech the word dies away and gives birth to thought. 





 



With the word dying away, in Vygotsky's own words and context, the editors’ contrary claim that the word does not disappear seems dubious. But the issue is not simply whether or not the editors are correct. The question arises of why the editors thought it necessary at this particular point to assist the reader to understand the text given that this is not a translation matter or an editorial matter but a matter of interpretation that is usually, and for good reason, left to the reader. The comment is odd because it attempts to explain the text by referring not to some hidden or additional information available to the editors, but to the very same text and context that the reader has just encountered. If that context serves to give an expression a particular meaning then the reader should be able to ascertain this without any special help from the editors. It is also odd because, on the one hand, it simply explains what the word ‘evaporate’ means (qualitative change) but, on the other hand, tries to undo the meaning of the word. When water evaporates it changes its state from liquid to vapour (hence to e-vaporate) and, in the process, the liquid does indeed disappear or, to use Vygotsky's phrase, ‘dies away’. There is no reason for us to assume that Vygotsky either did not understand the meaning of the word ‘evaporate’ or that he was careless in his use of the word. On the contrary, given that he later in the chapter uses the exact same expression again and in the same context, it seems likely that he did know and appreciate what he was saying.4 If this is the case, then it would appear that it is the editors who are misreading the text and, perhaps, unintentionally misusing their editorial authority by stamping a particular interpretation of their own on the text. Written right at the end of his life, this text presents a number of new ideas that do not fit comfortably into the standard Vygotsky mould. Here he pushes back further and deeper into the innermost functions of the human mind and makes provision for developmental processes that originate and move from the inside to the outside. This may be a message that some contemporary Vygotsky spokespersons would prefer to overlook. 


 

The secondary literature
 


As with other major thinkers, a large secondary Vygotsky literature has developed, with book titles such as Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind,5
Understanding Vygotsky,6
Lev Vygotsky: Revolutionary Scientist,7
The Essential Vygotsky8 and the (Cambridge) Companion to Vygotsky9 appearing together with many other titles that include the name Vygotsky, such as Vygotsky's Educational Theory,10
Vygotsky and Pedagogy11 and Vygotsky and Research.12 As yet we do not have a comic strip Introduction to Vygotsky but this omission will probably be rectified in the near future. As is the case for most leading thinkers, the secondary literature is something of a mixed bag. There are many ways in which a body of secondary literature can be organized and, in the case of Vygotsky, it is possible to distinguish a number of different strands of commentary within the secondary literature. In common with other bodies of literature around a central figure, there are commentaries that attempt to provide historical context with accurate summaries that deliberately attempt to capture the author's intentions, accompanied by considered and balanced reflections and evaluations of the work discussed. Good examples of this approach are the accounts provided by Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, 1994, 200013) as well as Kozulin (1984) and Bakhurst (1997, 2007).14

Other approaches attempt to go beyond Vygotsky and their commentaries about his cultural-historical theory tend to be couched in terms that are conducive to the promotion of their own theoretical systems. The main representatives of this approach are sociocultural activity theorists of various hues. A reader cannot help being struck by two pervasive characteristics of this literature. The first is that much of this secondary literature seems closed on itself, with the same authors in a spirit of mutual admiration and collegial approval recycling their same ideas in edited Vygotskian compendia such as those cited above. The second characteristic is that much of this secondary Vygotsky literature strikes a discordant note. Accounts of Vygotsky's theory seem out of tune with the original texts and more in tune with the writer's own views, with claims being made that Vygotsky's work provides a foundation for their theories that depart radically from his fundamental theoretical constructs. Increasingly, Vygotsky is being ‘read’ and understood through secondary sources and although, in itself, this is not necessarily problematic, it becomes so when the original texts are replaced by tendentious secondary accounts in which humdrum pedestrian ideas are substituted for Vygotsky's provocative and novel weaving together of ideas. There is, however, a didactic benefit that can be salvaged from the wreckage of Vygotsky's ideas that has occurred in some quarters of the secondary literature. In order to reveal the flaws in some of the more popular accounts of Vygotsky's theory, it is necessary to engage intensively with the original texts and, in this way, we are able to sharpen our understanding of the distinctive theoretical concepts that define Vygotsky's theory. 

The purpose of this book is a twofold celebration of Vygotsky's legacy: on the one hand, by engaging in an exegesis of the last three chapters of Thinking and Speech in which most of the core theoretical concepts that constitute Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory are discussed; on the other hand, by engaging critically and vigorously with the secondary literature in which Vygotsky's legacy seems to be threatened not by neglect but by a kind of misguided over-enthusiasm for ‘Vygotskian’ ideas that never were. 



An outline of the book
 


Chapter 2 provides an overview of some of the main themes that are discussed in the book and also reflects the structure of the book as a whole in which, on the one hand, Vygotsky's texts are closely examined in order to extract the argument or reasoning behind a particular theoretical concept and, on the other hand, the arguments and interpretations produced by various commentators are critically evaluated. Two key theoretical concepts that permeate all aspects of Vygotsky's work are discussed: the role of ‘psychological tools’ or signs in his theory; and the nature and role of sociogenesis in the development of higher mental functions. Given the centrality of these concepts, it is imperative at the outset to clarify them and to show how together they provide the theoretical backbone of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory. These concepts enable the theory to contain as its object of understanding a conception of the person as a social individual such that any opposition between society and the individual is rendered untenable and unsustainable. In the case of psychological tools, Vygotsky's texts make it abundantly clear that he rejects the conflation of both signs and technical tools under a broader generic rubric such as that proposed by some contemporary ‘sociocultural’ or ‘activity’ theories. Following Vygotsky's arguments regarding the role of the social in the development of higher mental processes, it emerges that the meaning he attaches to the concept of social is closely tied up with the role of speech and the structure of the sign as a means of communication with others and with the self. 
In addition to the above two themes, different approaches in the secondary literature that have emerged in response to Vygotsky's work are discussed, in particular a broad ‘Western’ approach represented by Cole and Wertsch that, by combining both their preferred terms, could be referred to as a ‘sociocultural activity approach’ and attempts from within the fold of Russian Activity Theory that include Leont’ev, Davydov and Radzikhovskii. In the case of the sociocultural activity approaches, a new orthodoxy seems to be taking hold in which Vygotsky's terminology is used while the underlying concepts, such as mediation, are distorted and others, such as consciousness, are ignored. This is discussed and illustrated in the accounts provided by Daniels in recent publications in which links are proposed between Vygotsky's theory and contemporary notions of situated and distributed cognition. Whereas the sociocultural activity approach produces a deformed version of Vygotsky's theory, the Russian activity approach adopts a different strategy in which all Vygotsky's core ideas are retained in their accounts of his psychological theory while attempts are made to carve out another, more authentic, ‘methodological’ Vygotsky who regarded practical activity as the main explanatory principle of psychological phenomena. The arguments in support of this Janus version of Vygotsky are not convincing and the notion of another Vygotsky as the original inspiration for activity theory seems more contrived than real. One further anomalous approach is briefly considered and this is Feuerstein's work on ‘Mediated Learning’, which provides an outstanding example of the application of Vygotsky's ideas. However, the anomaly lies in the fact that according to Feuerstein, his work, which includes a ‘Learning Potential Assessment Device’ and a cognitive intervention programme called ‘Instrumental Enrichment’, was developed independently of any knowledge of Vygotsky's theoretical and applied work. The chapter concludes by considering a ‘metalogue’ or imaginary interview that Rieber, one of the editors of the English translation of Vygotsky's Collected Works, conducts with ‘Vygotsky’. Given the obvious loading of both the questions and answers by the author who writes the script for both the interviewer and interviewee, a set of alternative possible answers that convey a different message is provided for some of the questions posed by the interviewer. 

Following this overview chapter, the book is organized into three parts.

Vygotsky at home
 


In Part I, the last three chapters of Vygotsky's book Thinking and Speech provide the material for discussion. The chapter headings from the original text are borrowed and used as the headings for the chapters in this section. For each of the chapters, an attempt is made to present a clear account of Vygotsky's arguments and mode of reasoning, including any warts that are exposed in the process, rather than extracting the main points to construct a summary of the content.15 In addition to the content, each chapter from the original text provokes an engagement with conceptual issues that arise out of the text but are not explicitly elaborated as part of the text. In Chapter 3, Vygotsky's well-known ‘Experimental study of concept development’ is discussed.16 The emphasis in the discussion in this chapter is on the way Vygotsky traces the steps in the development of concepts and, in particular, on the introduction of an argument about a second ‘root’ of concept development that is seldom mentioned17 but without which the development of proper concepts would remain incomplete. Accounts of Vygotsky's theory of concept formation typically mention a progression from complexes to pseudoconcepts to proper concepts. This, however, is an oversimplification and omits the fact that in order to explain the step from pseudoconcepts to proper concepts, Vygotsky introduces a second ‘root’ or developmental path in which ‘potential concepts’ provide the essential link to the formation of proper concepts in adolescence. This second root originates in preverbal practical activities, and the argument Vygotsky presents brings his explanation into close alignment with Piaget's later account of cognitive development that originates in the sensorimotor intelligence of infants and in which stages follow in a set sequence defined by different cognitive operations. The reason for the inclusion of the second developmental root in his explanation of concept formation is that the operations necessary for the formation of proper concepts are missing in pseudoconcepts and, true to his developmental approach, Vygotsky is compelled to look elsewhere for an explanation of the origins of these operations. The significance of the overlooked second root explanation is that it calls into question the explanatory role of sociogenesis in Vygotsky's theory and, with his back to the wall, Vygotsky is compelled to acknowledge, albeit reluctantly and in an uncharacteristically roundabout fashion, the formative role of intrinsic natural factors in the development of proper concepts. Vygotsky's criticisms of Piaget, many of which were directed at concepts that Piaget later revised, are discussed and evaluated in the context of his own theory of concept development in which, contrary to some popular versions, he rejects explanations that rely on social factors to generate proper logical concepts. In what appears to be a reversal of the conventional wisdom about Piaget and Vygotsky, it seems that it is the former who provides an explanation for the operations that render social exchanges between people possible. 

Vygotsky's text on the ‘Development of scientific concepts’18 is discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. This text is not well served by its title. The term ‘scientific concepts’ does not capture either the phenomenon Vygotsky addresses or the full extent of the concepts he discusses under this heading, including conscious awareness, imitation, instruction, development and the zone of proximal development. Undoubtedly one of the key texts Vygotsky produced, it resembles a monograph both with respect to its length and the breadth of its content.19 Unlike the chapter on the ‘Development of concepts’, in which the work of Piaget is barely mentioned,20 the chapter on the ‘Development of scientific concepts’ is written almost as a rejoinder to Piaget, whose ideas provide a potent backdrop for Vygotsky's own thinking. In this chapter, Vygotsky formulates his ideas largely in opposition to his understanding of Piaget and this presents a difficulty for the contemporary reader given that Vygotsky's Piaget was very different from the Piaget with whom we are familiar, being limited to the latter's early works and ideas, many of which Piaget subsequently revised long after Vygotsky's death. Compounding this difficulty is the irony that the main criticism Vygotsky directs at Piaget is that he relied on external social forces to explain development, the very explanatory factors that are regarded by most contemporary commentators as the hallmark of Vygotsky's own approach.21

To do justice to the scope of this chapter, it is necessary to tease out the layers of meaning through which Vygotsky weaves his complex arguments. As a preliminary step in this direction, discussion on the text is presented in two separate chapters. The first of these, Chapter 4, attempts to show how Vygotsky builds his argument drawing on a number of core concepts whose separate meanings are crucial for the coherence of the argument as a whole. This chapter follows the same structure as Vygotsky's text and is organized into sections that mirror his text. Although all the sections that constitute the chapter on the ‘Development of scientific concepts’ are seldom free of references and allusions to Piaget's work, an attempt is made, where possible, to defer discussion about Piaget to the following chapter in order to avoid the triple tasks of simultaneously trying to follow Vygotsky's arguments, his understanding of Piaget's arguments and his critique of these arguments that, in turn, inform his own ideas. Perhaps the most important concept that emerges from a close reading and analysis of the text is that of conscious awareness, which also provides an anchor for the other concepts discussed in this chapter. Without the concept of conscious awareness, it is difficult to make sense of Vygotsky's claims in respect of the role of instruction in development, in particular the oft-cited claim that effective instruction runs in advance of development. The theoretical arguments that bind together the rich array of concepts that Vygotsky assembles into the very kind of conceptual system whose development he is attempting to explain have suffered from summaries that limit the discussion to the bare bones of the distinction between ‘spontaneous concepts’ generated by the child and ‘scientific concepts’ generated in the process of instruction. 

Following on, Chapter 5 is concerned with critique and evaluation of the ideas presented by Vygotsky in this chapter on the development of scientific concepts. It is organized differently from the previous chapter with sections devoted to the central concepts of imitation, conscious awareness, instruction, development and the zone of proximal development. However, before discussing these concepts, Vygotsky's engagement with Piaget is given centre stage. Overlaps in the properties of Vygotsky's ‘scientific concepts’ and Piaget's ‘spontaneous concepts’ are discussed, as well as Vygotsky's reliance on a notion of ‘rich and mature concepts’ that develop outside of a context of instruction and provide a necessary condition for its efficacy. Vygotsky's reliance on an unexplicated conception of imitation at the heart of human learning and development leaves his theory of instruction vulnerable to attack.22 However, his concept of conscious awareness and its role in development, despite being ignored or underplayed in popular accounts of his theory, provides the ground for the effective operation of the instruction process and, consequently, an explanation for how learning is possible in the zone of proximal development. The chapter ends with discussion on learning and teaching paradoxes and the way in which Vygotsky and Piaget's theories can be brought into a relationship of productive complementarity. 

Chapter 6 is devoted to ‘Thought and word’,23 one of Vygotsky's last works that ranks among the most evocative and poetic texts he produced. If read on its own and unconnected with the preceding chapters of Thinking and Speech, it presents a very different picture from what we are accustomed to reading in accounts of Vygotsky's work. Coming as it does at the end of the book, the chapter has a capstone feel that also seems to extend beyond the boundaries of Thinking and Speech and to cover his theory as a whole. In this chapter we encounter Vygotsky in a different register, less concerned with development, more involved with the mature end product of the developmental process, and exploring the innermost regions of the human mind. From the previous chapters, Vygotsky carries through his central theme that word meanings change and go through stages of development. Vygotsky's, at times, complex discussion of different kinds of speech from social to inner speech, the character of inner speech and the distinction between speech and writing are elaborated. In addition, we will examine some of the ‘auxiliary’ concepts embedded in the text, in particular the seminal notion of internal socialization and how this process relates to the individualization of each person. Central to the concept of verbal thinking, expressed in ‘Thought and word’, is the idea of a self that originates in exchanges with social others but that culminates in maturity as an inner dialogue in which the social other is not out there but is constitutive of the person as a social individual. Drawing on this conception, the relationship between the individual and society, and the way in which Vygotsky overcomes this opposition, is elaborated in relation to some contemporary approaches, and the claim that in the final phase of his thought Vygotsky adopted an explanatory framework based on social practice is evaluated in this light. Finally, Vygotsky's conception of a person as a social individual is related to his conception of the nature and role of tools in the historical development of culture. 



Vygotsky in America24
 


In this section, there is a shift in focus from the primary sources of Vygotsky's texts to sources that contribute to the secondary literature that has burgeoned following the publication of Vygotsky's Collected Works. Chapter 7 and Chapters 8 and 9 are devoted to the approaches of Cole and Wertsch, respectively, both of whom lay claim to Vygotsky as the formative figure in the casting of the foundations for their own theories. Cole and Wertsch enjoy the status of princes of the Vygotsky realm, at least in the Western part of the empire, with each in his own way having brought Vygotsky's work to the attention of English readers: in the case of Cole through his participation in the compilation and editorship of the text of Mind in Society (1978) that was culled from Vygotsky's writings; in the case of Wertsch through his account of Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind (1985) and a continuing engagement with Vygotsky's work, in particular the zone of proximal development. But their apostolic work has not been without cost, with both of them projecting a picture of Vygotsky that is more attuned to their own ideas than those reflected in Vygotsky's texts. At the core of Cole's cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) and Wertsch's sociocultural theory is essentially the same idea of mediated action, with the former using the concept of artefacts and the latter the concept of cultural tools as the mediational means of action. This view of mediated action does not accord with Vygotsky's conception of ‘psychological tools’ or signs as the mediational means of higher mental processes. Contrary to Cole and Wertsch, Vygotsky maintained that technical or mechanical tools with which we act on the external world should not be conflated with psychological tools whose psychological function of mediation refers to the inner world of consciousness. With their emphasis on action, artefacts and tools, Cole and Wertsch seem to have broken their moorings to Vygotsky and drifted further away from his central concern with consciousness, signs and meaning than would be expected of kindred spirits. As such, their approaches are better conceived of as alternatives rather than as refinements, let alone improvements, to Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory and, consequently, their selective accounts of his theory need to be treated with circumspection. 

The subtitle of Chapter 7, ‘Setting the record straight’, indicates the main theme in which questions are raised (and doubts expressed) about the Vygotskian lineage of Cole's ‘cultural-historical activity theory’. Cole formulates his theory in terms of artefact-mediated actions in which artefacts include not only material objects but also language and other symbolic or sign systems. He attributes the origins of his approach to the work of the Russian cultural-historical school represented by Leont’ev, Luria and Vygotsky without drawing any distinction between them or indicating the very real differences between Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory and Leont’ev's activity theory. Given his cavalier approach to the facts of the matter, it comes as no surprise that his discussion of this fiction of his historical imagination is selective and in line with the bits and pieces of which he approves, in particular, Leont’ev's focus on practical activity, with the rest being dispatched to oblivion. Vygotsky's overriding concerns with higher mental functions, consciousness and the development of concepts, especially scientific or theoretical concepts, pale into insignificance and are barely worthy of mention. For Cole, language or meaning is simply a kind of artefact essentially no different from sharpened sticks and stones from which it differs in terms of different proportions of ‘materiality’ and ‘ideality’. 

Cole elaborates on his theory of the role of artefacts in the determination of human action by means of a diagram that captures the triadic form of the relationship between subject and object, with artefacts providing a mediating link between them. Cole's analysis in these terms is critically examined, in particular the independent status that he attributes to the three components that constitute his triadic system. It is also pointed out that any resemblance between Cole's triangle depicting mediated action and a so-called ‘Vygotsky triangle’ representing a sign operation is strictly limited to a similarity of geometric shape with no grounds at all for attributing any overlapping conceptual similarities. Even further removed from any tangible source in Vygotsky's writings is the mother of all conceptual triangles with its set of embedded derivative mini-triangles that is emblematic for the school of cultural-historical activity theory to which Cole subscribes. His more modest triangle of mediated action coincides with the upper section of the full blown version that was conceived originally by Engeström.25 The evolution of this diagram through a number of metamorphoses, as described by Engeström, is discussed and its value as a theoretical model considered. It is not clear why Cole chooses to deliver his brand of cultural psychology into the clutches of CHAT or how his projects, such as Question-Asking-Reading (1996, pp. 268–85) or the Fifth Dimension (1996, pp. 288–325) are enriched by the overlay of a theoretical framework that is, at best, dubious but having done so his colours are firmly nailed to that mast. In both content and tone, Cole conveys the sense of an elder statesman who does not see the need to follow common conventions such as providing textual references to support assertions about who says what and the need to provide compelling arguments for adopting a particular theoretical framework, let alone the necessity to explain the form and content of that framework. The chapter concludes with a discussion about the conceptual framework imposed by the editors on Mind in Society.26 Somehow, Cole manages to create the impression that if history could be reversed, Vygotsky would see the error of his ways and emerge as an enthusiastic convert to cultural-historical activity theory. 

Wertsch cuts a curious figure in the world of Vygotskian commentary, having devoted his academic life, or a significant portion of it, to explicating the ideas of a theorist whose work he fundamentally opposes while at the same time extolling its many virtues. The curious bit is that Wertsch seems oblivious to the mixed messages his work conveys. Two chapters are devoted to a discussion of Wertsch's work; in Chapter 8 his sociocultural approach is discussed and in Chapter 9 his work on the zone of proximal development is reviewed and evaluated. As reflected in his choice of a different label with which to stamp his own particular mark, Wertsch's sociocultural approach signals its independent status as a theory that is distinctively different from Vygotsky's cultural-historical
theory. It is an attempt to right what in his view Vygotsky got wrong, in particular his focus on consciousness and meaning as definitive of the human mind as well as his supporting concepts of internalization and the nature of the social as a determining factor in human development. The subtitle of Chapter 8, ‘Getting it wrong’, is intended to turn the tables. In analysing Wertsch's interpretation of Vygotsky's work and also some of the detail that underpins his own sociocultural approach, it is argued that, on both counts, Wertsch's arguments are neither convincing nor coherent. He seems to trip himself up by making extravagant claims that are either logically inconsistent or simply cannot be empirically substantiated. Furthermore, Wertsch seems to have an uncanny knack of providing examples that on close scrutiny appear to illustrate the opposite of what he is arguing. 

Wertsch's claim that Vygotsky provides the foundation for his sociocultural approach is reviewed and is found to be unwarranted. Despite his use of Vygotskian terms and concepts, the similarities between his core concepts and those of Vygotsky are superficial and, in fact, Wertsch expresses views that are clearly antithetical to those of Vygotsky. If the Vygotskian concepts of mediation by means of signs, meaning, consciousness, conscious awareness and internalization are rejected and replaced by actions and tools or, as Wertsch would have it, ‘Agents-acting-with-mediational-means’, then there is precious little that remains of Vygotsky's work to be included in Wertsch's foundations for his sociocultural approach. Even Vygotsky's conception of the social is criticized by Wertsch, leaving a reader perplexed as to why he insists on finding common cause with a theory whose fundamental concepts he clearly rejects. In elaborating his approach, Wertsch describes a number of properties of mediated action and these are critically reviewed. It is argued that, for the most part, they do not stand up to scrutiny, leaving the object of his analysis, mediated action, severely mangled as a coherent theoretical concept. The chapter concludes with a discussion of some themes that appear to provide the underlying conceptual framework for Wertsch's ideas, including the antinomy between the individual and the social, the dominance of the ‘individual’ pole in the discipline of psychology, the lack of a common interdisciplinary language, among others. Rather than serving to sharpen our critical wits, Wertsch's treatment of these broader theoretical concerns seems to amount to a conceptual smorgasbord. 

In Chapter 9, the concepts of mediation and the zone of proximal development are considered in the context of attempts by Wertsch, over a period of twenty years, to explain how learning occurs. Three examples of intermental functioning or learning and teaching that Wertsch has discussed over the years are critically reviewed in relation to the set of explanatory concepts that he has proposed in order to explicate the zone of proximal development. In his initial work using a puzzle task, Wertsch uses the concepts of situation definition, negotiation, intersubjectivity and semiotic mediation that are derived from a model of communication to explain how learning is achieved. However, a close reading of his texts indicates that Wertsch's arguments do not provide a coherent theoretical account and the concepts he elaborates serve to highlight the problems involved in understanding how learning occurs rather than providing clarity about the process. The main difficulty is that, despite Wertsch's claims to the contrary, the core concept of intersubjectivity falls foul of the paradox of being both the means to and the desired outcome of the learning process. Subsequent attempts to supplement these concepts with his own ideas about cultural tools and their materiality run into similar kinds of conceptual difficulties. In the example he provides of learning to read by means of the technique of reciprocal teaching, he presents the implausible argument that children's reading for meaning improves as a result of mimicking the utterances of their teachers. Although Wertsch acknowledges that learners appear to be able to produce performances that they do not yet understand, he does not attempt to explain this phenomenon or recognize its importance for a theory of learning and teaching. The chapter concludes with a discussion questioning Wertsch's claim that a distinction between explicit and implicit mediation can be found in Vygotsky's work and highlighting the differences between Wertsch's and Vygotsky's theories. 

Chapter 10, entitled ‘The essential commentators’, is devoted to a discussion of the various commentaries on Vygotsky that are contained in a book entitled The Essential Vygotsky. The book is modelled on Vygotsky's six-volume Collected Works. It is divided into six sections, with a few selected chapters from each of the six volumes. Each of the sections is introduced by a commentary and in some cases the commentators are the same as in the English translation of the Collected Works and their commentaries, although not identical, are virtually the same. Taken together, these commentaries are something of a mixed bag, with different voices speaking in contrasting registers. In what seems to be a gesture of honourable recognition, the book as a whole is prefaced by Cole, whose introductory comments have a biographical flavour, in relation not to Vygotsky but to his own role in promoting Vygotsky's work. 

Rieber introduces a section dealing with Vygotsky's book Thinking and Speech and his commentary is revealing of a particular way of reading Vygotsky with respect both to what he says and equally what he omits to say. The most important omission is that no reasons are provided for the inclusion of the three selected chapters from Thinking and Speech or for the omission of two chapters (‘An experimental study of concept development’ and ‘The development of scientific concepts in childhood’) that many would regard as essential for understanding Vygotsky's core concepts and without which the chapter on ‘Thought and word’, which is included, is probably impenetrable. These excluded chapters also throw light on the influence of Piaget's thinking on Vygotsky and they suggest a different picture of this relationship from that provided by Rieber. 

The notion that reading is not simply a matter of decoding information but involves an act of interpretation is given new meaning in the commentaries of Ratner on ‘Vygotsky's conception of psychological development’ and Stetsenko on ‘Tool and sign in the development of the child’. Their interpretations of Vygotsky's texts are so heavily infused with their own prejudices that a stamp indicating that they could be hazardous to the reader's understanding of Vygotsky would not be misplaced. Both these commentaries share some stylistic similarities, the most obvious of which is an apparent disregard for what Vygotsky actually says in his texts. Given the tendentious nature of their commentaries, there is a remarkable absence of relevant textual evidence to support their extraordinary interpretations. On the few occasions when direct quotations are provided, they are torn from their context and, consequently, their meaning is thoroughly distorted. Despite these similarities of form, the Vygotsky depicted by Ratner is unrecognizable in the account provided by Stetsenko. 

Ratner would have us believe that Vygotsky denied27 that there are any natural pre-cultural aspects of psychology and, on the strength of this profound misunderstanding at the very heart of Vygotsky's thought, he criticizes some sociocultural theorists for deviating from his ill-conceived take on Vygotsky's theory, by allowing for a degree of individual determination of human action. Whereas some theorists argue for the primacy of the social-cultural over the biological-individual, Ratner takes this position to its illogical and incoherent extreme and tries to garner support from Vygotsky largely by misrepresenting his theory. In her commentary on Tool and Sign, Stetsenko even manages to outdo Ratner in her clumsy attempts to turn Vygotsky into a founding father of her own brand of activity theory mainly by ignoring most of the text she purportedly is reviewing. When her version of Vygotsky is twisted to breaking point, she uses the only ploy left to her and that is to claim that Vygotsky does not really mean what he says,28 despite the fact that he says it repeatedly and consistently throughout his writing. The difficulty with Stetsenko's argument is that at stake are Vygotsky's higher mental functions that she is desperate to replace with real-world-meaningful-actions in line with her own on-the-sleeve ideological convictions. In Chapter 10, these critical evaluative comments in relation to Ratner and Stetsenko's introductory commentaries are fully elaborated. 

By way of welcome relief, Glick, who introduces a section on ‘The history of the development of high term mental functions’, does not attempt a Vygotsky makeover in line with a preconceived conceptual mould. Instead, he poses the intriguing question of why Thought and Language, which appeared in English in 1962, did not arouse the same degree of interest in Vygotsky as the publication in 1978 of Mind in Society. Glick's answer to this question is that the success of Mind in Society was related to disenchantment with Piaget's theory and, in particular, its structuralist framework. This argument is further examined and expanded to include a more general dissatisfaction with the broader field of cognitive psychology. Glick also points out that the structure and content of Mind in Society, with the addition of headings and the inclusion and exclusion of selected bits of Vygotsky's texts, served to project a particular interpretation of his theory as a viable and desirable alternative to Piaget. This argument is explored in more detail, and claims to the effect that Vygotsky did not refer to developmental stages or entertain a concept of qualitatively different stages of development are discussed and rejected based on the textual evidence. 



Vygotsky over the rainbow
 


Part III, entitled ‘Vygotsky over the rainbow’, consists of the final chapter that addresses the problem of explaining how learning and teaching occur. In this Chapter 11, Vygotsky's concept of mediation is discussed in relation to his core concepts of the role of speech and the structure of signs in the cultural development of the child. Drawing on Janet's law, concerning the dual function of speech as a means of command over others and self, Vygotsky argues that this enables the subordination of actions to self-regulation while its reflective function provides humans with a form of conscious awareness or understanding that facilitates the planning and anticipation of outcomes in advance of the actual performance of actions. Whereas the zone of proximal development entails a structure of performance without competence or acting without understanding, requesting specific kinds of help from adults entails the converse structure of competence without performance or of understanding without the means to achieve the requisite performance. In much the same way that directing others and being directed by others represent antithetical relationships of dependency, so it is argued that the concept of agency is the antithesis of mediation. In order to grasp how mediation or other-regulation is possible, the psychological functions that underpin notions of purposeful and meaningful action are considered. Drawing on the work of Ortega, Gadamer and Ricoeur, and concepts from hermeneutics such as appropriation, a distinction is drawn between ego and self (I and me) and it is argued that for new understanding to emerge, it is necessary to suspend or relinquish the pre-understandings that constitute the self. 

Archer's account of Being Human29 in which an embodied sense of self provides the source for reflective self-consciousness is discussed in relation to Vygotsky's concept of conscious awareness. Her conception of an inner conversation resonates with the central role that Vygotsky assigns to inner speech in the development of self-consciousness. The concept of conscious awareness is further elaborated in relation to the ofness (awareness) and aboutness (consciousness) qualities of experience. This distinction provides the grounds for a bipolar or duplex conception of subjectivity in which awareness is our anchor to the present and consciousness our mediating link with history and destiny. Although mediation is commonly associated with direct overt forms of instruction, a second order of mediation is discussed in which tools as the products of human action reflect in their design and structure the conscious awareness of their makers and a conception of tools as functional structures is further elaborated. A third order of mediation is identified in the social structures constituted by bundles of relations between people and between people and their products. 

Three conditions of understanding are discussed: non-understanding, not-understanding and misunderstanding in relation to the aboutness (consciousness) and ofness (awareness) of experience. In the case of non-understanding, the difficulty is one of content or awareness such that a person knows that there is a gap to be filled or is conscious about a lack of information. Content and skill learning presuppose that one knows what a task is about, such as learning a foreign language or improving one's golf swing. Not-understanding refers to the converse situation in which we are aware of a situation but do not know what it is about. This is the common situation of not following an explanation or not understanding a new idea even though we understand each word and even each sentence of the explanation. Despite the term, misunderstanding is a kind of understanding, in fact a pernicious kind of understanding because the persons concerned are unaware that their understanding is misconceived and, consequently, are unable to make the necessary changes. In order for mediation efforts to produce new understanding, it is necessary to alter the way in which a person experiences a situation by facilitating new actions, including mental actions or ways of thinking, that provide a new focus of conscious awareness. Education and training are discussed in relation to play and art. However, all these various forms of mediation operate according to the same fundamental psychological principles that entail moments of surrender and recovery of agency as the process of understanding unfolds. 
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A thematic overview
 

The largest body of commentary in the secondary Vygotsky English literature falls under the two very closely related headings of Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, or CHAT
as it is more colloquially known, and Sociocultural Theory.1 Prominent proponents of each of these approaches are Cole and Wertsch who, in their own ways, have also been instrumental in bringing Vygotsky's work to the attention of English-speaking psychologists and other social scientists. Whatever their differences may be, common to both approaches is an emphasis on activity. Although not evident in Wertsch's label ‘sociocultural’, activity does take centre stage in the title of his book, Mind as Action, as well as in his main concepts of mediated action and cultural tools. Both these approaches are designed to go well beyond Vygotsky's theory and, in addition to their emphasis on activity, they also share in common the same perverse insistence that their own theoretical concepts are not only inspired or influenced by Vygotsky but are grounded in his cultural-historical theory that provides the source or foundation for their own ideas. For the sake of brevity, we can refer to these two approaches together as sociocultural activity theory. 

In order to make the Vygotsky connection, the sociocultural activity literature paints a picture of Vygotsky like a portrait in profile that shows as much as it conceals. A distinctive stylistic feature of this literature is how it manages to blur fundamental issues that distinguish Vygotsky's views from those imputed to him in this literature. The story that is told, starting with a creation myth, contains some but not all of the truth. Both Cole and Wertsch tell a tale about three wise men from the east, Vygotsky, Luria and Leont′ev, who gave the world a theory of psychology grounded in activity. It is true that these three men were from the east and it is also true that they were wise. But what is omitted from the tale is that the three wise men did not all speak with one voice and that their wisdom was not all cut from the same piece of activity cloth. 
Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory is an attempt to explain the distinctive nature of human consciousness and, to achieve this, he adopts the ‘sign’ or word meaning, understood as a process of signification or making meaning, as the appropriate unit of psychological analysis.2 Although initially Leont′ev worked in collaboration with Vygotsky on the development of cultural-historical theory, he subsequently parted company and developed his own theory of activity. In doing so, Leont′ev explicitly and expressly argued that Vygotsky's semiotic emphases and focus on consciousness and word meaning were misguided and that a theory giving more weight to material forms of activity was needed.3 It is this distinction between meaning and consciousness, on the one hand, and material activity, on the other hand, that is lost in the secondary sociocultural literature, and the loss is profound because Vygotsky's entire theory is undermined if consciousness and meaning are sidelined and replaced by a general concept of activity.4 In the literature, this is achieved by altering the meaning of Vygotsky's core concept of ‘mediation’ from a concept that is connected to signs and higher mental functions to a concept connected to various kinds of tools that mediate activity. The problem is that the alteration that occurs is not acknowledged in a straightforward way and, instead, the issues again are blurred. In place of a clear and unambiguous distinction that Vygotsky makes between signs as psychological tools and the material tools of labour, Cole and Wertsch collapse the distinction and substitute their own concepts of artefacts
and cultural tools, respectively, concepts that are the cornerstones of their own activity-driven approaches and determine how the core concept of mediation is used. 

Given the distortions to Vygotsky's theory that follow from a change in the meaning of mediation, it is important to be clear on this point. The problem is not simply one of errors of commission, in which incorrect statements about Vygotsky's theory are made, although this is also not uncommon, and it is not even one of errors of omission, in which important issues are omitted, but a peculiar blend of both. The point is made in the sociocultural literature, including Cole and Wertsch's contributions, that Vygotsky refers to the use of tools and distinguishes between signs as psychological tools and material tools used to execute various actions. This is perfectly correct as far as it goes but the problem is that it does not go nearly far enough and omits to mention that Vygotsky expressly and explicitly rejected and cautioned against the idea that psychological and mechanical tools can be treated as playing a similar role in human development. Although all tools serve a mediating function, the meaning of the word ‘mediation’ changes depending on the nature of the tools in question. In the case of psychological tools or signs, mediation is an internal process in which mental functions, such as attention, concept formation, memory and so on, are the object of the mediation that culminates in self-consciousness or, to use Vygotsky's term, ‘conscious awareness’. In the case of mechanical tools, mediation is an external process in which physical things, like plants, rocks and animals, are the object of mediation. By only referring to the first part of the story in which both kinds of tools are identified, Cole and Wertsch are able to claim that their artefacts and cultural tools that specifically include both signs and material tools are derived from Vygotsky's theory. It is this latter claim that represents an error of commission and that serves to distort Vygotsky's view. 

Artefacts, cultural tools and psychological tools
 


To be clear, the terms ‘artefacts’ and ‘cultural tools’ do not derive from Vygotsky but are used by Cole and Wertsch to fuse together the concepts of material tools and psychological tools or signs that Vygotsky insisted should not be conflated because of their radically different functions.5 This point cannot be overemphasized as it captures the essence of what is distinctive in Vygotsky's approach and how it differs from a crude form of social determinism.6,7 Given that Vygotsky deals extensively with the difference between material tools and signs, or what he calls ‘psychological tools’, it is odd that Cole and Wertsch appear to gloss over their differences with Vygotsky in this regard. The fact that they use very similar terminology to Vygotsky to express very dissimilar concepts also serves to compound the confusion. Because tools (material tools) and signs (psychological tools) both perform an analogous mediating function, Vygotsky argues that they can logically be subordinated to the generic concept of mediating activity but should not be regarded as functionally equivalent in terms of their role in the development of human consciousness. In sharp contrast, Wertsch collapses these distinctions and uses the term mediational means as a synonym for cultural tools that include both psychological tools and material tools. As we will shortly see, the slippage in terminology from ‘psychological’ to ‘cultural’ is not simply a matter of semantic flavouring but represents a ‘paradigm shift’ or, to use one of Wertsch's favourite expressions, a qualitatively different situation definition. 

In order to properly examine and clarify the issue and because it is a recurring theme that is central to many of Vygotsky's defining concepts, it is necessary to hear him speak for himself:  


Since the principle of signification leads us into the area of artificial devices, the question arises as to its relation to other forms of artificial devices, of its place in the general system of man's adaptation. In a certain specific relation, the use of signs shows a certain analogy to the use of tools. Like all other analogies, this analogy cannot be carried to the bitter end, to a full or partial coincidence of the major essential characteristics of the concepts being compared. For this reason, we must not anticipate finding much similarity to working tools in these devices that we call signs. Moreover, together with similar and common characteristics in one activity or another, we must ascertain the essential characteristics of the difference in a certain relation-contrast. 

(1997b, p. 60; italics in the original)





 



In the above passage,8 it is clear that any relationship between signs and tools is at best an analogy with very little similarity between them and with the ‘essential characteristics of the difference’ being the main concern. Vygotsky provides the following diagram to illustrate his position and elaborates as follows: 


[image: ]
 


 


 


We must emphasize also that our diagram is intended to present the logical relation of the concepts, but not the genetic or functional (on the whole, real) relations of the phenomena. We would like to point to the relation of the concepts, but not in any way to their origin or real root. So conditionally, but at the same time in a purely logical scheme of relations of the concepts, a diagram presents both types of devices as diverging lines of mediating activity. The second point we have developed consists of this. A more substantial difference of the sign from the tool and the basis of the real divergence of the two lines is the different purpose of the one and the other. The tool serves for conveying man's activity to the object of his activity, it is directed outward, it must result in one change or another in the object, it is the means for man's external activity directed towards subjugating nature. The sign changes nothing in the object of the psychological operation, it is a means of psychological action on behavior, on one's own or another's, a means of internal activity directed towards mastering man himself; the sign is directed inward. These activities are so different that even the nature of the devices used cannot be one and the same in both cases. 

(1997b, p. 62)





 



The first point Vygotsky makes that is contrary to Cole and Wertsch's inclusive concepts of artefacts and cultural tools is that the relationship between tools and signs is a logical relationship and is not based on a common origin or function. Far from coming together in a common functional category, the two devices represent diverging lines and the ‘real divergence’ is based on their different functions. The mediating activities are so different, according to Vygotsky, that they ‘cannot be one and the same in both cases’. There seems little doubt that Cole's artefacts and Wertsch's cultural tools and mediational means cannot be accommodated within Vygotsky's framework. But there is more. As is evident in the passages quoted below, in making the distinction between material and psychological tools, Vygotsky was not only aware but also highly critical of both the figurative and literal meanings attached to the word ‘tool’, meanings that become blurred in the compound concept of ‘cultural tools’. 

 


In this sense, based on the conventional figurative meaning of the term, we usually speak of tools when we have in mind the mediating function of some object or means of some activity. True, such common expressions like ‘language is a tool of thinking’ . . . or simply auxiliary devices with respect to any psychological operation . . . are devoid of any specific content, and have scarcely any meaning beyond a simple metaphoric, picturesque, expression of the fact that some objects or operations or others play an auxiliary role in the mental activity of man. 

(1997b, p. 60)





 


 


Even more vague is the idea of those who understand such expressions in a literal sense. Phenomena that have their own psychological aspect, but in essence do not belong wholly to psychology, such as technology, are completely illegitimately psychologized. The basis for this identification is ignoring the essence of both forms of activity and the differences in their historical role and nature. Tools as devices of work, devices for mastering the processes of nature, and language as a device for social contact and communication, dissolve in the general concept of artifacts or artificial devices. 

(1997b, p. 61)





 



Vygotsky's reference to ‘the general concept of artifacts or artificial devices’, in which the critical distinction between signs and tools gets dissolved, sounds very similar to Cole's ‘artifacts’ and Wertsch's ‘cultural tools’. The crucial Vygotskian point that is obscured in the term ‘cultural tool’ and even more so in Wertsch's phrase ‘to master the use of cultural tools’ is that learning and instruction are directed at the mastery of internal mental processes and not outwards at the efficient and proficient use of mechanical tools or devices such as bicycles and battleships. Of course, the mastery of cultural tools may be a perfectly reasonable way for sociocultural activity theory to approach learning and instruction but it should not be mistaken for that of Vygotsky or even a distant cousin. In Chapters 7 and 8, Cole and Wertsch's approaches are discussed in more detail. 

Missing from the secondary sociocultural Vygotsky literature are clear statements to the effect that ‘cultural tools’ and ‘artifacts’ deviate in significant ways from Vygotsky's sign-specific concept of ‘psychological tools’. It is puzzling, if not entirely mysterious, why Cole and Wertsch, and their fellow activity travellers, are so hell-bent on identifying with Vygotsky rather than staking their claims to the activity theory developed by Leont′ev and his colleagues. By placing signs and tools together in the same toolbox, the critical and semantic edge that distinguishes Vygotsky's theory and sets it apart from activity theories is lost. All the various approaches that they applaud and embrace as instances of their new-look sociocultural approach to psychology, such as distributed cognition, situated cognition, outside-the-head and beyond-the-skin conceptions of mind, fit more comfortably with Leont′ev's activity theory, and it seems a grave injustice to both Vygotsky and Leont′ev to overlook this fact. But it is questionable whether they fit the Vygotsky shoe unless the shoe is made to fit a different Vygotsky who is made-over in their own image. The issue, then, is whether in the process of attempting to show how sociocultural approaches derive their basic principles from Vygotsky, it has been necessary to shift Vygotsky's goal posts and at the same time to change the rules of his game. At issue is not whether distributed cognition, for example, is an outgrowth of Vygotsky's theory, although this is certainly a question worth asking. The issue is whether in order to make it so, to make distributed or situated or out-of-mind cognition emerge out of Vygotsky's theory, it is necessary to alter that theory and make claims on its behalf that do not stand up to scrutiny. The question then inevitably arises of whether this new Vygotsky, recast as a champion of activity theory, is in fact an improvement on the original. Instead of a feed-forward process in which new ideas expand or supplement earlier theories, the sociocultural approach seems to embrace a feed-backwards momentum in which Vygotsky's theory is recast and appears as a pale copy of the ideas proposed by sociocultural theorists. 

An overarching feature of the sociocultural activity approach is its opposition to what is perceived as a pervasive ‘cognitivist’ approach that dominates mainstream psychology in which the meaningless mental functions of biologically determined self-contained isolated ‘individuals’ are the object of understanding using artificial laboratory-style experimental methods and quantitative methods of analysis. Against this composite picture of the individual, a sociocultural activity approach posits its opposite in the form of everyday concrete activities that are socially determined and engaged in by gregarious agents whose mental functions extend beyond the skin and are distributed between other agents and their artefacts. Whether the sociocultural cognitivist-individual is, in fact, a straw person or whether the sociocultural activity approach is itself a straw house, are open questions but less open to interpretation is where Vygotsky's theory fits into the picture.9 In much of the sociocultural activity literature, Vygotsky's theory is cast as a reply or antidote to the individual virus that has infected the body of psychological knowledge.10 However, the problem with this Vygotskian defence is that it seems to provide the enemy with most of the ammunition. Certainly, Vygotsky acknowledges the importance of a natural biological line of development without which higher mental functions would be impossible.11 His theory is also about mental functions such as attention, memory, perception, concept formation and so on that are the staple of cognitive studies.12 Not only does he draw on experimental findings but he is very at home conducting experiments in laboratories and using quantitative methods and graphs to analyse his data. Unlike his sociocultural activity advocates, Vygotsky (1987, p. 212) does not regard everyday concrete activities such as typing or riding a bicycle as worthy of much attention or as suitable grist to a zone of proximal development mill. To this formidable list of cognitivist sins of which Vygotsky is clearly guilty, must be added the inconvenient fact that when the ‘social’ is invoked to explain the development of concepts, it is not down-to-earth everyday concepts acquired in the course of concrete activities that are explained by means of intermental functioning but scientific or theoretical concepts that are more at home up yonder in the blue sky. In extolling the importance of practical everyday activities, sociocultural activity theorists seem to forget that Vygotsky was highly critical of Piaget precisely because he claimed that Piaget limited his account of cognitive development to everyday concepts that the child acquired in the course of carrying out everyday activities. Also forgotten is the inconvenient fact that Vygotsky also criticized Piaget for resorting to social factors to explain development. But, perhaps most important, Vygotsky's theory does not attempt to counter or offset the concept of an individual mind or consciousness with something social or sociocultural. Rather than cut the individual down to size by identifying powerful external social forces that somehow act on ‘individuals’, Vygotsky turns the opposition between the individual and the social inside out by locating the social inside the person rather than as an external force that imposes itself on the lone individual. 

By relegating signs (or words) to a general category of tools and by treating mediation as a process that is tied to the use of tools in external actions, Vygotsky's conception of the ‘social’ loses its distinctive meaning that is intimately tied to signs and speech and becomes a rather nebulous concept that is used in opposition to ‘individual’ often to refer to vague powers that operate on individual people and determine their mental functions.13 Reading the secondary literature, a reader would not easily discover that Vygotsky's theory provides an account of how as adults we are able to function independently as individuals with mastery over our own mental functions and that this achievement is possible because we are able to communicate with ourselves and in so doing we incorporate a social dimension into our being. Contrary to the views of some contemporary ‘Vygotskians’, the cultural-historical psychology of Vygotsky does not make the human mind social by distributing mental functions between individuals or between people and the artefacts they produce. If Vygotsky's claim to fame is the view that people participate in social activities and are influenced in their thinking and behaviour by social factors then he would be left standing in a very long line of largely forgotten like-minded thinkers.14 What makes Vygotsky's contribution distinctive and innovative, but not necessarily original, is not that he breaks down the barriers between the individual inside and the social outside, or extends the mind beyond the skin, but that he incorporates the social as part of the constitution of his concept of a human person. This is achieved by means of speech, where the dual structure of the sign or word meaning facilitates both a personal and a social aspect. We will explore this aspect of Vygotsky's theory in more detail, but suffice it to mention in this context that claims to the effect that more than one person may be required to accomplish complex tasks do not need any support from Vygotsky and, perhaps more to the point, do not receive any beyond the vaguest of generalities. 



Sociogenesis and cultural development
 


Given that Vygotsky's theory, or more properly his set of interrelated theories, is regarded as the source of sociocultural activity approaches to development, it is crucially important to nail down his arguments about ‘cultural development’ and what he referred to as ‘the social structure of the Personality’ (1998, pp. 169–70).15 Two preliminary points set the scene. The first is that Vygotsky's often quoted and celebrated law of sociogenesis is not a general law of psychological development and the second is that it is more of a tautology or ‘theorem’ than a law in the scientific sense of this term.16 The law is formulated in a number of different places in Vygotsky's writings but it always commences with the statement ‘every function in the cultural development of the child’. This qualification that the law is not about development in general but about cultural development is frequently overlooked and is even sometimes omitted when reference is made to the law. The version quoted below is deliberately selected because it contains vital bits of additional information that throw very significant light on Vygotsky's conception of the ‘social’ and the relationship between cultural development and higher mental functions.  


[E]very function in the cultural development of the child appears on the stage twice, in two forms – at first as social, then as psychological; at first as a form of cooperation between people, as a group, an intermental category, then as a means of individual behavior, as an intramental category. This is the general law for the construction of all higher mental functions. 

(1998, p. 169)





 


The tautological aspect of the law of sociogenesis is that it says, in effect, that the cultural development of the child originates in the cultural or social activities of the child and not in the intramental activities of the child. If the reverse were true, then it would not make much sense to refer to the ‘cultural’ development of the child. The concluding sentence in the above passage leaves no room for doubt that the ‘law’ of sociogenesis refers to the development and construction of higher mental functions. An additional point that frames Vygotsky's approach is the specific meaning that he gives to the term ‘social’ in the context of the child's cultural development. This is important because few words carry as many meanings and come with as much baggage as the term ‘social’, let alone its extension into ‘sociogenesis’. But in the context of his law, Vygotsky is using the term ‘social’ in an uncomplicated and straightforward way to mean ‘cooperation between people, as a group’. The main significance of this conception of social as cooperation lies in the distinctively human link between co-operation and speech. In order to better grasp Vygotsky's meanings of the terms ‘social’ and ‘cultural’ it is helpful to consider the examples he provides. 

The examples Vygotsky uses are discussed in the context of two additional and related laws, both of which serve to introduce and frame the law of sociogenesis that is stated immediately following their elaboration by means of examples.  


The first law of the development and structure of higher mental functions which are the basic nucleus of the personality being formed can be called the law of the transition from direct, innate, natural forms and methods of behavior to mediated, artificial mental functions that develop in the course of cultural development. This transition during ontogenesis corresponds to the process of the historical development of human behavior, a process which, as we know, did not consist of acquiring new natural psychophysiological functions, but in a complex combination of elementary functions, in a perfecting of forms and methods of thinking, in the development of new methods of thinking based mainly on speech or on some other system of signs. 

(1998, p. 168; italics in the original)





 



In this passage, it is abundantly clear that Vygotsky attributes the development of human culture to new forms and methods of thinking based mainly on speech or other systems of signs. Noticeable by its absence is any mention of tools or artefacts. This may seem surprising given that tools and artefacts of various kinds are typically regarded as the products of culture. Of course, Vygotsky is not blind to the existence of tools and their role in the labour process. But tools do not beget tools and Vygotsky's point is that their construction is a function of the sign-based ‘new methods of thinking’ that occurred in the course of human cultural development. A corresponding shift from direct, natural and innate forms of behaviour to thought that is mediated by signs occurs in the course of ontogenesis. To illustrate his point, Vygotsky cites the example of the transition from involuntary remembering to remembering that is guided by signs.  


Primitive man, having first made some kind of external sign in order to remember some event, passed in this way into a new form of memory. He introduced external, artificial means with which he began to manage the process of his own remembering. Study shows that the whole path of historical development of man's behavior consists of a continuous perfecting of such means and of the development of new devices and forms of mastering his own mental operations, and here the internal system of one operation or another also changed and sustained profound changes. 

(1998, p. 168)





 



In the above passage, Vygotsky is making two points. The first is that people make external signs, such as notched sticks, knotted cloth or written language, to aid in the operation of psychological functions such as memory. Although this idea seems to be well understood and is often cited in relation to Vygotsky's work, it also seems to be conveniently ignored when strong assertions are made about how actions are determined by tools, artefacts or ‘mediated means’ in order to support the claim that cognition takes place outside the head. The second point concerns the fact that the external signs are not used to substitute for mental functions, such as memory, but ‘to manage the process of his own remembering’ or as ways of ‘mastering his own mental operations’. This point is less often mentioned and seems to get lost or forgotten in the celebration of external artificial devices that are often mistakenly treated as substitutes for the internal mental functions they are designed to aid. But it is this second point that provides the key to understanding the distinction between the higher and lower mental functions in terms of the voluntary control that the person is able to exercise over the higher functions. The point that is missed or obscured is that the psychological significance of the external devices lies in their function as signs that mediate mental functions, such as memory, and not in their function as tools. The knot is tied to provide a prompt for memory and not to serve its mechanical or technical function as a means of joining together two separate parts. Of crucial importance, then, is the relationship between these two points that amounts to the relationship between the development of human culture and the cultural development of humans. Signs as cultural artefacts developed by people during the course of history, in particular speech, enable people, in the course of their own development, increasingly to exercise control over their own psychological processes and actions. In this way, culture is understood not as an external force acting on people or as an external auxiliary device (or artefact) that people use to act on the world but primarily as a resource that, in the first instance, is made by people in order to manipulate their internal mental processes. The fact that children are born into a culture and in this sense culture pre-exists individual people does not mean that culture pre-existed the human species. This is the force of the historical dimension of cultural-historical psychology.  


Life over time, cultural development, work, everything that distinguished man from animal in the psychological sphere, is closely connected with the fact that in the historical development of man, mastery of himself, his own behavior, proceeded parallel to mastery of external nature. The stick of which Buhler speaks is a stick for the future. It is already a tool for work . . . Using a stick, primitive man masters from the outside, with the help of a sign, processes of his own behavior and subordinates his actions to a goal, making external objects serve his activity – tools, soil, rice. 

(1999, p. 64)





 



Holding on to the idea generated by the ‘first law of the development and structure of higher mental functions’ that speech and other sign systems serve to transform mental functions and bring them under the voluntary control of each person, the next step in the argument also depends on the relationship between the social development of humanity and the cultural development of the child. Drawing on the work of others, such as Baldwin, Piaget and Janet, Vygotsky formulates a second law as follows:  


[C]onsidering the history of the development of higher mental functions that comprise the basic nucleus in the structure of the personality, we find that the relation between higher mental functions was at one time a concrete relation between people; collective social forms of behavior in the process of development become a method of individual adaptations and forms of behavior and thinking of the personality. 

(1998, p. 168; italics in the original)





 



Vygotsky's reference to ‘social forms’ is not in any way abstruse but refers to concrete relations between people as is evident from the three concrete examples he provides to illustrate what he means by ‘collective social forms of behavior’. In the first example, he cites Piaget's work on the development of children's logical thinking in which it is shown that it only occurs in the process of interacting with other children. ‘Piaget traced that the argument, the confrontation that arises in a child's group is not only a stimulus for logical thought, but is also the initial form in which thought appears’ (1998, p. 168). In the process of developing an argument in relation to others, then, the child comes to systematize her opinions. Vygotsky goes on to cite Janet, who ‘showed that all deliberation is the result of an internal argument because it is as if a person were repeating to himself the forms and methods of behavior that he applied earlier to others’ (p. 168). In the second example, children develop self-control and voluntary direction of their own actions by playing rule-governed games in small groups and Vygotsky (p. 169) applies the same argument.  


Subordination to the rule, modifications of direct impulses, coordination of personal and group actions initially, just like the argument, is a form of behavior that appears among children and only later becomes an individual form of behavior of the child himself. 





 



In the third example, Vygotsky (p. 169) refers to speech as the ‘central and leading function of cultural development’.  


[S]peech, being initially the means of communication, the means of association, the means of organization of group behavior, later becomes the basic means of thinking and of all higher mental functions, the basic means of personality formation. The unity of speech as a means of social behavior and as a means of individual thinking cannot be accidental. As we have said above, it indicates the basic fundamental law of the construction of higher mental functions. 





 



It is noteworthy that in the above passage the word ‘means’ is repeated seven times in relation to speech; as a means of communication, a means of association, a means of organization, a means of thinking, a means of personality formation, a means of social behaviour, a means of individual thinking. But embedded in all these different ways in which speech is put to work is the core idea or centre of gravity around which Vygotsky's theory is constructed: the idea of the ‘unity of speech as a means of social behavior and as a means of individual thinking ’. Vygotsky again defers to Janet in his explanation of how this unity comes about. The ‘social’ nature of words derives from the fact that originally the word was a command for others and was an intrinsic part of an action. Words then became detached from actions but their command function was retained and then turned inwards to the self.  


The word is a command. In all its forms, it represents a command and in verbalized behavior, it is always necessary to distinguish the function of command which belongs to the word from the function of subordination. This is a fundamental fact. Specifically because the word fulfilled the function of a command with respect to others, it begins to fulfill the same function with respect to oneself and becomes the basic means for mastering one's own behavior. 

(1998, p. 169)





 



It is worth noting that Vygotsky very emphatically traces the origin of speech to the function of a command or instruction. This is the case both in terms of the development of culture and the cultural development of the child, whose initial use of words functions as commands to others. The power of the word resides in its subordination of motor acts to itself and this leads Vygotsky (1998, p. 169) to comment that ‘Behind the psychological power of the word over other mental functions stands the former power of the commander over the subordinate.’17 Herein lies the germ of the law of sociogenesis that he goes on to cite in the context of the ‘unity of speech as a means of social behavior and as a means of individual thinking’ (see above). In all the examples and as exemplified by speech, the social is not conceptualized in grand societal terms but in small-scale group interactional terms. In the case of speech, we command (or are commanded by) others and communicate with others and ourselves. We do not command ‘society’ or its systems and structures but other people and ourselves. This is not to deny societal influences on people, such as class or other social structures and systems, but these influences require explanation and it is unlikely that a convincing explanation will emerge with the power to bypass speech and the meaning it conveys. 

It should now be clear how Vygotsky's theory relates the social and the developing higher mental functions of people in terms of concrete interactions between children and adults talking and acting together in groups.  


Thus, the structures of higher mental functions represent a cast of collective social relations between people. These structures are nothing other than a transfer into the personality of an inward relation of a social order that constitutes the basis of the social structure of the human personality. The personality is by nature social. 

(1998, pp. 169–70)





 



Having digested the examples and accompanying explanations Vygotsky provides, it is easier to understand what he means by ‘an inward relation of a social order’ that provides the basis for the assertion that ‘The personality is by nature social.’ Vygotsky formulates this ‘transfer into the personality’ as the third law of ‘transition of a function from outside inward’ (1998, p. 170; italics in the original). But there is a further element that contributes to Vygotsky's conception of the social and this relates to the previously made point about signs, and especially speech, being a means to the achievement of higher mental functions. According to Vygotsky (1998, p. 170), ‘social connections’ cannot be implemented by some kind of ‘direct intercourse’ but require the intervention of speech or signs and so ‘here, the social means becomes the means of individual behavior’. In plain language, when we speak to ourselves or others the means or instrument we use is social in the sense that it is shared by all. Vygotsky's claim (1998, p. 170), following Marx among others, that ‘Through others we become ourselves’ encapsulates the idea of the other as a social other through whom our personhood, or to use Vygotsky's term, our ‘personality’, is formed.18 


From this we can understand why all internal higher functions were of necessity external. However, in the process of development, every external function is internalized and becomes internal. Having become an individual form of behavior, in the process of a long period of development, it loses the traits of an external operation and is converted into an internal operation. 

(1998, p. 170)





 



With the above passage clearly in focus,19 it is difficult to reconcile Vygotsky with a view that regards his theory as a precursor to various strands of what is referred to as distributed cognition.20 Whatever may be the merits of this approach to cognition,21 in terms of Vygotsky's approach, auxiliary stimuli or external devices feature early in the developmental process and are replaced by internal functions. In the oft-cited memory experiments that Vygotsky conducted with Leont′ev, in which the method of double stimulation is used, young children do not make use of external stimulus means (colour cards). Older children do make use of the external cues whereas adults dispense with them and rely instead on internal signs. It is interesting to note that where Vygotsky and Leont′ev's experiments follow a similar form to those of Piaget, in which children at different ages are given the same tasks, the findings are remarkably similar, with Leont′ev (1994, p. 305) referring to ‘three principal stages of development’ that are remarkably similar to those described by Piaget. 

To round off the discussion of the social genesis of higher mental functions, Vygotsky discusses the development and mastery of pointing by the child and shows in a striking way how a natural function is transformed by the intervention of a social process. Initially, the child's pointing gesture is not really that at all but is an unsuccessful attempt to grasp an out-of-reach object. Vygotsky refers to the child's outstretched arm ostensibly ‘pointing’ at the object as ‘the stage of the gesture in itself’. Observing the child's outstretched hand, the mother converts this grasping gesture into a pointing gesture by handing the object to the child. Because the mother imposes her understanding on the situation, this stage can be called ‘pointing for others’. It is only much later that the action becomes ‘a pointing gesture for the self, that is, a conscious deliberate action of the child himself’ (1998, p. 171). The force of the example is that, like speech, in the absence of another person, pointing would not develop and, in this sense, it is quintessentially a social gesture. In the same way, the child's first words are expressions of affect and are not directed at anyone. But these words are given meaning by others and, in the course of development, the child internalizes these ‘social’ meanings that are shared by others. The example also illustrates the relationship between the historical development of culture and the cultural development of the child that is embedded in Vygotsky's theory. Even if particular children do not learn to point in this way but acquire the pointing function later by means of imitation or instruction, the example serves to show how pointing is possible or how it arose initially as a cultural achievement. The example of the development of pointing also serves to illustrate the difference between tools and signs. Grasping is the natural function of the hand and, as such, it is a biologically constructed tool that ‘mediates’ between the organism and environment. But, when the hand is used to point, it functions as a sign and conveys meaning by regulating the attention of another person to something in the world. 

It should now be clear that in terms of Vygotsky's theory, any opposition between ‘the individual’ and ‘the social’ simply misses the point. For Vygotsky, the developing person, or personality, is always a ‘social individual’ or participant in a group with others even if, at the limit, the ‘others’ amount to another social individual or person. The cultural development of the child that produces higher mental functions culminates in an awareness of self as an internal other and in this way self-consciousness becomes ‘socially’ structured. Vygotsky explains as follows:  


The behavior of the individual is identical to social behavior. The higher fundamental law of behavioral psychology is that we conduct ourselves with respect to ourselves just as we conduct ourselves with respect to others. There is social behavior with respect to oneself and if we acquired the function of command with respect to others, applying this function to ourselves is essentially the same process. But subordinating one's actions to one's own authority necessarily requires, as we have already said, a consciousness of these actions as a prerequisite. 

(1998, p. 171) 





 



Vygotsky's conception of the social is, perhaps, one of his most potent contributions to psychology. Few words in the discourse of the human sciences are laden with as much baggage as the word ‘social’ and, given that different meanings are attached to the word, it is not surprising to encounter confusion or, at least, a lack of clarity when the concept is used. The most common form of confusion occurs because the term ‘social’ is used simply to refer to other people or more than a single person and also to refer to a kind or category of societal phenomena such as social structures, systems or roles. In the former case, ‘social’ is a synonym for group so that joining a ‘social’ club to engage in ‘social’ activities means being in a group with other people and engaging in group activities as opposed to solitary activities carried out alone. In the latter case, typically, the disciplines of sociology and social or cultural anthropology are concerned with the study of social structures such as class, kinship, legal and religious systems and corresponding social actions such as labour, courtship and marriage, the administration of justice, prayer and sacrifice, and so on. In this sense, ‘the social’ is not concerned with aggregates of people but is concerned with the relationships that obtain between generalized roles such as husband and wife, prosecution and defence, priest and congregant.22

When Vygotsky's theory is invoked to exemplify a social
approach or form of explanation for psychological phenomena, it is often unclear which of the above meanings of ‘social’ is intended. On the one hand, the claim is that his theory does not treat people as isolated individuals but shows how, in the course of development, psychological functions are influenced by other people. Here, the law of sociogenesis and the zone of proximal development are usually cited as examples of how ‘social’ influences impact on the development of individuals where the term ‘social’ is shorthand for other people in terms of intermental functioning. On the other hand, Vygotsky's theory is sometimes found wanting and deficient because it does not sufficiently explain how social structures or systems impact on psychological functions23 and instead focuses on interactions between people.24 Vygotsky's conception of the individual subject of psychological investigation as a person constituted by social and biological qualities is well captured in the following words of Volosinov (Bakhtin)25 that are as relevant today as they were when he wrote them. 


The ‘social’ is usually thought of in binary opposition with the ‘individual’, and hence we have the notion that the psyche is individual while ideology is social . . . Notions of that sort are fundamentally false. The correlate of the social is the ‘natural’ and thus ‘individual’ is not meant in the sense of a person, but ‘individual’ as natural, biological specimen . . . To avoid misunderstandings, a rigorous distinction must always be made between the concept of the individual as a natural specimen without reference to the social world (i.e., the individual as object of the biologist's knowledge and study), and the concept of individuality which has the status of an ideological-semiotic superstructure over the natural individual and which, therefore, is a social concept. These two meanings of the word ‘individual’ (the natural specimen and the person) are commonly confused, with the result that arguments of most philosophers and psychologists constantly exhibit quaternio terminorum: now one concept is in force, now the other takes its place. 

(1973, p. 34; italics in the original)





 



Vygotsky's conception of a social individual or person is intimately tied to the role of signs in the development of higher mental functions, in particular the fact that by means of signs we are able to communicate not only with others but also with ourselves and in this way each separate person becomes a social entity. The distinctive and counterintuitive Vygotskian turn is that ‘the social’ becomes embedded in each singular person during the course of development. This is possible because of the peculiar ‘social’ structure of the sign as a means of engaging not only with other people and with other worlds that language makes possible but also of engaging with ourselves and our own mental processes. Signs or word meanings provide the link between social structures or systems and consciousness. We can think of socialization as a process of internalizing and becoming conscious of social meanings that underpin our actions. 



Sociocultural activity approaches
 


In reading accounts of Vygotsky's theory through the lens of sociocultural activity approaches, it is difficult to escape the impression that a new orthodoxy has developed in which Vygotsky's terminology is used to convey different meanings. This is well illustrated by Daniels in his recent book entitled Vygotsky and Research (2008) in which he provides ‘An introduction to Vygotskian theory’ (pp. 1–28). It is easy to miss the subtle difference between ‘Vygotskian theory’ and ‘Vygotsky's theory’ with the former allowing for many more degrees of latitude and licence. Perhaps the reason for taking the lower Vygotskian road is to avoid having to mention the high-road of consciousness that Vygotsky's theory is designed to address. In the index to the book, there is no mention of consciousness and reading the introduction would give no clue to the fact that consciousness,26 with word meaning as its unit of analysis, is what Vygotsky's theory seeks to explain. Daniels scrupulously follows the sociocultural activity line and the first subheading we encounter in the introduction is ‘Mediation’. He tells us that Vygotsky ‘viewed the concept of mediation as being central to his account of social formation’ (2008, p. 4) but apart from a page reference to Mind in Society, he does not actually discuss Vygotsky's concept. Instead, he refers to Wertsch and presents a secondhand account of mediation in which Wertsch claims to distinguish between ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’ forms of mediation.27 In addition to Wertsch, Daniels also quotes from Engeström (2001) and Hasan (2005) and concludes that he has ‘identified two approaches to the notion of mediation as announced by Vygotsky’ (2008, p. 7). This is a very peculiar choice of words, implying as they do that Vygotsky only ‘announced’ the concept of mediation without developing it and that his announcement consisted of a ‘visible’ and an ‘invisible’ kind of mediation, and all this is given credence by the peculiar fact that Daniels elects to keep Vygotsky's ideas about mediation to himself and to replace them instead with Wertschian–Vygotskian versions. Again, the problem is not that other theorists have developed notions of mediation but that, following Daniels, it is virtually impossible for a reader to know that Vygotsky did far more than announce a notion of mediation, let alone the substance of what his concept actually entails. 

In the next section of Daniels’ book, the new orthodoxy is further entrenched by the subheading ‘Tools, signs and artifacts as mediators’. Here, the clear suggestion is that for Vygotsky they all belong together in the same mediation melting pot and, in fact, this is precisely what Daniels says (2008, p. 9): ‘Vygotsky saw tools and symbols as two aspects of the same phenomena.’ But, as we have seen expressed in Vygotsky's own words, this claim is misguided and in making it Daniels is simply repeating, among others, Cole and Wertsch's projection of their own ideas onto those of Vygotsky. What is telling in Daniels’ account of Vygotsky, like those of Cole and Wertsch, is that it fudges the crucial issues and presents the sociocultural activity approach as a new kind of orthodoxy. In discussing Wertsch's work he describes it as ‘central to the movement in sociocultural theory which seeks to understand mediated action in its cultural context’ (p. 57). Daniels comments that Wertsch ‘has moved away from Vygotsky's (1978, 1987) early focus on word meaning as a unit for the study of human consciousness by proposing mediated action in its cultural context as an alternative’ (p. 57). But Vygotsky's focus on word meaning was hardly an ‘early focus’, as is evident in the very reference to volume I of the Collected Works (1987) that Daniels cites. Here, the last three chapters of Thinking and Speech are drenched in references to word meaning, particularly the last chapter entitled ‘Thought and word’ that was written in the last months of Vygotsky's life. In this play with words in which meanings are filtered it becomes transparent how a new orthodoxy is established. Reference is made to an ‘early focus’, with the clear implication that it must have been followed by a later focus from which it is but a very short step to the misguided conclusion that it was this later focus of Vygotsky that Wertsch subsequently developed. Significantly, Daniels’ account of Wertsch's work does not contain a single line of critique and it is presented as if it is a flawless body of work, an honour that is not even extended to the master himself whose name is invoked in the title of the book. 

As the book Vygotsky and Research unfolds, the title recedes into the distance and is replaced by ‘post-Vygotskian theory and research’ (p. 148). This research includes various kinds of distributed cognition, situated action, communities of practice and activity theory whose links to Vygotsky become increasingly tenuous culminating in research into ‘institutions and beyond’ (pp. 148–78) of a kind that Vygotsky did not himself address, leaving the notion of ‘post-Vygotskian’ somewhat attenuated.28 Before discussing this hiatus in Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory, it is important to attempt to gain some perspective about the purported links between Vygotsky's theory and theories about distributed and situated cognition. 

It is one thing for a theory to draw inspiration or even to borrow ideas from other theories and to point to areas of similarity and overlap with other theories. But it is an entirely different thing to claim that a theory is a direct extension of an earlier theory such that the newer theory is based on principles developed in the earlier theory and represents a further development and elaboration of the original theory. In the sociocultural literature much is made of Hutchins, and to a lesser extent Clark, whose works are frequently cited in support of an extended (beyond the skin/head) conception of mind whose roots it is claimed lie in Vygotsky's work. The point that is made in relation to Hutchins’ text, Cognition in the Wild (1995),29 is that more than a single individual is required to navigate a large modern vessel into a port and, instead, that this feat is achieved by a system involving a number of different people working cooperatively by sharing their respective expertise and making use of complex tools. Hutchins uses the phrase ‘cognitive and computational system’ to refer to the resources that are necessary to dock the vessel and nothing in his book suggests that we can substitute this system for the human minds and mental functions, such as reasoning and memory, that are constitutive parts of the functional whole. In fact, Hutchins also describes in some detail how individual Micronesian navigators are able to ‘commit a large body of information to memory’ (p. 73) and to navigate their canoes over vast areas of the ocean. In Hutchins’ text, which consists of 374 pages, he cites Vygotsky once in the index and devotes about 25 lines to his work, citing from a secondary source (Wertsch, 1985) a quotation that refers to the ‘social origins of higher mental functions’ (p. 283). It goes without saying that, for Hutchins, marginal would be an exaggeration to describe the influence of Vygotsky on his account of cognitive systems, an account that Wilson (2002) claims, in fact, has very little to say about cognition. 

Much the same applies to Clark who, in his book Being There (1997), mentions in the same breath Piaget, Gibson, Bruner and Vygotsky as contributing to his own ideas. Specifically, Clark draws on the idea of scaffolding that he attributes to Vygotsky. In the ten lines he devotes to the topic, Clark does not quite get it right, citing as examples ‘Providing support for the first few faltering steps of a near-walker and supporting a baby in water to allow swimming movements’ (p. 46). Later in the book, Clark again refers to Vygotsky in relation to the concept of scaffolding and adds a note to the effect that whereas the ‘Soviet-inspired literature treats scaffolding as intrinsically social, I extend the notion to include all cases in which external structures are coopted to aid problem solving’ (p. 244). Again, Clark's ideas are not derived directly from Vygotsky and he cites the work of many other authors who discuss notions of scaffolding and the role of language in the solution of problems. It is important to emphasize that beyond their cursory and academically proper references to Vygotsky's work, neither Hutchins nor Clark lay claim to any special affinity with Vygotsky's cultural-historical psychology and their work does not rely or depend on any insight, principle or law introduced by Vygotsky. 

Whereas various kinds of distributed and situated approaches to cognition are treated as extensions of Vygotsky's theory, Daniels points out that Vygotsky ‘did not consider the ways in which concrete social systems bear on psychological functions’ and (citing Ratner (1997)) concludes that ‘[t]he social analysis is thus reduced to a semiotic analysis which overlooks the real world of social praxis’ (2008, pp. 149–50). Exactly what these words mean is left to the reader to fathom but the sentiment is fairly widespread in the sociocultural literature and is endorsed by Wertsch (1991, p. 46), among others. But this is a perverse kind of criticism when it emanates from within a self-proclaimed Vygotskian fold. The criticism is twofold, pointing, on the one hand, to the fact that Vygotsky did not include social systems in his sociogenetic explanation of higher mental functions and, on the other hand, to the fact that he relied on a semiotic form of explanation. Referring to Vygotsky's experimental study of concept formation and the fact that Vygotsky states that social life is important for conceptual development in adolescence, Ratner (1997, p. 103) comments as follows:  


However, instead of analyzing the social demands and activities that occur during adolescence, he postulated that a new abstract use of words during adolescence generates concept formation (Vygotsky, 1987, pp. 131, 160). Vygotsky never indicated the social basis for this new use of words. His social analysis thus reduced to a semiotic analysis that overlooked the real world of social praxis. 





 



Leaving aside the fact that in the above passage Ratner seems to have things the wrong way round and also that Vygotsky devoted a long chapter to a discussion of the social basis for the development of an abstract use of words (scientific concepts), a chapter in which he also discusses the zone of proximal development, the obvious question for Ratner is why then bother with Vygotsky. The point of Vygotsky's theory is that a semiotic analysis is a social analysis but not necessarily of the kind of which Ratner would approve and, perhaps even more important, that without it, the ‘real world of social praxis’ would be inexplicable, another point that would not meet with Ratner's approval. If the sociocultural activity approach finds Vygotsky's semiotic explanations inadequate precisely because they fail to take account of how social systems or institutions participate in the development of mental functioning then why cling onto the theory? The strength of Vygotsky's theory lies precisely in his semiotic analysis that provides an explanation of how social systems are able to impact on the human mind. Without his semiotic analysis, virtually nothing remains that is distinctive of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory and invoking his name seems more like an empty gesture than a meaningful sign. 



Contributions from the Russian activity approach
 


Whereas the sociocultural activity approach creates a common denominator of artefacts or cultural tools that serves to mask the fact that psychological tools and not technical tools are the central explanatory construct in Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory, a different approach is adopted by some theorists in the Russian tradition of activity theory,30 such as Leont′ev, Davydov and Radzikhovskii. It is interesting to consider this approach because it throws into sharp relief the extent to which the Western sociocultural activity approach has diluted Vygotsky's theory by ignoring or sidelining the role of signs and word meaning in the construction of all his key concepts. Perhaps because they are closer to the source and more closely held to account for their words, or perhaps because Vygotsky's words are less easily misunderstood in Russian than in English, these theorists highlight the importance of psychological tools and semiotic mediation in Vygotsky's work. Instead of twisting the meaning of his psychological concepts to suit their purpose, they look back and discover another more material Vygotsky buried deep inside his better-known semiotic persona. 

In a preface to the third English volume of Vygotsky's Collected Works, entitled ‘On Vygotsky's creative development’, Leont′ev (1997, pp. 9–10) sets the scene as follows:  


In order to understand the ‘phenomenon Vygotsky’, the exceptionality of his scientific fate, it is essential to point to two aspects of his creative work. On the one hand, there are the concrete facts, the concrete methods and hypotheses of Vygotsky and his collaborators. Many of these methods and hypotheses have been brilliantly confirmed and were further developed in the works of contemporary psychologists . . . But, on the other hand, there is still another aspect of Vygotsky's creative work – a theoretical methodological aspect. Being one of the greatest theoretical psychologists of the 20th century, he was truly decades ahead of his time. And the topicality of Vygotsky's works lies in the theoretical plane. That is why we should not speak about his conceptions as if they were somehow completed. His concrete investigations were just the first stage in the realization of his theoretical methodological program. 





 



As pointed out in the notes31 to Leont′ev's article, having criticized Vygotsky in the 1930s, when his work subsequently became available in the 1950s Leont′ev set out to establish himself as Vygotsky's ‘legitimate heir’ and his activity theory as the logical continuation of Vygotsky's work. Clearly, by framing Vygotsky's creative work around two hands (see above), Leont′ev cannot lay claim selectively to only one without the other or assume that the one does not know what the other one is doing. Given that he distanced himself from the hand of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory, it is not surprising that Leont′ev would attempt to grasp some other hand and this he identifies as Vygotsky's theoretical and methodological approach. 

According to Leont′ev, the theoretical methodological aspects of Vygotsky's work are evident in his early articles, in which he attempts to develop a Marxist psychology.32 But given the significance of Leont′ev's claims about this aspect of Vygotsky's work, he provides surprisingly little supportive evidence to justify the following strong claim (1997, p. 16):  


Vygotsky's idea was clear – the elaboration of the theoretical methodological foundations of a Marxist psychology must begin with a psychological analysis of the practical, labor activity of humans on the basis of Marxist positions. 





 



The difficulty with the above passage is that the expression ‘practical, labor activity of humans’ is highly ambiguous, especially when ‘labor activity’ is qualified by the term ‘practical’. The problem is that human labour activity acquires its distinctive quality from the inclusion of ‘activities’ that are not usually regarded as practical, such as mental functions and operations including abstraction, generalization and reasoning. Of course, if we decide to call these kinds of activities ‘practical’ then the problem dissolves, but so does any distinctive meaning of the term ‘practical’, rendering redundant its inclusion in the labour process. But it is not only the meaning of the term ‘practical’ that is brought into question. Far more important is that if the term ‘labor activity’ is all-inclusive and includes mental functions in its orbit then the ‘clear’ idea that Leont′ev attributes to Vygotsky becomes very murky indeed. What we have is the idea that a Marxist psychology must begin with a psychological analysis of psychology (i.e., mental functions). It is most improbable that Vygotsky, with all his theoretical and methodological sophistication, would pursue this line of thinking. 

Equally improbable is the argument that Leont′ev (1997, p. 17) presents, in which he claims that ‘In keeping with his fundamental views, Vygotsky did not turn to the examination of mental phenomena in themselves, but to the analysis of labor activity.’ The substance of Leont′ev's argument is that Vygotsky developed his ideas about psychological tools or signs mediating mental functions by transforming lower or natural functions into higher cultural functions, by analogy with the technical tools of work that mediate between the worker and the external world. Even if this is correct and, as we will see later in the discussion, there are good grounds to question this supposition, it hardly amounts to an ‘analysis of labor activity’. It is also not clear how Leont′ev's argument that Vygotsky developed his idea of psychological tools by analogy with technical tools provides grounds for asserting that Vygotsky's theory begins with an analysis of practical, labour activity.33 As we have seen, Vygotsky was at pains to emphasize that the analogy is based on a logical relationship in which psychological and technical tools share certain common features but this does not mean that they are similar in kind. The fact that a bird and an aeroplane share some features, such as wings and the capacity for flight, does not mean that a bird is a kind of aeroplane or that an aeroplane is a kind of bicycle because they both are vehicles. The acid test is not about analogies but whether Vygotsky's psychological tools originate in, or are generated by, his analysis of practical labour activity. We will examine this question in more detail shortly when considering Marx's example of the architect and the bee, but the following passage in which Vygotsky unites the history of work with the history of speech appears to put the spoke in the wheel of Leont′ev's arguments about the primacy of labour activity in Vygotsky's analyses.  


In this sense, the phylogenetic history of man's practical intellect is closely linked not only with mastery of nature, but also with mastery of himself. The history of work and the history of speech can scarcely be understood one without the other. Man created not only the tools for work with the help of which he subjected to his will the forces of nature, but also the stimuli that induced and regulated his own behavior, subjecting his own powers to his will. 

(Vygotsky, 1999, p. 63) 





 



In sharp contrast to the rather flimsy account Leont′ev provides of Vygotsky's theoretical and methodological programme, his summary account of Vygotsky's substantive cultural-historical theory is clear and comprehensive, which is not surprising given that he contributed to its development.34 He identifies signs and meaning as the core of Vygotsky's theory and explains how they account for the main features of the theory. Leont′ev's comments are particularly salient coming as they do from the founder of activity theory as an alternative to Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory. They illustrate with considerable clarity what is missing in the sociocultural accounts of Vygotsky's work in which signs or word meanings are subsumed under a general category of artefacts or tools whose role is no different, in principle, from pliers and lawnmowers. 

 


Thus, for Vygotsky the study of the problem of generalization, the development of concepts, the problem of word meaning became the path to investigate the ontogenesis of thinking, which became the nerve-centre of his whole theory. 

(Leont′ev, 1997, p. 26)





 


 


What were the main conclusions at which Vygotsky arrived? Mental functions develop in the course of the historical development of mankind. The decisive factor in this development are signs. Vygotsky (1960, pp. 197–8) wrote that ‘In a higher structure the sign and the way it is used are the decisive functional whole or focus of the whole process.’ A sign is any conventional symbol which has a certain meaning. The word is the universal sign. 

(1997, pp. 29–30)





 



Leont′ev elaborates on the ways in which Vygotsky incorporated the sign into his theory and shows how signs are implicated in all his main concepts, such as internalization, sociogenesis, the concept of a psychological system, concept formation, the zone of proximal development, thinking and consciousness. Pointing out that in the last few years of his life Vygotsky worked ‘intensively’ on the problem of meaning and consciousness, Leont′ev returns to his earlier theme and makes an astonishing statement whose only justification seems to be its own dogmatic assertion.  


Of course, by including consciousness in the world of such refined products of culture as the sign and meaning he seemed to have moved away from his initial psychological program which was first and foremost directed at the study of human practical, objective, labor activity. The latter was, in principle, the topic to which Vygotsky devoted all his efforts. 

(1997, p. 31)





 



These are very strange words and carry a confusing mixed message. Clearly, from his own account and assessment of Vygotsky's theory, in practice Vygotsky devoted very little effort to the study of labour activity. If by studying consciousness and meaning Vygotsky did not in principle drift away from the study of practical, objective, labour activity, then the principle to which Leont′ev refers in the above passage strikes a hollow chord that gives body to an empty claim. But Leont′ev is by no means alone in his attempt to rehabilitate Vygotsky as an activity theorist by retrospectively revealing another Vygotsky hidden behind the more familiar cultural-historical Vygotsky. Many of Leont′ev's claims are elaborated by Davydov and Radzikhovskii (1985)35 in their analysis of Vygotsky the methodologist and Vygotsky the psychologist. Like Leont′ev, in their story of the Vygotsky duo, the methodologist is the authentic Marxist Vygotsky blazing a methodological trail for psychology based on practical, objective, labour activity alongside the more wayward semiotic Vygotsky who, having wandered off the track, needs to be rescued by his better-informed proponents of activity theory. 

Davydov and Radzikhovskii argue that there is a need to distinguish between Vygotsky's methodological ideas and his cultural-historical theory or as they put it, between Vygotsky the methodologist and Vygotsky the psychologist.36 According to them, it is largely in relation to methodological issues that Vygotsky's efforts to create a Marxist psychology were directed, for the reason that he did not believe that a psychological theory could be extracted directly from Marx's work but that Marx's dialectical methods in his analysis of Capital could be applied to psychology. Vygotsky's main methodological argument, according to Davydov and Radzikhovskii, is that it is necessary to identify a general explanatory principle that is different from the object of study. Given that Vygotsky identified consciousness as the proper object of study for psychology, ‘it was necessary to identify a stratum of reality that determines consciousness’ (p. 46) or that ‘could fulfill the role of an intermediate link between objective reality (the external world) and consciousness’ (p. 47). Referring to Vygotsky's article ‘Consciousness as a Problem in the Psychology of Behavior’,37 Davydov and Radzikhovskii argue that for him the intermediate link is labour activity and they explain (p. 48) as follows:  


It is possible to approach the analysis of consciousness through an analysis of behavior. If this is so, then, the difference in the behavior of animals and humans must have great significance. Namely, this difference is connected with the appearance of consciousness, something that exists only in humans. The unique nature of human behavior, according to Vygotsky (p. 125, pp. 175–97), is linked to labor activity in humans (here he was relying directly on Marx's ideas in Kapital) . . . Thus, . . . consciousness emerged as an aspect of the structure of labor activity. 





 


The point to note in the above passage is that it omits to mention the ‘great significance’ of speech38 as a distinguishing feature of human behaviour and, to paraphrase, that the unique nature of human behaviour, according to Vygotsky, is linked to speech in humans.39 But in the above passage, it is the last sentence that is crucial, in which Davydov and Radzikhovskii attribute to labour activity the appearance of consciousness as the distinguishing difference between animals and humans. The next step in their argument is that, having discussed consciousness in relation to labour activity, in the article ‘The historical significance of the crisis in psychology’,40 Vygotsky goes on to discuss the importance of practical activity. In this article he considers the methodological requirements needed for psychology to become a unified scientific discipline and, following their outline of Vygotsky's discussion, Davydov and Radzikhovskii reach the following conclusion (pp. 52–3):  


If one proceeds on the basis of the methodological requirements outlined above, then it is possible to conclude that for Vygotsky the category of practical human activity played the role of a general explanatory category; this category identified the ability that determines mind. Vygotsky did not explicate the nature of this category. One of the main reasons for this was the undeveloped state of Marxist philosophical literature of those years on the concept of activity itself.41 However, the true methodological significance of Vygotsky's work consists of the assertion that activity is the explanatory principle in psychological theory. We will now turn to the question of how this idea is expressed in Vygotsky's psychological theory. 





 



Before we consider Davydov and Radzikhovskii's account of how activity is expressed in Vygotsky's theory, we need to pause and take stock of their arguments and conclusion. In a nutshell, their argument is that the difference in the behaviour of animals and humans is connected with the appearance of consciousness that, in turn, is explained by labour activity that, in its turn, consists of practical human activity. In this way, they claim that, for Vygotsky the methodologist, human practical activity is the explanatory principle that underpins the discipline of psychology. But this claim by Davydov and Radzikhovskii does not seem to stand up to scrutiny. Contrary to their explanation of why ‘Vygotsky did not explicate the nature of this category’, an examination of the articles they cite as evidence for their claims suggests that, in fact, he never actually formulated any such explanatory principle and seems instead to have suggested something rather different and more in tune with his dialectical intuitions. 

Vygotsky's 1925 article ‘Consciousness as a problem in the psychology of behavior’, which is cited by Davydov and Radzikhovskii, begins with an epigraph in which Vygotsky quotes the well-known passage from Marx comparing the worst architect with the best of bees. This is a significant move given Vygotsky's statement (1997a, p. 331) that he did not ‘want to learn what constitutes the mind for free, by picking out a couple of citations’. By selecting this passage to capture the essence of the human labour process, Vygotsky is clearly making an important point and that point is that the distinctively human aspect of labour does not lie in its practical activity aspect. The passage from Marx that Vygotsky quotes (1997a, p. 63) is as follows:  


A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labor-process, we get a result that already existed in the imagination of the laborer at its commencement. He not only effects a change of form in the material on which he works, but he also realizes a purpose of his own that gives the law to his modus operandi, and to which he must subordinate his will [K. Marx, Das Kapital, Vol. I, Part 3, p. 193]. 





 



It is interesting that in their account of Vygotsky's article, Davydov and Radzikhovskii do not mention the above quotation or point out that when Vygotsky refers to Marx and the labour process, it is in the context of this passage. Given the prominence of the quotation as the epigraph to the article and also that when discussing the labour process, Vygotsky refers to it again in the middle and at the end of the article, this omission seems less like an oversight and more like a strategic silence. Vygotsky's reference (1997a, p. 68) to the passage seems to leave little room for interpretive manoeuvre.  


Spiders that spin their web and bees that build cells out of wax do this because of an inherited instinct and in a machine-like manner, always in the same way. They do not display more activity than in all their other adaptive activities. It is different with a weaver or an architect. As Marx said, they first build their creation in their imagination. The result of the labor process existed in an ideal form before the beginning of this work. 





 



Unless we treat the architect raising ‘his structure in imagination’ or, in Vygotsky's words, the ‘ideal form’ of the labour process that exists ‘before the beginning of this work’ as a practical activity, the argument that practical activity plays the role of a general explanatory category for Vygotsky is clearly in trouble. But if it does play this role then how is the beaver's dam-building practical activity different from that of the engineer and what is the explanatory force of the category of practical activity that applies in both cases? The obvious question is why the practical activities of birds, bees and beavers do not produce consciousness and this returns us full circle back to the role of consciousness in what Marx referred to as the ‘exclusively human’ form of labour and not ‘those primitive instinctive forms of labor that remind us of the mere animal’. Given the centrality of the Marxist concept of labour in Davydov and Radzikhovskii's argument, it is instructive to locate the passage Vygotsky quotes in his epigraph in its broader before-and-after context as follows:  


Labor is, in the first place, a process in which both man and Nature participate, and in which man of his own accord starts, regulates, and controls the material re-actions between himself and Nature. He opposes himself to Nature as one of her own forces, setting in motion arms and legs, head and hands, the natural forces of his body, in order to appropriate Nature's productions in a form adapted to his own wants. By thus acting on the external world and changing it, he at the same time changes his own nature. He develops his slumbering powers and compels them to act in obedience to his sway. We are not now dealing with those primitive instinctive forms of labor that remind us of the mere animal. An immeasurable interval of time separates the state of things in which a man brings his labor-power to market for sale as a commodity, from that state in which human labor was still in its first instinctive stage. We pre-suppose labor in a form that stamps it as exclusively human. A spider conducts . . . he must subordinate his will [see quote above]. And this subordination is no mere momentary act. Besides the exertion of the bodily organs, the process demands that, during the whole operation, the workman's will be steadily in consonance with his purpose. This means close attention. The less he is attracted by the nature of the work, and the mode in which it is carried on, and the less, therefore, he enjoys it as something which gives play to his bodily and mental powers, the more close his attention is forced to be.42





 



It is possible to find in the above extended passage the outline or schematic sketch of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory of psychology that would provide the explanation for Marx's presupposition of ‘labor in a form that stamps it as exclusively human’. Embedded in the passage are the concepts of ‘will’, ‘attention’, ‘imagination’, ‘purpose’ and ‘slumbering powers’ without which human labour is reduced to the instinctive labour of the mere animal. In highlighting the difference between animal and human behaviour, Vygotsky points out that humans make use of the experience of previous generations and refers to this as ‘historical experience’. In addition, he argues that the experience of other people provides us with vicarious experience and refers to this as ‘the social component of our behavior’. He then adds to both these components of human behaviour the fact that humans adapt the environment to themselves and in this regard he introduces Marx's comments about the difference between bees and architects. Vygotsky then rounds off the discussion as follows (1997a, pp. 68–9):  


This perfectly indisputable explanation by Marx refers to nothing other than the doubling of experience that is unavoidable in human labor. In the movements of the hands and the transformations of the material, labor repeats what was first, as it were, done in the worker's imagination with models of these movements and this same material. Such doubled experience allows man to develop active forms of adaptation which the animal does not have. Let us provisionally call this new type of behavior doubled experience. 

Now the new part of the formula of human behavior looks like this: historical experience, social experience, and doubled experience. 





 



If, as Vygotsky points out in the above passage, ‘labor repeats what was first, as it were, done in the worker's imagination’, then Davydov and Radzikhovskii's argument seems to fall foul of a vicious circularity in which the human mind is explained by a human form of labour that itself is determined by the mind it seeks to explain. Contrary to the claim of two Vygotskys talking past each other as methodologist and psychologist, it is precisely to escape this kind of circular reasoning that Vygotsky turned to the distinctive power of human speech as the explanatory principle of his cultural-historical theory and without which ‘historical’, ‘social’ and ‘doubled experience’ would not be possible. 

Before returning to Davydov and Radzikhovskii's claim that ‘the true methodological significance of Vygotsky's work consists of the assertion that activity is the explanatory principle in psychological theory’ and ‘the question of how this idea is expressed in Vygotsky's psychological theory’ (pp. 52–3), it is necessary to clarify one further point. In the article ‘The historical significance of the crisis in psychology’, referred to by Davydov and Radzikhovskii, the practical activity that Vygotsky discusses (1997a, pp. 305–10) is the practice of the various branches of applied psychology, such as industrial psychology, psychiatry, child psychology and criminal psychology. This is a very different kind of practical activity from typing or riding a bicycle (or pole vaulting to use Wertsch's favourite example) and is usually captured by the term ‘praxis’. Whether this term is defined as the application of theoretical knowledge to practice or as a synthesis of theory and practice with each informing the other, an essential component is the theoretical knowledge that drives the practice and that is informed by its outcomes. Marx's architects and bees both engage in practical activity but only the former practise their activity and thereby engage in praxis. It would appear from the very sources cited by Davydov and Radzikhovskii that their claim about Vygotsky the methodologist adopting activity as his explanatory principle does not stand up to scrutiny and, consequently, we can expect to run into difficulties when examining their complementary account of how he applied this principle in his theory. 

Under the heading of ‘Vygotsky as creator of a psychological theory’ (p. 53), Davydov and Radzikhovskii provide an outline of Vygotsky's theory that is very similar to that of Leont′ev and, unlike the Western sociocultural theorists, they place psychological tools at the centre of his theory and do not collapse this concept into a more general notion of cultural tools or artefacts. Furthermore, they comment approvingly on this fact as follows (p. 53):  


The starting point in Vygotsky's theory is considered to be his idea of the mediation of elementary (natural) functions by so-called psychological tools (e.g., Leont′ev and Luria, 1956; Vygotsky, 1960b). Such an approach seems to us to be quite justified. The idea of the mediation of elementary mental functions by ‘psychological tools’ has the following consequences. 





 



Davydov and Radzikhovskii go on to elaborate and explain that psychological tools provided Vygotsky with an explanation of how lower (natural) and higher (cultural) mental functions are connected due to the mediation of psychological tools and this, in turn, led to an integrated, historical approach to mental functions as well as to the concept of internalization in which psychological tools turn ‘on themselves’ and become a means of self-control. Consequently, mental functions are then mediated ‘from within’ and the necessity for using external stimulus-means disappears. Davydov and Radzikhovskii point out that ‘Vygotsky (1928) referred to this entire process as the complete circle of cultural-historical development of mental functions in ontogenesis’; and they comment that ‘the idea of the sign as a psychological tool in Vygotsky's theory . . . is frequently seen as the basic merit and result of Vygotsky's research as a psychologist’ (p. 54). With the development of the idea of psychological tools, special methods of research emerged that were the ‘concrete embodiments of the idea of psychological tools’, such as the methods of double-stimulation. In short, Davydov and Radzikhovskii conclude that ‘This new discovery for psychology was the idea of psychological tools, the key idea in understanding Vygotsky's work’ (p. 55). 

In case the reader is left in any doubt, this same point is repeated in even stronger terms in a footnote (p. 62, n. 8) attached to the above sentence as follows:  


It is therefore no accident that the evolution of Vygotsky's approach to psychology is usually described as the evolution of his ideas about ‘psychological tools’. It is this that is seen as the centre and unique point in his theory. Vygotsky himself made this point. He divided his work into two periods: before and after he began to consider ‘psychological tools’ (signs) as having meaning. 





 



Davydov and Radzikhovskii now go on to pose the question of what explanatory principle lay behind Vygotsky's idea of psychological tools and claim that it produces an ‘astonishing picture’, but far more astonishing is the argument they produce. They cite the following well-known passage from Vygotsky but not in full, leaving out the bit at the end in parentheses in which Vygotsky (1997a, p. 85) acknowledges two other theorists, Claparède and Thurnwald, who use different terms to express the same concept.  


In the behavior of man we encounter quite a number of artificial devices for mastering his own mental processes. By analogy with technical devices these devices can justifiably and conventionally be called psychological tools or instruments (internal technique in Claparède's terminology, modus operandi according to Thurnwald). 





 



Davydov and Radzikhovskii claim that in this statement ‘Vygotsky described origins of the hypothesis about the role of “psychological tools”’ (p. 55). This seems a rather extravagant claim given the slender nature of the evidence they provide, the fact that Vygotsky's statement seems to refer to the label rather than the devices, and that he acknowledges a source in the two theorists he cites. On the basis of what appears to be a false premise, they then pose the question, ‘How was it possible for Vygotsky to develop a theoretical position on the basis of an analogy with the tools of labor?’ (p. 55). The answer to this loaded question lies in unloading the baggage in which it is couched. The baggage loaded into Davydov and Radzikhovskii's question lies in their assertion that ‘in Vygotsky's opinion, the mind is determined by labor activity, and the category of practical activity is the general explanatory principle of his theory’ (p. 56). But there do not seem to be any compelling reasons to accept Davydov and Radzikhovskii's claims that Vygotsky's theoretical position originates in the analogy between psychological tools and technical tools or that ‘mind is determined by labor activity’ or that ‘the category of practical activity is the general explanatory principle of his theory’. On the contrary, a compelling case can be made that the entire argument needs to be reversed with labour activity posing as the question and not posing as the answer. 

Perhaps the most astonishing aspect of Davydov and Radzikhovskii's argument is that the answer to their question about the origins of the hypothesis of psychological tools lies in the very articles on which they based their arguments about Vygotsky the methodologist, namely, ‘Consciousness as a problem in the psychology of behavior’ and ‘The historical significance of the crisis in psychology’. In order to dispel the idea of the two Vygotskys and the argument that the idea of signs or words as psychological tools originated as an analogue of the tools of labour, it is necessary to let Vygotsky the methodologist explain the origin of his ideas. Towards the end of the article ‘Consciousness as a problem in the psychology of behavior’, Vygotsky introduces the idea of a ‘system of reversible reflexes’ in which speech plays the key role.  


The word that is pronounced is a reflex that creates the same stimulus. Here the reflex is reversible, because the stimulus can become a reaction and vice versa. These reversible reflexes create the basis for social behavior and serve the collective coordination of behavior. In the whole multitude of stimuli one group clearly stands out for me, the group of social stimuli coming from people. It stands out because I myself can reconstruct these stimuli, because they very soon become reversible for me and thus determine my behavior in another way from all others. They make me comparable to another, identical to myself. The source of social behavior and consciousness also lies in speech in the broad sense of the word. 

It is extremely important to state the idea here, albeit in passing, that if this is really so, then the mechanism of social behavior and the mechanism of consciousness are one and the same. Speech is, on the one hand, the system of the ‘reflexes of social contact’ and, on the other hand, the system of the reflexes of consciousness par excellence, i.e., an apparatus for the reflection of other systems. 

(Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 77)





 



The fact that at this early stage in the development of Vygotsky's thought speech is couched in the dominant language of reflexes does not alter the fact that the idea of speech as the ‘source of social behavior and consciousness’ was already in the forefront of Vygotsky's thought. The same is the case for the second methodological article, ‘The historical significance of the crisis in psychology’, in which Vygotsky makes it abundantly clear that the ‘intermediate link between objective reality (the external world) and consciousness’, to use Davydov and Radzikhovskii's words, is speech.  


When we meet what is called a cow and say ‘this is a cow’, we add the act of thinking to the act of perception, bringing the given perception under a general concept. A child who first calls things by their names is making genuine discoveries. I do not see that this is a cow, for this cannot be seen. I see something big, black, moving, lowing, etc., and understand that this is a cow. And this act is an act of classification, of assigning a singular phenomenon to the class of similar phenomena, of systematizing the experience, etc. 

(Vygotsky, 1997a, pp. 249–50) 





 



In these early ‘methodological’ articles, the contours of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory are clearly visible. In recognizing the centrality of Vygotsky's semiotic ideas, Davydov and Radzikhovskii pose the question of the extent to which ‘this type of semiotic interpretation of psychological tools conforms with the concept of activity as an explanatory principle in psychological theory’ (p. 57). They point out that it was precisely in this regard that the theory drew criticism from his students and colleagues who, in establishing a counter-theory of activity, clearly did not believe that Vygotsky's signs or semiotic psychological tools were compatible with activity as an explanatory concept. However, Davydov and Radzikhovskii argue that ‘the very idea of sign meaning, as an important concept in psychological theory, does not contradict the idea of activity as a general explanatory principle’ (p. 57; italics in the original). But in expressing the matter in this way, they simply avoid the critical point. Vygotsky's critics were hardly opposed to the idea that sign meaning is an ‘important concept in psychological theory’ but to the fact that Vygotsky did not subscribe to the view of activity as a general explanatory principle although he no doubt readily would have agreed that it too is ‘an important concept in psychological theory’. If Davydov and Radzikhovskii are correct in their claim that ‘Vygotsky attempted to utilize the unit of analysis as one of the indictors of a theory's latent explanatory principle’ (p. 51) then, by their own logic, we should find prevalent in Vygotsky's work a unit of analysis indicative of activity as the explanatory principle. But as they convincingly show in their discussion of Vygotsky's theoretical concepts, it is word meanings or signs as psychological tools that constitute his units of analysis and the explanatory principle that they indicate is their role in the mediation of mental functions that make possible the distinctly human forms of labour. 

The quest to resurrect Vygotsky as the fountainhead for various kinds of activity theories while at the same time keeping his cultural-historical theory at arm's length seems to turn him into a kind of auxiliary device or marketing tool like a brand name with which to package goods. In criticizing various attempts that had been made to merge Marxism and Freudian theory by excluding the core concepts that constitute the theories, such as the doctrine of sexuality in Freudian theory, Vygotsky asks the question, ‘Can we accept a system without its centre?’ He answers that to do so is like accepting ‘Christianity without Christ’ (1997a, p. 261). Borrowing this analogy from Vygotsky, we could say that the Western sociocultural activity theorists seem to want Christ without Christianity while the Russian activity theorists want Christ without the New Testament. 



From the fringe
 


To round off this review of the secondary Vygotsky literature we need to push the Christianity analogy a bit further to include a less vocal but highly significant voice that is best described as Christianity43 without Christ. Among the possible legitimate heirs to the Vygotsky legacy is an independent voice from the fringe that, unlike others who seem to choke on their own theories in order to clinch their Vygotsky credentials, is resolute in its denial of any influence from Vygotsky. This is the voice of Feuerstein, whose comprehensive theory of ‘Mediated Learning Experience’, or MLE as it is known, is claimed to owe nothing to the work of Vygotsky.44 Feuerstein's impressive system includes a set of dynamic assessment tests known as the ‘Learning Potential Assessment Device’ (1979), an extensive set of cognitive enrichment paper and pencil exercises called ‘Instrumental Enrichment’ and a theory of mediated learning that includes a set of functional deficiencies that may arise as a consequence of inadequate mediation by parents or significant others (1980). These functional cognitive deficiencies that are regarded as the ‘proximal’ causes of cognitive underperformance may also arise as a result of ‘distal’ organic causes such as brain damage or impaired sensory organs such as ears and eyes. The theory of MLE, then, provides an explanation for children who are ‘culturally deprived’ (of their own cultures) and, consequently, underperform and, in its applied aspects, concentrates remedial efforts at the proximal mediating level of functional cognitive operations, irrespective of whether the distal cause is ‘social’ or ‘biological’. Feuerstein's assessment technique that involves active and directed instruction is designed to elicit the child's ‘learning potential’ by comparing what the child can do alone with the child's performance when provided with strategic interventions by the teacher–tester. The Instrumental Enrichment programme is a logical extension of the assessment procedure, with the different instruments designed to make good underdeveloped cognitive functions as a result of inadequate mediated learning experiences. 

If anyone deserves the Vygotsky mantle it is surely Feuerstein whose work in all its aspects represents the further development and application of Vygotsky's ideas: mediation by means of psychological tools – mediated learning experience by means of Instrumental Enrichment;45 assessment based on targeted help in the zone of proximal development46 – learning potential assessment device; primitivism47 – cultural deprivation; primary and secondary factors in retardation48 – proximal and distal causes of deficient cognitive functions, to name some of the most important parallel concepts.49 Although lightly sprinkled in the remedial education literature, in more recent years Feuerstein has become more visible in the Vygotsky literature mainly through the efforts of Kozulin, whose publications discuss his work and also point out the similarities to Vygotsky. However, Kozulin (2003, p. 18) is careful to indicate that Feuerstein developed his theories independently of Vygotsky. Together with Gindis, he makes the interesting suggestion that ‘One may hypothesize that a certain affinity of Feuerstein's approach to that of Vygotsky's approach is associated with the similarity of the practical tasks facing both psychologists’ (2007, pp. 337–8). But apart from the occurrence of close correspondences between Vygotsky and Feuerstein's work, and the irony that the best claimant to Vygotsky's crown least aspires to wear it, what we have is a phenomenon of extraordinary historical significance. There are other examples of the parallel but independent development of ideas in the history of scientific thought and the invention of the calculus by Newton and Leibniz springs to mind. But the truly remarkable aspect of the independent development of the same ideas by Vygotsky and Feuerstein is the overlap in their terminology despite the separation in time and space between the two theorists. 

Feuerstein's work is also distinguished by another feature that is seldom mentioned but for which he deserves full credit and this is the inclusion of Piagetian concepts in his system. A number of the enrichment ‘instruments’ are designed around cognitive operations investigated by Piaget, such as ‘Orientation in Space’, ‘Comparisons’, ‘Categorization’, ‘Family Relations’, ‘Temporal Relations’, ‘Numerical Progressions’, ‘Transitive Relations’ and ‘Syllogisms.’ Embedded in the design of these instruments is the idea that cognitive operations such as those identified by Piaget could be ‘awakened’ by specially targeted mediational interventions. In this way, the two giants of twentieth-century developmental psychology are harnessed together in an enterprise both would have eagerly endorsed: the well-being and development to the full of all children. Given Feuerstein's close association with Geneva in the persons of Piaget and Rey, it is no surprise to find aspects of their work, such as the latter's ‘Complex Figure’, reflected in his work. But with his passion for educational intervention to improve the lives of disadvantaged children, it is a remarkable turn of fate that no one in Geneva ever breathed a word to young Feuerstein about the work of another equally committed but sadly deceased theorist with Marxist utopian inclinations whose creative work and ideas ran along separate but parallel lines. It is sad that in Feuerstein's incredibly innovative and imaginative theoretical and applied work, Vygotsky dies a second death. 



In conversation with Vygotsky
 


Vygotsky is brought back to life by Rieber in the introduction to a book entitled The Essential Vygotsky,50 in which he engages in a ‘metalogue’ or what he calls ‘an imaginary dialogue’ with Vygotsky at a time during the last years of his life. In a footnote introducing this imaginary dialogue, Rieber points out that ‘interpretations are unavoidable when attempting to understand the writings of great thinkers’ (2004, p. 1) and expresses the hope that his interpretations will stimulate ‘even more accurate’ interpretations on the part of the reader. The interpretation of texts is a complex issue underpinned by a huge literature that forms the substance of the discipline of hermeneutics. The question of the accuracy of interpretation is a central concern, with many divergent views. Theorists such as Gadamer (1975) and Ricoeur (1983) raise the issue of whether the intentions of the author of a text enjoy a privileged position in relation to its interpretation. They argue that the text is independent of the intentions of the author and that other interpretations are possible and desirable but that these interpretations must be based on textual evidence and sound argumentation and cannot be mere flights of fancy of an ‘anything goes’ variety. 

It is interesting that Rieber casts his imaginary ‘dialogue’ with Vygotsky in the form of an interview, one of the least ‘dialogic’ forms. Given the one-way question and answer format of the interview, the choice of questions, both what is asked and what is not asked, can tell us much about the interviewer's preconceptions and understanding of the issues. Some of the questions posed by Rieber (2004, pp. 1–8) and the contrived answers provided by his imaginary Vygotsky are presented below, together with other possible alternative answers. The contrasting interpretations provided by the answers given by these two imaginary ‘Vygotsky’ figures set the scene for much of what follows in the rest of the book. 
Early on in the interview, Rieber (p. 2) asks ‘Vygotsky’ about the concept of thinking as follows:  




I:
Hmm, what do you mean by thinking?


V: You might consider this concept of thinking to be something like the contemplation of an action, but it comes out of interaction processes within me, by which I was stimulating an activity in you. Consider for a moment the possibility that, in the communicative act, I'm really not sure exactly what I think until I've heard myself say it. In other words, my thinking or my interactive dialogue with myself, which is not yet expression-ripe, obtains meaning from the feedback I get as I'm listening to myself. 













 



Consider the following alternative reply:  




V: I have dealt with the issue of thinking extensively in my writings, in particular in my two books, Tool and Sign and Thinking and Speech. As is evident even in the titles of the books, thinking should not be conflated with speech. Verbal thinking or talking to oneself is a crucial human function that allows people to plan and to control and regulate their thinking and behavior but it does not constitute all of thought. I make this clear in my most recent chapter on ‘Thought and word’. Can I refer you to a few examples from that chapter (1987) to illustrate the point. Consider the fact that sometimes we cannot find the words to express our thoughts. Allow me to quote from my chapter, ‘Here the boundary that separates thought from word, the uncrossable Rubicon that separates thinking from speech for the speaker, becomes apparent. If thought coincided directly in its structure and tendency with speech, this situation . . . would be impossible’ (p. 280). In discussing the process of inner speech I point out that it ‘involves the evaporation of speech in thought’ (p. 257) and, conversely, that ‘Thought can be compared to a hovering cloud which gushes a shower of words’ (p. 281). In case you are in any doubt, let me leave you with the following thought. ‘The living phrase, spoken by the living person, always has its subtext. There is always a thought hidden behind it’ (p. 281). Perhaps one last example will be in order. ‘Thus, phrases that differ radically in meaning can express the same thought’ (p. 281). 













 



Rieber (p. 2) follows up with a further question about thinking.  




I:
You mean, my thinking is not just in my head alone. Is that what you mean by inner speech?


V: That's right. It can't be all in you alone because you are a social and political animal, as Aristotle pointed out many years ago. What we are talking about emerges not only from your internal monologue, but also from your history and the history of our history. 













 



Consider an alternative reply:  




V: No, that is not right and yes, talking silently to oneself is what I mean by inner speech. Your thinking must be in your head alone because otherwise it wouldn't be yours or it wouldn't be thinking. In your head you are always alone but that doesn't mean that you are on your own. If you think thoughts that someone else has expressed these are still ‘your’ thoughts in the sense that you are doing the thinking and the thoughts are happening in your head. If the same thoughts are thought in another head then they are a function of that head. There seems to be a major confusion around ‘ownership’ (my) and ‘location’ (head/history) overlaid against a process–product (thinking–thought) distinction. If I drive your car then the driving belongs to me alone and the car to you. If I have an accident, the car will not be held responsible for the damages and neither will you. In the act of driving, the car ‘belongs’ to me in the sense of being under my control. If I think your thoughts then the thinking belongs to me and happens in my head even though the thoughts originated with you in your head. The fact that we are social animals and that our lives are intertwined and that we are able to share our thoughts does not mean that we share our heads and do our thinking in each other's heads anymore than sharing of food means sharing of the digestive process. 













 



Given that the opposition between the individual and the social looms so large in discussions about Vygotsky's theory, it is not surprising that Rieber refers to this issue, but it is surprising that he focuses only on the individual side of the opposition. This silence about the social is instructive because it suggests that what is meant by the social is perfectly clear and, unlike the individual, does not require any clarification. This apparent complacency around the concept of the social that represents one of the most distinctive and most complex features of Vygotsky's theory may explain how and why some commentators just do not seem to get it. The very form of Rieber's next question (p. 6), and the follow-up question, suggests a profound misunderstanding and the imaginary answer seems completely out of character with Vygotsky's thinking and writing.  




I:
Do you think there was a danger of undermining the individual by stressing the social too much?


V: Maybe but we had to go with what we had, one step at a time. We liked many of Dewey's ideas, but Dewey was not Russian; he did not understand the Russian soul. 













 



Consider an alternative reply:  




V: The way you ask the question suggests that you do not grasp one of the fundamental theoretical tenets of my approach. The individual and the social are not separate entities and certainly do not form an opposition. It simply doesn't make sense to place the individual and the social on some kind of conceptual balance beam such that more on the one side means less on the other. You may have noticed that I tend to use the term ‘individual’ in relation to the group and not in opposition to society in the sense of social structures or systems. The reason is simple. As I say repeatedly in my writings, from birth people are ‘social’ beings who live together with other people and depend on them for their survival. To talk of an individual as something separate from the social of which there can be more or less is to invoke a straw person or an empty abstraction. It is also not clear to me what you mean by ‘the social’ in this context. Do you mean other people? Do you mean social systems like institutions, or kinship systems, or belief systems, or perhaps you mean symbolic systems like language or mathematics? These are all complex issues that we will need to discuss in more detail. Of less importance, but to set the record straight, my writings are replete with references to non-Russians and I tend to take good ideas from wherever I find them. You may recall that the idea of the zone of proximal development that is attributed to me was borrowed from your countrymen51 and, likewise, the idea that social relations are internalized was borrowed from a very Gallic soul in the person of Janet. I'm not sure how much Marx understood of the Russian soul but he was certainly puzzled by the English one. 













 



Rieber follows up (p. 6):  




I:
I'd like you to clarify for me the role of the individual in your theory. I understand that the individual is not the main focus but part of an interactive system. But after I read your material (sections on higher mental functions and child psychology) it is as if the individual is insignificant. Is that the way you mean it?


V: I'm not sure I understand what you mean by ‘insignificant’. Certainly, we do not deny that there are individuals, but what we are trying to guard against is the ‘individualism’ which most psychology has been advocating up until now. Having said that, what you must understand is that whatever the role of the individual may be, one cannot answer the question in the abstract; that is, it can only be answered meaningfully in reference to the particular situation related to the question you're asking. I'm sure you remember the saying of John Donne that ‘no man is an island to himself’ (p. 6). 













 



Consider an alternative reply:  




V: I'm not sure that I understand what you mean by ‘part of an interactive system’ and you certainly don't elaborate, so it's not possible to understand what the other parts of the system are and what you mean by interact. Perhaps you will not take offence if I mention that I have been very critical of other theorists who are not precise and explicit in their use of theoretical terms and concepts. Based on your previous question and the fact that you mistakenly seem to offset the social and the individual, I will assume that your interactive system consists of an individual part and a social part. As I pointed out in my previous answer, this seems to me to be a hopelessly muddled conception. As far as your reading of my work is concerned, I have no idea of what you mean by the individual being insignificant. My work is about people, or persons if you will. I write about children and adolescents and adults and they are all social human creatures. I must point out that I am not an anthropologist, linguist, sociologist or social theorist. My interest is in psychology and in the classical psychological processes that constitute the field of psychology such as attention, memory, perception, concept development, thinking, speech, problem solving, emotion, creativity and so on. My main concern is with the higher mental processes that I believe are distinctive and definitive of our humanity. Much of my work is devoted to showing how natural or biologically given functions such as attention, memory and perception, for example, are transformed by means of what I call social processes into what I have called the higher mental processes that constitute human consciousness. To the extent that there is an opposition to the concept of social processes in my thinking, it would refer to biological processes. When John Donne says that ‘no man is an island, entire of itself’ his image captures the fact that our lives are intertwined with others but misses the point of my theory that people are also other to themselves and therein lies our social being. We will need to talk more about these issues but please remember that I started my career as a psychologist dealing with the problem of consciousness and in my most recent work I return to this same theme and conclude with the words ‘human consciousness’ (1987, p. 284). 













 



Crossing over from the individual to the social side of the opposition, Rieber (p. 7) puts words into Vygotsky's mouth that seem to turn him into a ventriloquist's puppet.  




I:
Let me pose a question to you that may seem to be impertinent, but I assume you will provide a pertinent answer. What makes the world go round? What I mean is, who and what runs the world?


V: I assume you mean, what is my worldview? What makes things happen in world culture? Social institutions are first and foremost in determining what makes the world the way it is. 


I:
Can you be more specific?


V: Well, for example, you might first mention these three institutions together: government, corporations, and organized crime because in most of the Western world, they are so much related that it is hard to tell which is which at any point in time. But you also have the institution of education and the institution of science. Remember that all these institutions are interrelated to one another; each has an effect on the other. Events are in the saddle driving individuals and institutions toward the better or the worse. Individuals are part of the process but if you don't make the institutions work, the individuals are lost. Psychology's job is to discover the best way to help both the process and the individuals that are part of it (pp. 7–8). 













 



Consider an alternative reply to both the above questions:  




V: This is not an impertinent question at all but you raise some important and complex issues that will require some elaboration. Again, I must point out that the form of your question about who and what runs the world presupposes a particular kind of answer. It strikes me as a bit naïve to think that the world would be run by a person or persons (who) or by something or things (what) and that you may be asking the wrong kind of question. The concept ‘world’ has multiple meanings and surely its ‘running’ or ‘going round’ cannot be reduced to simple questions about who and what. If by the ‘world’ you don't mean that big ball in space that is governed by universal laws of gravity and relativity and the like, but rather something along the lines of the human life world, then don't expect a simple answer like ‘social institutions are first and foremost in determining what makes the world the way it is’. Strange as it is to me, I believe that some of my followers, particularly in North America, seem to think that I hold such a view, although I have no idea of where this is expressed in my published writings and they don't seem to know this either. In fact, others have even criticized me precisely for this omission. Given my genetic-historical approach, my first question to such a claim would be to ask about the origins of social institutions and their relationship to people. It seems to me that it is problematic to attribute determining powers to social institutions whose very existence and reality depend on the actions of people that are being determined. It is important to bear in mind that, unlike the natural world, the social world is not independent of people. In the absence of any people, nature would continue on its merry course, and may in fact find itself far better off, whereas social institutions would find themselves snuffed out with the demise of the human species. If we speak of the human world, then the way it is includes social institutions and the way they are. This means that if social institutions are first and foremost in determining the way the world is, then they must at the same time be first and foremost in determining themselves. I think you can see that a dead end is looming on this theoretical horizon. 


I am not impressed with statements like ‘Events are in the saddle driving individuals and institutions toward the better or the worse’ because it's difficult to know what they mean and I suspect that they may not mean anything at all. The metaphor is of a rider (events) and a horse, actually two horses (individuals and institutions). Surely the rider is not driven by the event of riding but by getting into the saddle and directing the driving process. The driving then is a function of the rider's intentions or, to use one of my favourite terms, a function of conscious awareness and mastery or volition. To talk of events driving a process sounds to me like an empty statement. What are the ‘events’ and what ‘driving powers’ do they possess? But this is not the only problem. Again, we find individuals and institutions reined in like two horses tethered to a chariot that must work together in some kind of harmony. It is this way of thinking about individuals and social institutions as two separate things that interact that leads to statements I have read such as ‘if you don't make the institutions work, the individuals are lost’. What does it mean to make an institution work so that people don't get lost and can find themselves? Does it mean that if we consider organized crime then until we make it work the crooks are all lost? But if they are all lost, then how do we get the show on the road without them and how can we find them? Most important of all, who or what is it that stands outside the institution with a big key to wind it up and make it work? This must be why you asked me the impossible question at the outset about who and what makes the world go round. To round off this discussion, I think I should add that, as a dialectical thinker, I try to steer myself away from words like first, foremost and determining as they tend to lead to reductionism and mechanistic explanations that I have always criticized in others. I think that if pressed for a quick and clean answer to your question, Marx may have said that our world runs on high-octane human labour and this accords with Goethe's idea that in the beginning was the deed. But because beginnings come first doesn't mean that they are foremost. In the beginning can only be in relation to an end, and for me ‘The word is the end that crowns the deed’ (1987, p. 285). In this we seem to lose sight of social institutions but then, come to think of it, they were never actually in my sights. 













 



Rieber's concluding comments (p. 8), following his dialogue with his imaginary Vygotsky, are particularly interesting as they seem out of step with the answers his imaginary Vygotsky provided and more in line with the alternative answers.  


With an active Spinozaesque cognitive style, Vygotsky turned life inside out – driving semiotic cultural evolution into personal history – scaffolding brain levels into developmental stages as he fused the external into the internal world. With all of that a new theory was born. In short, Vygotsky was a revolutionary intellectual. All that we have mentioned surely places him outside the mainstream of psychological thought. 





 



In the above short passage, there are two references to Vygotsky either ‘driving’ the outside into the person or ‘fusing’ the external into the internal world.52 This is a far cry from the comments made by Rieber's imaginary Vygotsky to the effect that ‘Events are in the saddle driving individuals.’ As we will shortly see, these comments conjure up a very different Vygotsky busily engaged in distributing cognition outside the person and unpacking as much as possible from the inside to the outside. But the passage also vividly demonstrates a paradox that can be found in much of the commentary about Vygotsky. Recall that Rieber has Vygotsky saying that social institutions make things happen in world culture and this same idea of ‘social determination’ in one guise or another is something of a common cause among Vygotsky commentators. But at the same time that social institutions are doing their determining thing, we have the person Vygotsky in revolutionary mode ‘turning life inside out’ and producing ‘new theories’ that are ‘outside the mainstream’. It is true that Rieber has Vygotsky acknowledging that we stand on the shoulders of giants (p. 5) and, therefore, are able to see further, but giants are not social mega-institutions. If we believe that it is not really people but social institutions that are first and foremost the purveyors of change, then it seems paradoxical to lavish praise on an individual person for bringing about change.53





1 To an outsider, it is not always apparent who belongs where but it would appear that whereas all subscribers to CHAT would also espouse the broad principles entailed in a sociocultural approach, the reverse is not necessarily the case. 





2 It is hardly necessary to go beyond the chapters of Vygotsky's book Thinking and Speech to confirm this assertion. 





3 As discussed later in this chapter, Leont′ev later revised his views and tried to reconcile aspects of Vygotsky's work with his own. 





4 Whether Vygotsky is right or wrong should not alter the way in which his concepts are represented. 





5 The idea of a unit of analysis consisting of a general category of tool mediators that included both signs and tools was proposed by Zinchenko (1985). Interestingly, Wertsch (1985) refers to Zinchenko and comments that ‘any complete account of this unit would have to take into account the unique properties of semiotic phenomena’ (p. 205). This statement suggests that Wertsch believes that his own generic concept of cultural tools does take account of these differences. 





6 A sure sign of ‘crude’ social determinism is the unqualified attribution of a ‘force’ to the concepts of culture, history, institution, etc., that somehow act independently of people. For example, Wertsch (2007, p. 178) comments as follows: ‘It is because humans internalize forms of mediation provided by particular cultural, historical, and institutional forces that their mental functioning [is] sociohistorically situated.’ See also Cole and Wertsch (1996, p. 251). 





7 Citing Nelson Goodman, Brockmeier (1996, p. 133) points out that ‘the child has to invent what the culture offers; the child has to “make what he finds”’. 





8 A very similar passage is found in his paper on ‘The instrumental method in psychology’ (1979, p. 140). 





9 Van der Veer and Valsiner (1994, p. 6) refer to ‘blind spots [that] can be detected in contemporary uses of Vygotsky's ideas’ and comment that, ‘the focus on the individual developing person which Vygotsky clearly had (as did most European psychologists of the time) has been persistently overlooked’ (italics in the original). 





10 For example, in the introduction to Vygotsky's Educational Theory in Context, the editors comment that ‘At the heart of Vygotsky's theory lies the understanding of human cognition and learning as social and cultural rather than individual phenomena’ (Kozulin et al., 2003, p. 1). 





11 Writing about Vygotsky's contribution to psychology, Davydov and Zinchenko (1993, p. 95) comment that, ‘In the last years of his life, he was deeply engaged in the study of physiology and medicine and was concerned with questions of neurology.’ 





12 It is not often that one can catch a sociocultural theorist in the act of actually discussing a mental function. Wertsch (1998, p. 23) does initially claim that his approach is about ‘mental functions’ but before discussing any, he changes tune and replaces them with ‘a more general category of human action’. 





13 In fact, as discussed further on, having effectively eliminated Vygotsky's distinctive conception of the social as a function of speech, sociocultural activity theorists complain that Vygotsky did not sufficiently elaborate his concept of the social. 





14 ‘I do not mean to say that the child reflects thoughts and opinions expressed around him. This would be banal. The very structure of individual thought depends on the social surroundings’ (Piaget, 1932, p. 55). 





15 Vygotsky uses the term ‘personality’ in a very different sense from its contemporary meaning in psychology to refer to distinctive character traits such as those identified in personality tests and theories. The concept of ‘personhood’ or of being a person (self) best seems to capture Vygotsky's use of the term. ‘What we have usually called personality is nothing other than man's consciousness of himself that appears specifically at this time: new behavior of man becomes behavior for himself; man himself is conscious of himself as a certain entity’ (1998, p. 172). 





16
Bakhurst (2007, p. 57) comments that ‘The “general genetic law of cultural development”, for instance, is not so much a law as a piece of advice about how to represent the relation between “inner” and “outer”; between the psychological capacities the exercise of which is constitutive of our inner lives and the social practices that constantly mediate our engagement with the world.’ 





17 This emphasis on the command function of words seems at odds with the prevalent idea that learning fundamentally entails a negotiation process. 





18 According to a well-known isiZulu proverb, Umuntu ngumuntu ngabanye abantu (a person is a person through other people). 





19 It is difficult to square this passage with Wertsch and Smolka's (1993, p. 72) reference to ‘Vygotsky's assumption that mental processes do not occur solely, or even fundamentally in individuals’. They do not elaborate and explain where they do occur and they do not indicate where in Vygotsky's texts he locates mental functions outside of individual persons. Exactly how conscious awareness and volition, the hallmarks of Vygotsky's human higher mental processes, would occur outside of individuals is far from clear. 





20
Daniels (2001) and Wertsch (1998) mention distributed cognition as an outgrowth of Vygotskian ideas, citing Hutchins (1995) and Clark (1997) as examples. 





21 For a critique of the concept of distributed cognition, see Wilson (2002) and Fodor (2009). 





22 These different meanings of ‘social’ also entail different levels of analysis. (See Chapter 8.) 





23 For example, see Wertsch (1991, p. 46), Wertsch and Smolka (1993, pp. 72–3) and Ratner (1997, p. 103). 





24 Rather than a weakness, Wozniak (1996, p. 22) comments as follows: ‘By intersubjectivity, I mean the reciprocity of intention between knowing subject and known object that obtains when the known object happens itself to be a knowing, thinking, feeling subject. That is, it seems to me, the very essence of human sociality and as such it appears to have important consequences for any theory of human cognition.’ 





25 According to Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, p. 93) Volosinov is a pen name for Bakhtin. 





26 Daniels is consistent in his omission of consciousness from his accounts of Vygotsky. In an earlier book entitled Vygotsky and Pedagogy (2001) there are two index entries for ‘consciousness’, and in both cases it refers to others, namely Kozulin and Leont′ev. 





27 This distinction by Wertsch is further discussed in Chapter 9. 





28
Brockmeier (1996, p. 126) refers to various ‘turns’ (pragmatic, narrative, discursive) and uses the apposite phrase ‘under the sign of Vygotsky’ to capture the shift that has occurred in psychology. 





29 It is difficult to resist the thought that this book is more often than not read in the breach. Despite its title, this is a book for serious and seasoned mariners and is certainly beyond the ken of more casual seafaring folk. But anyone who thinks that a single isolated person can possess all the knowledge necessary to operate a large modern vessel like an aircraft carrier and can also single-handedly navigate the vessel into a harbour without the help of charts and instruments should read this book. Alternatively, a bit of common sense could spare you the considerable effort. 





30 It is important to note the qualification that not all theorists in the Russian activity tradition are included in the discussion that follows. In particular, Zinchenko (1985) would be excluded as his approach specifically subsumed signs and tools under a general category of mediating tools. However, in a later article, Zinchenko (1995, p. 50) appears to have shifted his ground. He comments that, unlike Wertsch who has adopted action as a unit of analysis, he has moved in the opposite direction. ‘I began with perceptual, memory, and executive actions, and have recently turned increasingly to the problem of mediators (signs, words, symbols, myths) . . . [I]nvestigating the deed is impossible outside of an analysis of consciousness. The deed does not derive directly from object-oriented action and does not result in it.’ 





31 See notes 1 (p. 371) and 26 (p. 373). 





32 Leont′ev cites three papers: ‘The methods of reflexological and psychological investigation’ (1924) (Vygotsky, 1997a, chapter 1); ‘Consciousness as a problem in the psychology of behavior’ (1925) (chapter 3); and ‘The historical significance of the crisis in psychology’ (1926–7) (chapter 15). 





33 Vygotsky himself refers to Bacon's famous statement (1987, p. 378): ‘The unassisted hand and the understanding left to itself, possess but little power. Effects are produced by the means of instruments and helps, which the understanding requires no less than the hand. And as instruments either promote or regulate the motion of the hand, so those that are applied to the mind prompt or protect the understanding’ (Bacon, 1854, p. 345). 





34 Leont′ev's account of Vygotsky's psychological concepts has a feel of familiarity that is missing in his portrayal of Vygotsky as a philosopher of science. 





35 This paper is frequently cited in support of the argument distinguishing between Vygotsky the methodologist and Vygotsky the psychologist. For example, Burgess (1993, p. 18) comments as follows: ‘I isolate this argument because it seems to me to be among the most powerful and illuminating examples of Vygotskian interpretation which I encountered in the last few years. At the same time, the piece is fiendishly difficult to read.’ 





36 ‘As a psychologist he did not use all the possibilities presented by Vygotsky the methodologist. Similarly, not all of Vygotsky's ideas as a psychologist were motivated by his own methodological foundations’ (Davydov and Radzikhovskii, 1985, p. 38). 





37 See Vygotsky, 1997a, chapter 3. 





38 ‘If the most basic and most general activity of the cerebral hemispheres in animals and in man is signalization, then the basic and most general activity of man that differentiates man from animals in the first place, from the aspect of psychology, is signification, that is, creation and use of signs. We are using this word in its most literal sense and precise meaning. Signification is the creation and use of signs, that is, artificial signals . . . We will consider more closely this new principle of activity’ (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 55). 





39 As Vygotsky comments (1997a, p. 322), ‘the psychoanalysts have taught us to be sensitive to and suspicious about mistakes’. 





40 See Vygotsky, 1997a, chapter 15. 





41 It is likely that Davydov and Radzikhovskii are referring to the subsequent work of the Russian philosopher, E. V. Ilyenkov. 





42 Marx, 1867. 





43 Given the incumbent, this may be pushing the analogy too far. 





44 ‘When I developed the theory of SCM [structural cognitive modifiability] and MLE [mediated learning experience], I was completely unfamiliar with Vygotsky's work’ (Feuerstein, 1990, personal communication). The same point is reported by Burgess (2000, p. 8) following her interviews with Feuerstein. 





45 ‘The instrumental method in psychology’ (Vygotsky, 1997a). 





46 Vygotsky (1987, p. 169) also refers to a ‘zone of proximal possibilities’. 





47 Vygotsky (1997b, p. 25) explains this term as follows: ‘Just as a handicap is the negative pole of giftedness, primitiveness is, in the same way, the negative pole of the cultural. The child-primitive is a child who has not gone through cultural development or, more precisely, who is at the lowest step of cultural development. For a very long time, primitivism of the child's mentality was taken for a pathological form of development and confused with feeble-mindedness.’ (For a more detailed discussion, see Vygotsky, 1993, pp. 42–7.) Kozulin and Gindis (2007, p. 338) comment, ‘One may see a clear parallel between Vygotsky's notion of cultural primitivity and Feuerstein's notion of cultural deprivation.’ 





48 ‘Is the underdevelopment of higher functions in a mildly retarded child caused directly by the primary cause or is this a secondary complication? . . . The underdevelopment of higher functions in a mentally retarded child is connected with cultural underdevelopment because he is excluded from the cultural environment and from “nurturing support” of his milieu’ (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 133). 





49 For other examples, see Volume II of Vygotsky's Collected Works (1993), in particular the chapter ‘Compensatory processes in the development of the retarded child’ (pp. 122–38) and Vygotsky's views about appropriate kinds of education for these children. 





50 Rieber and Robinson, 2004. Chapter 10 is devoted to a critique of some of the introductory commentaries contained in this book. 





51 Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, p. 347) point out that Vygotsky attributed the concept of the zone of proximal development to ‘American investigators’. 





52 Contrary to Rieber's conception of Vygotsky fusing the external and internal worlds, Martí (1996, p. 59) makes the following point: ‘Far from supposing a simple transposition of the properties of interpsychological functioning onto the internal plane, the internalization process supposes, for Vygotsky, an internal reconstruction which, in turn, modifies the psychological function. Thus Vygotsky believed, as did Piaget, that the plane of internal functioning is not a given; it is constructed.’ 





53 This same paradoxical situation arises with Wertsch (1998, p. 17), who cites Frye's critical comments about the ‘copyright age’ in which we give ‘authors and other creative artists more credit than they deserve for the aesthetic objects they produce’. Why then bother to mention Frye and, more to the point, why all the fuss about that Russian fellow – what's-his-name. 





 



  




Part I
Vygotsky at home
 

  



3
The development of concepts
 

Vygotsky's studies in concept formation, based on the experiments he performed with Sakharov, are reported in chapter 5 of Thinking and Speech
and they rank among his best-known work. In Vygotsky's theory, the development of concepts occupies centre stage and plays a role far beyond that of a particular kind of logical operation or set of mental functions. According to Vygotsky, word meanings are infused with, or constituted by, concepts without which they are limited to a primitive nominative function. He points out that word meaning is a phenomenon of both speech and thinking and that in psychological terms, word meaning is ‘nothing other than a generalization, that is, a concept’ (1987, p. 244). Crucial to the link between concepts and word meaning is the fact that they develop or, more precisely, the fact that word meanings change because concepts do not emerge fully formed with the acquisition of new words by the child but follow a long process of development through a complex series of stages and phases. Vygotsky regards this discovery as ‘our new and fundamental contribution to the theory of thinking and speech’ (p. 245). The concept of ‘word meaning’ is a pervasive theme in Vygotsky's work and he devotes the last chapter of Thinking and Speech, entitled ‘Thought and word’, to a discussion of word meaning, a phenomenon of both speech and thinking, and argues that it provides an appropriate unit or ‘microcosm of human consciousness’ (p. 285).1

Although the title of chapter 5 of Thinking and Speech, ‘An experimental study of concept development’, emphasizes the form (an experimental study) as well as the content (concept development), most commentaries and discussions on the chapter2 focus on the latter, usually in the form of a summary or distillation of the results of the experiments. The experimental technique was based on a modification of Ach's concept formation experiments, in which children, adolescents and adults are required to group geometric objects of varying shape, colour and size, using nonsense or meaningless words as a means of signifying the grouping. The particular experimental technique Vygotsky uses, in which children of different ages are given the same concept formation tasks and, even more significantly, are required to use meaningless words, is by no means of secondary importance. As discussed in more detail later in this chapter, the use of meaningless words serves as a control to remove the effects of pre-existing social meanings and, thereby, reveals the child's own thought processes. In other words, the experimental technique is designed to eliminate the effects of sociogenesis and this, coupled with the procedure of presenting children of different ages with the same task, brings Vygotsky into alignment with Piaget's genetic methodology.3

Vygotsky describes the results of the experiments in terms of stages (syncretism, complexes, potential concepts) and sub-stages or phases that lead to the formation of proper logical concepts during adolescence and he elaborates on the various kinds of generalizations that are operative at each level of development. For the present purpose, it is not necessary to discuss in any detail the stages and phases of concept development that Vygotsky describes.4 Essentially, he distinguishes three stages: the first syncretic stage consists of three phases; the second stage consists of five different ‘complexes’; and a third stage, with a different root from that of the two previous stages, includes potential concepts that culminate in adolescence in proper logical concepts. Luria (1987, p. 363) comments that this set of experiments brought Vygotsky ‘worldwide recognition’ and he summarizes the findings as follows:  


In the earliest stages, the child ignored the word that was given to him and selected objects in accordance with an arbitrary feature, indicating that at this stage the word either has no essential meaning for the child or that its meaning is syncretic and diffuse. At the next stage in development, the word has already acquired its functional meaning, but still does not function as a carrier of an abstract concept. When a large green triangle is presented to the child in association with a word, he selects all the green figures, all the triangular figures, or all the large figures. Thus around the artificial word ‘GATSUN’, there is formed an entire family of objects, with each member of this family included in the group on its own basis. That is, the green square is included because of its color and the blue triangle because of its form, just as Ivan is included in the family because he is the brother of Peter, Olga because she is the wife of Peter, and Nikolai because he is Peter's son. Sometimes this complex acquires characteristics of a chain, forming a chain whose members maintain their connection only with the figure that precedes them, losing any connection with the initial figure. At later stages of development, the picture changes once again. The child begins to isolate the object's basic feature, subordinating this feature to a category. Vygotsky called this the stage of the pseudoconcept because the results manifested their true face through the easy slide to nonessential features. Finally, during the school age, the classification process changes fundamentally. Here we begin to see the isolation of features and the creation of hypothetical categories with verbal definitions, eventually leading to true verbal (verbal-logical) thinking. 

(pp. 364–5)





 



Stages and sociogenesis
 


If the chapter on ‘An experimental study of concept development’ is removed from between the covers of Thinking and Speech and is read cold without any lingering vestiges of Vygotskian preconceptions, then a very different voice can be heard, a voice very much in harmony with Piaget, in fact a voice that easily could be mistaken for Piaget.5 The entire text is awash with talk of stages that are defined by different forms or operations of thought and follow sequentially one after the other. For example, consider the following passages: 

 


Having achieved this phase, the child completes this first stage in the development of concepts. He moves beyond heaps as the basic form of word meaning and advances to a second developmental stage. We will refer to this as the stage of the formation of complexes. 

(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 135) 





 




 


The second major stage in the development of concepts includes several different types of what is a single mode of thinking. These types vary functionally, structurally, and genetically. 

(p. 135)





 




 


[T]he phase of the complex-collection is followed by the chained complex. The chained complex is also an inevitable step in the child's movement towards the mastery of concepts. 

(p. 139)





 

 


One final phase remains to complete the picture of the development of complexive thinking . . . On the one hand, it illuminates the phases of complexive thinking that the child has already passed through. On the other, it serves as a bridge to a new and higher stage, as a bridge to the formation of concepts. 

(p. 142)





 



On its own as an isolated theoretical feature, the use of stage terminology could be dismissed, perhaps, as a descriptive heuristic. However, when stages are used to capture different ‘modes’ of thinking that emerge ‘inevitably’ in a particular sequence, from lower to ‘higher’ stages of ‘mastery’, then it is difficult, if not impossible, to ignore the question of the genesis of the modes of thinking (complexes, pseudocomplexes, concepts) that define the ‘stages’ in question. In terms of Vygotsky's theory as a whole, a problem arises if we attempt to relate the emergence of these ‘stages’ to a law of sociogenesis in which functions first arise from the outside as a result of interpsychological processes between people. We would be hard pressed to explain why in interacting with children, adults first ‘talk’ in collection complexes that are internalized by the child and then later, as children get older, ‘inevitably’ switch to talk in chained complexes that again are internalized. The situation is no less likely if we consider that ‘society’ somehow regulates the kinds of tasks children are required to perform such that chained complex tasks are only provided to children after they have mastered collection complex tasks, and so on. But we do not need to resort to these kinds of flights of fancy because Vygotsky himself explains why the stages he identifies cannot possibly result from the interaction between adults and children. The reason is that despite the fact that, for the most part, children and adults are able to communicate effectively, they do not speak the same kind of language. According to Vygotsky, adults use word meanings that refer to concepts whereas the same words do not have the same conceptual meaning for children even though they may refer to the same objects in the world. The point, then, is that by and large neither the children6 not the adults are any the wiser. Nowhere is this more evident than in the use of what Vygotsky calls pseudoconcepts that form a bridge between complexive and conceptual thinking. Pseudoconcepts have the appearance of proper concepts and cannot be distinguished from proper concepts on the basis of what they designate. However, they are formed on the basis of different operations from those involved in the formation of concepts. For example, in an experiment, a child given a triangle as a model may select all the other triangles from a set of objects but the selection is not done on the basis of the abstract idea of triangularity but simply on the basis of connecting together similar concrete features. 

To avoid confusion, the point must be made that Vygotsky does not himself explicitly spell out the consequences of his reported experimental findings. In fact, he employs some rather fancy footwork around these issues and the reader must remain alert not to miss where he acknowledges that the changes in the child's thinking cannot simply be attributed to external factors. But before we consider this, there is an overriding issue that must be brought fully into focus as it determines the structure of the entire chapter and, more important, underpins the idea that word meaning develops. Vygotsky points out that in the normal course of events, word meanings are ‘preordained by the word meanings that have been established in adult speech’ (p. 142). However, in the case of his experiments in which nonsense words are used, ‘we free the child from the directing influence of the words of adult language with their developed and stable meanings’ (p. 143). In doing this, Vygotsky explains that the experiment is able to achieve something that is not usually associated with his work and, in fact, is regarded as a veritable trademark of Piagetian methodology.  


The experiment is of tremendous significance in this sense. It allows us to discover how the child's own activity is manifested in learning adult language. The experiment indicates what the child's language would be like and the nature of the generalizations that would direct his thinking if its development were not directed by an adult language that effectively predetermines the concrete objects to which a given word meaning can be extended. 

(p. 143)





 



Anticipating the rejoinder that, in fact, the child is not free to develop meanings he receives from adult speech and that this is a weakness of the experimental approach he uses, Vygotsky counters that this is actually its strength and that it teaches ‘more’ than what would happen if children were not free from the directing influence of adult speech.  


The experiment uncovers the real activity of the child in forming generalizations, activity that is generally masked from casual observation. The influence of the speech of those around the child does not obliterate this activity. It merely conceals it, causing it to take an extremely complex form. The child's thinking does not change the basic laws of its activity merely because it is directed by stable and constant word meanings. These laws are merely expressed in unique form under the concrete conditions in which the actual development of the child's thinking occurs. 

(p. 143)





 


In this passage, Vygotsky does not mince his words or his word meanings.7 He speaks of the ‘real activity’ of the child as something that is involved in the forming of generalizations and that participates in the ‘actual development’ of the child's thinking as well as something that is ‘masked’ from observation. It would be difficult to find a clearer expression that some kind of internal activity is necessary for the formation of generalizations. But there is more. Vygotsky then goes on to relate the influence of external factors, such as the speech of those who surround the child, to the child's own activity.  


It links up with the child's own activity, directing it along certain, strictly defined, channels. However, as he moves along this predetermined path, the child thinks in correspondence with the characteristics of a particular stage in the development of the intellect. By addressing the child in speech, adults determine the path along which the development of generalizations will move and where that development will lead, that is, they determine the resulting generalizations. However, the adult cannot transfer his own mode of thinking to the child. Children acquire word meanings from adults, but they are obliged to represent these meanings as concrete objects and complexes. 

(p. 143)





 



It seems fair to conclude that what Vygotsky is arguing in the above passage is no different to the Piagetian arguments that in using words like ‘more’ and ‘less’ adults and non-conserving preoperational children think ‘in correspondence with the characteristics of a particular stage in the development of the intellect’8 and that ‘the adult cannot transfer his own mode of thinking to the child’. To round off the picture, the notion that adults direct children's ‘own activity’ along predetermined paths seems to fit the Piagetian argument that external cultural and social factors are necessary but not sufficient to explain the processes of intellectual development.9 But even if we put Piaget aside, we need to square Vygotsky's arguments with his own theory and find some internal consistency. If the adult can direct the child's thinking along certain paths but cannot transfer his own mode of thinking to the child then the law of sociogenesis seems to lose some of its potency as an explanatory principle in terms of the development of concepts. This, in turn, has important implications for the theory as a whole, given that Vygotsky regards the use of concepts as the defining characteristic of adult behaviour and consciousness.10

In addition to the above points, Vygotsky's experimental approach to the development of concepts and the findings from this work have implications for the sociocultural approach that claims to draw inspiration and theoretical succour from his work. Van der Veer and Valsiner (1994, p. 6) refer to a number of ‘blind spots [that] can be detected in contemporary uses of Vygotsky's ideas’ and to their list could be added his experimental work on the development of concepts, bearing in mind his comment about the ‘fundamental contribution’ of the discovery that word meanings develop. As we will discuss in some detail, in this chapter Vygotsky is at pains to point out that the development of word meanings (from complexes to proper concepts) cannot be explained by describing how children participate in various activities such as the selling of cookies from door to door by American scouts (Rogoff, 1995), or the selling of sweets on the street by Brazilian children (Saxe et al., 1993), or the playing of computer games in the fifth dimension in various settings in San Diego (Cole, 1995). Rogoff makes the point (pp. 161–2) that ‘the objects of inquiry’, such as ‘plans, memories, concepts, etc.’, are ‘metaphors’, presumably for something else, that are ‘perhaps useful for communication between scholars but not to be automatically assumed to characterize the functioning of the people whom we study’. Contrary to Rogoff, Vygotsky did indeed assume that plans, memories and concepts characterize the higher functioning of humans and most of his work is devoted to understanding these functions. However, as he points out (above), the cognitive operations that underpin the various forms of activity engaged in by children, such as forming generalizations, are ‘concealed’ and ‘generally masked from casual observation’. For this reason, Vygotsky uses an experimental approach to reveal the ‘child's own activity’ and it is for this reason that ethnographic studies of children that Rogoff describes, no matter how thick the description, do not give us a handle on the development of cognitive operations.11
Rogoff's claim (1995, p. 160) that ‘These observations (of cookie selling activities) all revealed cognitive developmental processes’ is not accompanied by any examples of the cognitive processes that developed. Instead, we are told about ‘the process by which the girls made use of and extended cultural tools (writing, calculating, using Post-it notes to remember, developing a common language to refer to places to be visited) that tied their efforts in this activity to practices in other institutions of their culture’. The peer interactions among children selling sweets on the street, reported by Saxe et al. (1993, pp. 111–13), show that children rely on their ‘prior understandings’ in deciding how best to price their sweets and that in their peer interactions, the ‘more sophisticated mathematical operations and economic considerations’ of the older children prevail. In the case of the Fifth Dimension project, the major research finding that Cole reports (1995, p. 207) is that in the quiet formal setting of a library, performance on the computer games improved over the course of a year whereas in the noisier, more boisterous and informal setting of the Boys and Girls Club, performance declined over the year. Despite claims that sociocultural approaches provide better, richer or deeper insights into the development of cognitive processes, the fruits of their considerable descriptive labours seem less than bountiful. In fact, a persuasive argument can be made that the reported activities all depend on cognitive functions, such as the plans, memories and concepts, Vygotsky's ‘objects of inquiry’, that have already developed and without which culturally organized activities would not be possible. To discover what the children bring to the party, it is not sufficient to describe the party, its artefacts (cake, candles, cookies, sweets) and activities (eating, singing, games). To paraphrase Rogoff (1995, p. 162), Vygotsky was not arguing for necessarily dropping ethnography but for recognizing it as ethnography, ‘perhaps useful for communication between scholars’, but not to be ‘automatically assumed to characterize the functioning of the people whom we study’. 


 

Signs as a means of concept formation
 


Vygotsky states that the key to concept development turns on the way in which signs are used and maintains that the ‘new use of the word as a signifier, that is its use as a means of concept formation, is the proximal psychological cause of this intellectual revolution that occurs on the threshold between childhood and the transitional age’ (1987, p. 132). It is important not to gloss over Vygotsky's use of the term ‘proximal’ to qualify the nature of the psychological cause and although he does not elaborate, it seems clear that more is involved in the causal stakes. From his experiments, it is evident that word meaning develops and that in the course of this development signs are used to connect objects in different ways. It is only after passing through a number of stages and phases, in which signs are used in specific ways, that proper concepts are formed by means of a particular kind of sign usage. Vygotsky invokes the familiar argument that applies to the formation of higher mental processes in general:  


Fundamental to the process of concept formation is the individual's mastery of his own mental processes through the functional use of the word or sign. This mastery of the processes of one's own behavior through auxiliary means attains its final form only in adolescence. 

(p. 132)





 



The question that is not addressed in the above passage is how the ‘means’ of concept formation, the word or sign, ‘attains its final form only in adolescence’. Earlier in the introductory sections of the chapter, Vygotsky is at pains to point out that neither the goal of a task nor the need for its solution is sufficient to explain the means that is employed in its execution.  


In discussing our research method, we noted that neither the establishment of the task nor the emergence of a need for the formation of the concept can be considered the cause of the process of concept formation. These factors can set the process of task resolution in motion, but cannot insure its realization. Identifying the goal as the active force in concept formation cannot explain the causal-dynamic and genetic relationships that constitute the basis of this complex process any more than the target toward which a cannon ball is directed explains its flight. 

(pp. 131–2)





 



Vygotsky uses the example of labour to illustrate his argument that neither the need for, nor goal of, labour can explain its emergence and that it must be explained by the use of tools without which it could not arise. Here, the analogy with signs as the tools or means of concept formation is clear as is the implied idea that different tools will result in different kinds of labour. But it is equally clear that the example leaves unanswered the question of the cause of the emergence of tools. Writ large, this is the problem of culture as a whole and why it cannot be invoked as a causal explanation of itself. Having rejected the need or goal of a task as possible explanations, Vygotsky cannot invoke external factors such as tasks presented to children by adults as an explanation for concept development. But he appears reluctant to minimize the role of the surrounding social environment or to emphasize that this role is indeed limited in terms of its explanatory power. It is here that careful attention needs to be paid to the text, where an interesting stylistic inversion occurs. Instead of emphasizing the primary causal issue, Vygotsky emphasizes the secondary issue of goals, needs and motives while acknowledging in passing that these secondary considerations, important as they may be, are not sufficient to explain the emergence of concepts in adolescence. 
Vygotsky's argument turns on the idea that the kinds of tasks confronting the adolescent provide a ‘motive force’ or trigger that ‘sets in action the maturational mechanism of behavior impelling it forward along the path of further development’ (p. 132). This argument is clearly contrary to his previous points that the goals and needs of a task cannot explain the means of its execution. But even the language he uses suggests that he is balancing precariously on the back foot. It is not clear how or why a ‘maturational mechanism’ needs to be ‘set in action’. On the one hand, Vygotsky is acknowledging that the mechanism is ‘maturational’ and this means that it is an internal or endogenous mechanism. On the other hand, he is claiming that it needs to be activated. But for a mechanism to be activated or set in motion and impelled ‘along the path of further development’, not only must it already exist but it must also contain the seeds of its own development. Vygotsky seems to acknowledge this and introduces another equally problematic notion of ‘potentials’ that are ‘inherent’ in the adolescent's thinking:  


[W]here the environment does not create the appropriate tasks, advance new demands, or stimulate the development of intellect through new goals, the adolescent's thinking does not develop all the potentials inherent in it. It may not attain the highest forms of intellect or it may attain them only after extreme delays. 

(p. 132)





 



In the above passage, it becomes clear that we are dealing with tasks created by the environment, on the one hand, and ‘potentials inherent’ in the adolescent's thinking, on the other hand. Whichever way he twists and turns, Vygotsky does not seem able to escape from the fact that there is something ‘inherent’ in the adolescent's thinking that may be activated or stimulated by tasks but does not get there by means of tasks created by the environment. Vygotsky's argument becomes very clear if we cast it in Piagetian terminology. In situations in which adolescents (and adults) do not experience formal operational tasks, they do not perform well when confronted with tasks of this kind. However, the potential for formal operational thinking is present or, expressed differently, adults possess the necessary competence
but may require some familiarity and practice with the tasks in order to perform in accordance with the task demands. However, giving younger children the same tasks does not result in successful performances precisely because the ‘potential’ or ‘maturational mechanism’ has not yet developed. The passage quoted above continues as follows:  


Therefore, it would be a mistake to ignore or fail to recognize the significance of the life-task as a factor that nourishes and directs intellectual development in the transitional age. However, it would also be a mistake to view this aspect of causal-dynamic development as the basic mechanism of the problem of concept development or as the key to this problem. 

(p. 132)





 



Of the two mistakes in question, the latter would seem to have the most serious consequences for a theory about concept development or more broadly for a theory about the development of the intellect. The first mistake amounts to ignoring the law of sociogenesis whereas the second mistake seems to entail its unqualified acceptance as the ‘basic mechanism’ of concept development. In terms of the internal consistency of Vygotsky's theory, the second mistake of confusing the nourishment of development with the form of development (that which is nourished) has implications for the way in which the law of sociogenesis is understood. 



Intellectual operations
 


At this point in the text, Vygotsky leaves the reader suspended between these two possible fatal errors. It is only after describing the development of various kinds of syncretic and complexive groupings, in particular the pseudoconcept, that Vygotsky is compelled to return to the problem. Although he does not again explicitly refer to the ‘errors’, he encounters a problem in his explanation of the development of concepts. The problem is that he cannot explain the passage from pseudoconcepts to proper concepts for the simple reason that the intellectual operations necessary for the formation of concepts are precisely those that are absent in the formation of pseudoconcepts. Short of creating something out of nothing, Vygotsky's own genetic method requires that he identifies the source of the absent intellectual operations and to do this he has to look elsewhere beyond the use of signs. As we will see, this is what he does and, in so doing, moves away from explanations based on the notion of appropriate life-tasks provided by the surrounding environment. Instead, Vygotsky turns for a source of the requisite intellectual operations that underpin concept formation to the nonverbal practical thinking or sensorimotor actions of animals and infants.12 As we will see further on in the discussion, this move on Vygotsky's part is virtually indistinguishable from that pursued by Piaget in which his theory of intellectual development was grounded in the coordination of sensorimotor actions. 

Reading between (and beyond) the lines of Vygotsky's text as it unfolds, something very similar to Piaget's ‘spontaneous’ operations seems to underpin the stages of concept development that Vygotsky describes. The unifying activity or operation common to all the stages is what he calls ‘generalization’ by means of which separate and discrete objects are connected in some way to form a group or category to which they all belong irrespective of the nature of the connections between the objects. But generalization is a generic term for very different kinds of operations and Vygotsky makes the point that there is a ‘profound difference in the composition, structure, and mode of activity of the forms of thinking that function to resolve the task in the child and the adult’ (pp. 125–6). The difference in the forms of thinking between children and adults is well captured in the distinction Vygotsky uses between word meaning and object relatedness. He points out that the same meaning may apply to different objects and that different meanings may apply to the same object. He uses the common example of ‘the victor at Jena’ and ‘the vanquished at Waterloo’ to illustrate how different meanings can be attached to the same object (Napoleon) and makes the point that the words children and adults use may refer to the same objects but can carry very different meanings. In the Napoleon example, however, the different meanings do not reflect different modes of thought whereas Vygotsky's point is that at different stages of development, words may ‘indicate the same objects’ but that ‘the thought operations that underlie them are different’ (p. 152). In making this distinction, Vygotsky is at the same time making the important point that it is not the sign as such that is the ‘means’ of different kinds of generalization, including the formation of concepts, but different kinds of intellectual operations. The relationship of mental operations to words, signs, complexes and concepts is well expressed in the following passage:  


Recognizing the decisive role of the word in complexive thinking does not imply an identification of its role in complexive thinking with its role in conceptual thinking. To the contrary, the primary distinction between the complexes and concepts is that these two forms of generalization are the result of different functional uses of the word. The word is a sign and a sign can be used in various ways. There are different ways of applying it. It can serve as a means for different intellectual operations and the different intellectual operations that are realized through the word underlie the basic differences between complexes and concepts. 

(p. 160; italics added for emphasis)





 



It is now apparent that the proposition that word meanings develop entails more than it says. Hidden behind word meanings are ‘different intellectual operations’ and it is these operations that seem to determine the course of concept development. In tracing the development of syncretic combinations and complexes, the generative intellectual operations remain in the background of Vygotsky's text. With the emergence of pseudoconcepts, however, these underlying intellectual operations move into focus as it is these operations that distinguish pseudoconcepts from proper concepts. The crucial point Vygoysky makes is that, on the surface, in terms of the selected objects that match a model, it is not possible to distinguish between pseudoconcepts and proper concepts given that the same objects are selected in both cases. The difference resides in the underlying intellectual operations used to select the objects. But having arrived at this point, Vygotsky's argument takes an unexpected turn. 



The missing link: a second root of development
 


Without any prior mention or hint, at the start of a new section (16) of the text, we are informed that there are two roots in the development of concepts and that complexive thinking constitutes only the first of these roots. The introduction of a second root almost seems like an afterthought on Vygotsky's part. It is very uncharacteristic for Vygotsky suddenly to introduce a major new idea without any mention in the introduction to the chapter or in previous sections. But the second root he introduces does not arrive entirely out of the blue. The connection is to preverbal practical thinking that in the previous chapter, entitled ‘The genetic roots of thinking and speech’,13 is identified as providing one of the roots for verbal thinking. This root is responsible for the third stage in the development of concepts. Parallel to the formation of pseudoconcepts, but deriving from a different root, is the development of ‘potential concepts’ that are also difficult to distinguish from proper concepts and for the same reason; the objects that are included are the same in both cases. ‘However, the potential concept and the pseudoconcept are fundamentally different’ (p. 157). As Van der Veer and Valsiner point out (1991, p. 263), it is difficult to follow this part of Vygotsky's argument, in part because he does not provide concrete examples that clarify the difference between pseudoconcepts and potential concepts. Although not clear from the text, it also seems that the evidence for the formation of potential concepts does not derive from the experimental procedure or findings used to investigate complexes but from other sources. However, for the present purpose, it is not the kinds of concepts that are important but the fact that Vygotsky distinguishes them in terms of their underlying mental operations. 

According to Vygotsky, potential concepts have their roots in the kinds of ‘practical thinking’ or ‘thinking in action’ that is evident in animals. He gives the example of Köhler's chimpanzees, who are able to substitute for a stick that has been used, other objects such as a shoe or length of wire with similar perceptual features, such as an elongated shape. Vygotsky concludes that ‘It is apparent, then, that a generalization of an entire series of concrete objects emerges here’ (p. 158). It is worth noting that much the same can be said of functional kinds of generalization that occur at the sensorimotor stage of human development. Vygotsky argues that whereas in a complex, the particular feature that is isolated is unstable and gives way to other features, in the development of potential concepts, not only are features isolated but they are abstracted from the other concrete features. ‘It is in the potential concept, in the associated abstraction of distinct features, that the child first destroys the concrete situation and the concrete connections among the object's features’ (p. 159). Vygotsky's argument is not easy to follow partly because of the way he has structured the text by introducing a third (and final) stage of development that does not follow on from the second stage but arises from a different and earlier root in the actions that reflect practical thinking. 

If we reverse the order and focus on the underlying operations rather than on their products (complexes, pseudoconcepts, potential concepts) then the following argument14 seems to emerge. One source of the mental operations that underpin the formation of concepts is found in the practical intellect of animals and preverbal infants who are able to engage in a kind of functional generalization such that a function (such as reaching with) can be detached from a specific object (such as a stick) and attached to a different object with a similar concrete feature (such as any elongated object like a length of wire or a shoe). Piaget referred to this as recognitive assimilation (1972, p. 23) and pointed out that this involved a generalization of action. With this kind of functional generalization or transfer of function we find the seeds of abstraction. Not only is there an isolation of some feature of the object, in this case its function, but there is also a detachment or abstraction of the isolated feature from the object15 and it is this operation of abstraction that is essential for the formation of concepts. In the case of animals and preverbal children, recognitive assimilation represents a kind of protoconcept, but without a sign to which the detached ‘meaning’ can be attached its concept-forming ‘potential’ cannot be realized. However, Vygotsky points out that some of the child's first words have the potential for concepts ‘because of their practical relatedness to a certain circle of objects’ (p. 158; italics in the original). 

The second source of concept formation lies in the use of signs to produce complexes. Here the main underlying operation is the isolation of concrete features that are generalized to other objects but always remain part of the object. Different kinds of complexes use the isolated features in different ways to produce chained complexes or collections, and so on, but are always constrained by the lack of abstraction that leaves the isolated feature intact as part of the objects that constitute the grouping. Without the operation of abstraction, complexes can achieve a measure of generalization but cannot develop into concepts. By combining the operations of isolation and abstraction within the generalizing operation of a sign, concepts are possible. In terms of the underlying operations, when abstraction is incorporated into the use of signs their generalizing function is transformed. ‘Only the mastery of the processes of abstracting, combined with complexive thinking, can lead the child to the formation of true concepts’ (p. 159). In short, the limitations inherent in each ‘root’ are compensated for by properties derived from the other. Without signs, practical thinking on its own (in itself) cannot develop beyond a functional kind of generalization and without an operation of abstracting isolation of features, complexes cannot develop beyond the level of pseudoconcepts. By combining the operations from both roots into an integrative system, all the necessary requirements for the formation of proper concepts become available. This account satisfies, and also serves to illustrate, Vygotsky's argument that development does not simply entail changes in separate functions but is a product of systemic changes that occur in the interrelations between functions. 



Implications for Vygotsky's theory
 


Following through with the argument, Vygotsky's conclusion has far-reaching implications for his theory as a whole.  


[T]he processes of concrete and active thinking arise long before the formation of concepts. Concepts themselves are the product of the long and complex process that constitutes the development of the child's thinking . . . As we have said, the concept arises in the intellectual operation. 

(p. 164)





 



The crucial and definitive ‘intellectual operation’ to which Vygotsky refers has its source in a root that extends deep into ‘practical thinking or thinking in action’ or what could also be referred to as sensorimotor thinking. But a root is only a beginning and, as Vygotsky is at pains to show, concepts do not emerge full blown but undergo a process of development through sequential stages and phases. This returns us to the two possible mistakes of ignoring sociogenesis, on the one hand, and over-extending its explanatory power to account for the ‘basic mechanism’ of concept development, on the other hand. As Vygotsky himself points out, no amount of adults talking in concepts can elevate the pseudoconcepts of children into proper concepts. For this to happen, a different intellectual operation is required and this operation is also a product of development. But this developmental root or channel is different from that of sign usage and does not first occur ‘intermentally’ between child and adult. On the contrary, to use Vygotsky's terms, it is a product of ‘the child's own activity’ or ‘real activity’. If we recall that Vygotsky always qualifies the law of sociogenesis as applicable to ‘cultural’ development and not to development in general, then the development of the ‘intellectual operation’ necessary for concept formation falls outside ‘cultural’ development and must occur as part of the ‘natural’ or spontaneous development of the child. In turn, this means that the emergence of proper concepts only at adolescence is because it is only at this stage that the development of the underlying intellectual operation is completed. The inescapable conclusion is that the natural line of development is not eclipsed in early childhood by cultural development but continues in parallel with cultural development at least until adolescence. If this is the case then the law of sociogenesis must be understood as a dynamic principle that operates at each stage of development and not as a process that occurs with the onset of speech and transforms natural functions that are fully developed in the first few years of a child's life. This is a point of considerable importance to which we will return in the context of a discussion of the relationship between Vygotsky and Piaget's theories. 

The point has already been made that the way in which Vygotsky's text is structured suggests that a relatively minor role is attributed to a second root that, nevertheless, provides the essential or sufficient ingredient for concept formation. Not only is most of the text devoted to the development of sign complexes but by presenting this material first, there is a suggestion that it is primary. In fact, in developmental terms, Vygotsky makes it perfectly clear that it is the second root that is primary in the sense that it is planted in the fertile soil of sensorimotor action. Given his own explanation of the development of concepts from two distinctly different roots, it is interesting that Vygotsky does not explicitly draw what seems to be the obvious logical conclusion in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions. Signs as a means of generalization are necessary but not sufficient to explain the development of concepts whereas the operation of abstraction is sufficient, but in the absence of signs, does not necessarily lead to the development of concepts as in the case of animals or infants. In these terms the law of sociogenesis loses some of its causal explanatory power as it is reduced to a necessary but not sufficient explanation. 



One step forward, two steps back towards Piaget
 


It is interesting and informative to retrace the steps of Vygotsky's account of concept development using the necessary and sufficient distinction as a framework for interpretation. Early in the introductory sections of the chapter Vygotsky mentions ‘mental operations’, but no clear distinction is made between operations that are subsumed by signs and those that develop independently of signs. For example, in the following passage, the distinction is present but only if the reader is alert to its possibility.  


Research indicates that what is central to this process is the functional use of the sign or word as the means through which the adolescent masters and subordinates his own mental operations and directs their activity in the resolution of the tasks which face him. 

(p. 131)





 



The use of signs or psychological tools as a means of mastering and controlling psychological functions is one of Vygotsky's fundamental principles and underpins the development of higher mental processes. But in the above passage there is a shift in the language from mental functions, such as attention, memory, perception and so on, to ‘mental operations’. Only later in the text does it emerge that the kinds of operations that the adolescent must master in the process of concept formation are generalization, isolation and abstraction, all of which have their source in practical or sensorimotor actions. If we take a step even further back in the text, we encounter a summary statement that anticipates the findings and conclusions of the study and again requires careful reading.  


In genetic terms, the basic conclusion of our research can be formulated in the following way: The development of the processes that eventually lead to the formation of concepts has its roots in the earliest stages of childhood. However, these processes mature only in the transitional age. It is only at this point that the intellectual functions which form the mental basis for the process of concept formation are constituted and developed. 

(p. 130; italics in the original)





 



In this passage, Vygotsky refers to the processes that lead to concept formation having their ‘roots in the earliest stages of childhood’. The clue for what is to come is present in this summary passage but it is easy to miss. The earliest stages of childhood predate the use of signs or even the appearance of speech. Only after the experimental findings are reported, all of which involve the use of signs at different stages of development, does Vygotsky introduce the second root that not only supplies the crucial intellectual function of abstraction but also contains the signifying operations of isolation and generalization that underpin the use of signs. Only complete ignorance of Piaget's monumental work in cognitive development or a stubborn refusal to countenance any of his findings could prevent a reader of the above passage from pausing to register, even if only superficially, a similarity between this account that originates in the earliest stages of childhood and culminates in adolescence, and that of Piaget's theory of intellectual development. Perhaps nowhere is Vygotsky's affinity with Piaget, not as he knew him16 but certainly as we do, more evident than in his account of concept formation in adolescence. 

In the ‘Prologue to the English Edition’ of the Collected Works,17 in which the chapter on ‘The experimental study of concept development’ appears, Bruner comments18 as follows in relation to similarities between Vygotsky and Piaget:  


To readers of later Piaget, of course, this attainment (higher mental functions) will be recognized as akin to ‘formal operations’ where the object of thought is no longer the world as such, but propositions about the world. 

(1987, p. 11)





 



Given Vygotsky's repeated insistence that proper concepts only develop at the stage of adolescence and that the use of concepts is the defining characteristic of adult thought, the affinity with Piagetian formal operations is compelling. But as pointed out, it is not only the similarity in the description of the adolescent's thought that is noteworthy, but of even greater significance is the similarity in the account of its origins. Not only does Bruner fail to make this point but he appears to miss it altogether, as is evident from the way the above passage continues:  


But for Vygotsky, unlike Piaget, there is no ‘stage’ but only a progressive unfolding of the meaning inherent in language through the interaction of speech and thought. And as always with Vygotsky, it is a progression from outside in, with dialogue being an important part of the process. 

(p. 11)





 



It is difficult to reconcile the above comments of Bruner with Vygotsky's own words in the chapter on ‘The experimental study of concept development’ in which qualitatively distinct sequential stages with definitive boundaries, such as that between complexes and concepts, are described together with the development of mental operations, some of which at least follow a path opposite to that supposed by Bruner, from the inside out and rooted in preverbal practical action without dialogue anywhere in sight. Because of his premature death, Vygotsky did not encounter the major turning point in the development of Piaget's theory. This was his formative work on the sensorimotor stage and its crucial importance in laying the foundations for the subsequent stages of cognitive development. It is this unfortunate historical circumstance that places Vygotsky and Piaget out of phase in terms of the development of their key theoretical ideas and that renders obsolete some of Vygotsky's criticisms of Piaget, a possible exception being the criticism of Piaget's version of egocentric speech and Vygotsky's own account of its explanatory role in the development of conscious awareness and volition.19



Close encounters between Vygotsky and Piaget
 


To appreciate the affinity between Vygotsky and Piaget, it is instructive to consider Vygotsky's criticisms of Piaget, especially those that pertain to the development of logical thinking.20 Before doing this, it should be noted that there is indeed a double irony involved in Vygotsky's critique of Piaget that makes it appear puzzling to contemporary readers. He rebukes Piaget, on the one hand, for invoking socialization as an explanation for the development of logical thought21 and, on the other hand, for the omission by Piaget of any reference to the child's practical activities and experience of objects and events in the world. Readers who have been schooled in Vygotsky's theory by means of secondary sources may well be puzzled by these criticisms, having been led to believe that Vygotsky represents Piaget's nemesis precisely because he (Vygotsky) advocates socialization as the core explanatory principle of all development and, thereby, relegates practical action to lower natural functions that are irrelevant for the development of intellectual functions. Conversely, practical actions are the cornerstone of Piaget's theory as we now know it, and suggestions that he neglected the role of action seem incomprehensible. However, it must also be noted that, strange as it may sound to contemporary ears, Vygotsky's criticism did indeed accurately reflect some of Piaget's early views.22 At the core of the criticism is what Vygotsky refers to as Piaget's ‘favorite concept, the concept that logic is inculcated in the child along with speech from without’ (p. 321). This same criticism is repeated again and again by Vygotsky. 

 


Piaget derives the logical roots of thinking from the child's social life. He finds the alogical roots of thinking in the child's initial autistic thought. The picture of the child's thinking at each new age or stage is explained by the fact that there are different proportions in the mix of the logical (i.e., the socialized – what comes from the outside) and the alogical (i.e., what is inherent to the child himself). 

(p. 318)





 




 


For Piaget, speech is the basic source for the socialization of thought; it is the main factor through which logical laws are introduced into thought. 

(p. 319)





 


 


Thus, neither the old conception that the meaningful aspect of speech is a simple reflection of its external verbal structure nor Piaget's view that meaningful structure and categories are dragged along on the tail of speech development is supported by the experimental findings. 

(p. 322)





 



To the reader of Piaget's later works, the notion that his favourite idea is that logic is inculcated in the child with speech from the outside does not only sound wrong but it expresses the polar opposite of what stands at the core of Piaget's theory. Suitable references to illustrate this point could start with The Origins of Intelligence in Children (1952) and then include virtually everything that followed. However, the following passages from lectures given by Piaget in 1968 and published in a slender volume entitled Genetic Epistemology (1970) serve to make the point. 

 


This, in fact, is our hypothesis: that the roots of logical thought are not to be found in language alone, even though language coordinations are important, but are to be found more generally in the coordination of actions, which are the basis of reflective abstraction. 

(pp. 18–19)





 




 


Having demonstrated that the roots of logical and mathematical structures are to be found in the coordination of actions, even before the development of language, I should like now to look at how these coordinations of actions become mental operations, and how these operations constitute structures. 

(p. 21)





 


 


The decisive argument against the position that logical mathematical structures are derived uniquely from linguistic forms is that, in the course of intellectual development in any given individual, logical mathematical structures exist before the appearance of language. Language appears somewhere about the middle of the second year, but before this, about the end of the first year or the beginning of the second year, there is a sensory-motor intelligence that is a practical intelligence having its own logic – a logic of action. 

(p. 41)





 


Although there is irony in the fact that the sociogenesis of logical forms that Vygotsky regarded as a failure of Piaget's theory23 is commonly attributed to him (Vygotsky), as in the case of Bruner's comments cited above, there is also real tragedy, not only of a personal nature that always attends the premature death of any person, but for the entire discipline of psychology. Vygotsky made considerable use of Köhler's work with chimpanzees in order to capture the nature of nonverbal practical intelligence but would have been much better served by Piaget's detailed account of the development of sensorimotor intelligence. In tracing the root of generalizing abstraction back through potential concepts to intelligent practical action, Vygotsky was anticipating Piaget's later findings, as is evident in the following passage from Piaget:  


In other words, the schemes of sensori-motor intelligence are not yet concepts, since they cannot be handled in thought and only come into play at the moment of their practical and material utilization, without the child having any knowledge of their existence qua schemes, since he lacks the semiotic apparatus for designating them and grasping them in consciousness. On the other hand, with the occurrence of language, symbolic play, mental images, etc., the situation changes remarkably: upon the simple actions ensuring the direct interdependence between subject and objects, there is in certain cases superimposed a new type of action which is interiorized and more precisely conceptualized; for example, the subject is able not only to move from A to B, but becomes able to represent conceptually the movement AB and to evoke in thought other displacements. 

(1972, p. 25)





 



But perhaps the most compelling argument that the differences between Vygotsky and Piaget are more apparent than real is to be found in Vygotsky's concept of the ‘development of interfunctional connections and relationships’ that represents his most mature thinking about the nature of mind or consciousness. In his lecture on ‘Thinking and its development’ (1987), Vygotsky formulates the following hypothesis:  


[A]ny system of relations between functions will be defined by the form of thinking that is dominant at a particular stage of development. In other words, all systems of mental functions in the child will depend on the stage he has attained in the development of word meaning . . . Thus the development of thinking is central to the whole structure of consciousness, central to the entire system of mental functions. 

(p. 324)





 



From this rather dense prose, what Vygotsky appears to be saying is that the structure of consciousness changes at different stages of development and that these stages are a function of the development of word meaning, that is of concept formation. But, according to his own account, concept formation, in turn, is dependent on specific mental operations whose source lies in the practical intelligence of the child and although signs are necessary for concept development they are not sufficient to explain the formation of proper concepts at adolescence. Vygotsky concludes his lecture as follows:  


[A] given stage in the development of the child's thought, a given stage in the development of his categories, will provide the psychological prerequisites for the development of a system of thought characterized by conscious awareness or a lack of conscious awareness. 

(p. 324)





 



In concluding his lectures on genetic epistemology, Piaget contends that its main problem is to explain the construction of novelty in the course of the development of forms of knowledge. He argues that from an empiricist standpoint, a discovery may be new for the person who makes it but that what is discovered already exists in external reality so that there is not a construction of new realities. From a nativist or a priori point of view, forms of knowledge are predetermined and, therefore, novelty is not possible. Piaget then provides the contrast from the point of view of genetic epistemology:  


By contrast, for the genetic epistemologist, knowledge results from continuous construction, since in each act of understanding, some degree of invention is involved; in development, the passage from one stage to the next is always characterized by the formation of new structures which did not exist before, either in the external world or in the subject's mind. The central problem of genetic epistemology concerns the mechanism of this construction of novelties which creates the need for the explanatory factors which we call reflexive abstraction and self-regulation. 

(1970, p. 77)





 



In light of Vygotsky's account of the development of concepts, through stages and phases of synthetic groupings, complexes and potential concepts, it seems most unlikely that he would have found ground to disagree – or indeed would have wished to disagree – with the above statement. Furthermore, it seems fair to suggest that Piaget's explanatory factors of reflexive abstraction (conscious awareness) and self-regulation (mastery/volition) would also benefit from the insights yielded by Vygotsky's account of the role played by signs in gaining conscious awareness and mastery over psychological functions. 

Although the point is often made that Vygotsky's understanding of Piaget was limited to the latter's earliest work,24 the complementary point that is seldom made is that many of his most cogent criticisms of Piaget are regarded as the core of his own theory, in particular references to the role of socialization in development and the importance of signs over actions. Given the extent of introductory commentary on Vygotsky's texts and the fact that his engagement with Piagetian ideas is often mentioned, especially his criticism of these ideas, it is interesting that little mention is made by commentators of the fact that these criticisms seem to apply more to Vygotsky's own work than to anyone else. For example, consider the following negative conclusions Vygotsky (1987) reaches about ‘central and basic’ factors that are absent in Piaget's theory: 

 


What is missing, then, in Piaget's perspective is reality and the child's relationship to that reality. What is missing is the child's practical activity. This is fundamental. Even the socialization of the child's thinking is analyzed by Piaget outside the context of practice. It is isolated from reality and treated as the pure interaction or communication of minds. It is this kind of socialization which in Piaget's view leads to the development of thought. The apprehension of truth, and the logical forms that make this knowledge possible, arise not in the practical mastery of reality but in the accommodation of the ideas of one individual to those of another . . . It is not things or reality that push the child's mind along the path of development. Reality is itself processed and transformed by the mind. Left to itself, the child would achieve the development of nothing but gibberish. Reality would never teach him logic. 

(pp. 87–8)





 




 


This attempt to derive the child's logical thinking and his development from a pure interaction of consciousnesses – an interaction that occurs in complete isolation from reality or any consideration of the child's social practice directed towards the mastery of reality – is the central element of Piaget's entire construction. 

(p. 88)





 


 


It would seem that Piaget himself has eloquently shown in his work that the logic of action precedes the logic of thinking. However, Piaget sees thinking as entirely divorced from reality and activity. 

(p. 88)





 



In drawing attention to these passages, the point is not to assess their merit regarding Piaget's theory, for the reasons already mentioned that he changed his views after Vygotsky's death, but to consider what they mean in terms of Vygotsky's own ideas. In other words, these criticisms reveal Vygotsky's perspective about certain key factors and by inverting them they show where he was coming from. For example, in the passage immediately above, Vygotsky clearly believes that thinking cannot be ‘divorced from reality and activity’ and that a logic of action precedes that of thinking. But more than anything else, the above passages call into question the role of Vygotsky's own law of sociogenesis. When he criticizes the idea that logical thinking and development can be derived from a ‘pure interaction of consciousnesses’ then he appears to be taking issue with the notion that thinking and development can be derived from dialogue. Word meanings constitute consciousness and dialogue is the exchange of meanings using words. But according to Vygotsky something more ‘fundamental’ is needed. Truth and logical forms are realized in the practical mastery of reality and not in the ‘accommodation of the ideas of one individual to those of another’. This accommodation of ideas, however, sounds very much like a description of instruction in the zone of proximal development or like functions that first occur intermentally between people in contrast to the practical mastery of things in the world. It begins to appear, then, that in discussions comparing them, Vygotsky is commonly applauded for the very points for which he took Piaget to task. 

Vygotsky's criticisms of Piaget entail, if not a contradiction within his own theory, then at least the recognition that some functions that are crucial for the development of intellectual operations first seem to occur intramentally in the process of acquiring practical mastery of reality and not intermentally as entailed by the law of sociogenesis. But we need to exercise extreme caution in pursuing this line of argument in order not to distort Vygotsky's points. The fact that something may be missing from Piaget's theory, such as practical action, does not mean that the missing piece is all that is needed to explain the development of logical thinking. The missing bits may be necessary components of a more comprehensive account that includes other factors as well. This seems to accord better with Vygotsky's approach to concept development in which two ‘roots’ are identified or, in broader terms, with the framework of two intersecting lines of development, natural and cultural, with the latter governed by the law of sociogenesis and the semiotic function providing the point of the intersection. 



Turning sociogenesis inside out
 


The law of sociogenesis presupposes a situation of interaction or exchange between people such as occurs in the zone of proximal development. Although Vygotsky discusses the zone of proximal development in terms of the concepts of learning and development, he does not attempt to explicate the functional structure of the situation that must obtain in terms of the necessary mental operations involved. It may come as a surprise to discover that this task was undertaken by Piaget in a manner that at first seems entirely counter-intuitive.25 Whereas Vygotsky employs the counter-intuitive move of relocating the structure of social interactions between people inside the maturing person who by means of inner speech is able to communicate with herself, Piaget turns this around by combining the mental operations of both participants in a collaborative task into a single operative structure.26 Piaget (1995) argues that if logic is placed in opposition to action then no commonality between logic and social exchange is possible except that one may affect the other.  


But if, rather, logic consists in operations which arise out of action, and if these actions by their very nature constitute over-arching systems of totalities, whose elements are necessarily integrated with each other, then these operatory groupings will also express equally well the reciprocal and inter-individual adjustments of operations, and the internal operations of thought of each individual. 

(p. 88)





 



To illustrate the point at the level of concrete operations, Piaget provides the example of two people who are collaborating to construct a bridge across a river by first building two stone ramps on either bank to support a horizontal plank spanning the river. Clearly, the collaboration must involve the mutual adjustment of their actions and this, in turn, involves a series of qualitative operations: ‘the correspondence of actions with common elements, the reciprocity of symmetrical actions, the addition or subtraction of complementary actions, etc.’ (p. 88).  


Thus, if each of the actions of the collaborators is regulated by the laws of reversible composition, and so constitutes an operation, the adjustment of actions by one collaborator in relation to the other (i.e. their collaboration itself) equally consists of operations; these correspondences, these reciprocities or symmetries, and these complementarities are, in effect, operations like others, in just the same way as each of the actions of the collaborators . . . In short, to cooperate in action is to operate in common, i.e. to adjust by means of new operations (qualitative or metric) of correspondence, reciprocity, or complementarity . . . But which is the social, and which is the individual, factor here? The analysis of cooperation as such (i.e. once the ideological or sociocentric elements which could accompany or distort it have been excluded) becomes identical with that of the same operations seen in states of equilibrium in individual action. 

(pp. 88–9)





 



Piaget's fundamental point is simply that the system of inter-individual operations that permit the kinds of reciprocal adjustments of the cooperating partners is the same as that required for intra-individual adjustments of operations so that ‘Cooperation and grouped operations are, therefore, one and the same reality viewed from two different standpoints’ (p. 88). Even more significant is the situation of formal operations in which there is an exchange of thoughts or propositions rather than of immediate actions. Piaget argues that by its nature the logic of propositions is a system of exchanges and that ‘whether the exchanged propositions are those of internal dialogue or of distinct persons does not matter’ (p. 90). Piaget goes on to provide an outline of how the system of interchanges is played out and reaches the same conclusion for the exchange and regulation of propositions as he had previously for concrete actions.  


Such a schematization is instructive in two ways: first we can look for the conditions of equilibration and exchange, i.e. the nature of the state in which the interlocutors are agreed or intellectually satisfied; second, we can show that these conditions for equilibrium imply precisely, a groupement of propositions, i.e. a set of rules constituting a formal logic. It is this second point we want to stress, since this is a matter of showing that the very exchange of propositions qua
social conduct, embodies by its own laws of equilibrium, a logic coinciding with that used by individuals to group their formal operations. 

(p. 91)





 



According to Piaget, then, collaboration and cooperation are made possible by a set of logical structures that provide the regulatory framework for actions and propositions and these structures, in turn, originate in the coordination of sensorimotor action schemas. Given that collaboration and cooperation play a central role in Vygotsky's law of sociogenesis and in the zone of proximal development, both of which are regarded as definitive of a Vygotskian approach and antithetical to the hard core of Piagetian concepts, there is indeed an irony in the fact that it is the latter who provides a genetic account of the structures that underpin social exchanges between people.27

Even though collaboration and cooperation play a central role in Vygotsky's law of sociogenesis and in the zone of proximal development, they are taken for granted and are not regarded as functions that themselves require explanation. The law of sociogenesis, in which functions first appear between people and only subsequently are internalized, begs the question of the structure of the between-ness or of intermental functioning. As we have seen, implicit in Vygotsky's account of the development of concepts is the notion that the child's level of concept development will determine the nature of the collaboration that is possible between adults and children who may attach very different senses (as distinct from meanings) to the same words. Similarly, for Piaget, different kinds of collaboration and cooperation are possible for concrete and formal operational children and adults. Leaving aside the irony that it is Piaget and not Vygotsky who provides a genetic account of collaboration and cooperation, we seem to be left with two interrelated inescapable conclusions: first, that the natural line of development extends way beyond the emergence of speech and sign usage with the development of different kinds of logical structures passing through similar stages, such as those identified by Vygotsky in his study of the development of concepts; second, that the child's cultural development is a recursive process, with the law of sociogenesis operating at successive levels of stages of development. If there is merit in these two conclusions then the two theories become complementary and mutually supportive. 

Although Vygotsky places the emphasis on the cultural line of development through the operation of signs and seeks to explain the origin of higher mental functions in terms of the law of sociogenesis, he always acknowledges the necessary infrastructure of natural functions and spontaneous concepts.28 Piaget (1972) also acknowledges the importance of the emergence of the semiotic function and traces its origin to sensorimotor imitative forms of behaviour.  


This fundamental turning point in the elaboration of conceptual tools must therefore be attributed not to language alone but to the semiotic function in general, which has its source in developing imitative behavior – the sensori-motor form of behavior closest to representation, but occurring as acts. In other words, the transition from sensori-motor behavior to conceptualized actions is not solely due to social life, but also to the progress of pre-verbal intelligence in its entirety, and to the interiorization of imitation in the form of representations. 

(p. 27)





 



Piaget provides a link between a sensorimotor preverbal root of intelligence and the emergence of the semiotic function through the operation of imitation, initially of behaviour and then in the form of interiorized representations such as mental images, personal symbols and signs. Vygotsky's account of the development of concepts in terms of a dual source in practical activity, on the one hand, and the use of signs, on the other hand, hardly sounds any different, more like a variation on a common theme or even the same melody transposed to another key.29
Before concluding, it is important to point out that in the chapter on ‘An experimental study of concept development’, Vygotsky barely mentions Piaget. As he states in the preface to Thinking and Speech, this chapter was written some time before the two chapters that follow, ‘The development of scientific concepts’ and ‘Thought and word’. This may explain the noticeable absence of direct links and connections between the earlier and later chapters except for references to the fact that word meanings develop based on the earlier work on the development of concepts and that scientific concepts are fully developed proper concepts, as opposed to less-developed complexes, pseudoconcepts and potential concepts. It may also explain the noticeable and significant difference between the earlier and later chapters dealing with the development of concepts with regard to the absence and presence of Piaget in the body of the text. Whereas the empirical work reported in the earlier chapter on ‘Concept development’ was inspired by Ach's research on concept formation, the work reported in the later chapter on ‘Scientific concepts’ was based on research initially conducted by Piaget. But in this later chapter on the ‘Development of scientific concepts’, in addition to the empirical research, and of far greater significance, is Vygotsky's apparent preoccupation with Piaget's ideas against which he formulates his own propositions and assumptions. 





1 This chapter is significant as it was one of the last works produced by Vygotsky. According to Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, p. 360), it was dictated in the final months of his life and they point out that it gives us ‘the best insight available . . . into Vygotsky's personal preferences’. 





2 For example, Luria's afterword in Vygotsky, 1987 and Van der Veer and Valsiner, 1991, pp. 256–83. 





3 Despite the widespread familiarity of Vygotsky's work on concept formation, the broader theoretical implications of this work seem less appreciated. For example, Martí (1996) discusses the ways in which Piaget and Vygotsky can be ‘brought together’ (p. 57) and comments that ‘In all his research, Vygotsky considers the child as the object of social and cultural influences and he focuses unilaterally on the influence of the interpsychological functions on the intrapsychological ones’ (p. 70). 





4 Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, pp. 262–7) and Kozulin (1990, pp. 151–67) provide fairly comprehensive descriptions of each of the stages and phases of concept development that Vygotsky identifies. 





5 Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, p. 392) comment that ‘it is difficult for many psychologists to understand how Vygotsky could be “a Piagetian” in much of his thinking (whilst being highly critical of Piaget in some areas)’. 





6 Vygotsky points out (1987, p. 143) that it would be a ‘profound mistake’ to think that for the child who uses complexive thinking there is any discord in relation to the adult. ‘For the child himself, what exist are complexes that are the equivalent of the adult's concepts. That is, what exists are pseudoconcepts.’ 





7 Although in the quoted passage Vygotsky is referring specifically to the concept formation experiments, the same argument can be applied to many of the experiments reported by Vygotsky in which children at different ages and adults are given the same task and their performances compared. For example, in the voluntary attention experiments discussed by Leont′ev (1994), the fact that subjects at different ages use auxiliary stimuli in different ways seems to leave the question of why begging. 





8 This statement by Vygotsky that ‘the child thinks in correspondence with the characteristics of a particular stage in the development of the intellect’ is as close as it is possible to get to the Piagetian notion of assimilation. 





9 ‘The third factor, social transmission, certainly also plays a basic role, but while it constitutes a necessary condition, it is not a sufficient condition’ (Piaget, 1967, p. 154). In the following passage, Vygotsky seems to be making a similar point: ‘If correctly organized, education will allow the child to develop intellectually and give birth to a whole series of processes of development that would become impossible without education. Education is thus an internally necessary and universal aspect of the process of development in the child of the historical characteristics of man, not his natural characteristics’ (Vygotsky, 1956, p. 450). 





10 See ‘Pedology of the adolescent’ (Vygotsky, 1998, chapter 2 (pp. 3–186)). 





11 Vygotsky's use of an experimental method to reveal the child's ‘own activity’ is not limited to his work on concept development but is repeated in his work on scientific concepts discussed in the next chapter. 





12 It appears that this was a later development in Vygotsky's own thinking. In a chapter on ‘The development of thinking and formation of concepts in the adolescent’ he comments ‘that the formation of concepts is the product of the cultural development of the intellect and depends in the last analysis on the environment’ (Rieber and Robinson, 2004, p. 466). See also his comments about the nature of environmental influences in ‘The problem of the environment’ (Vygotsky, 1994b) and in ‘The crisis at age seven’ (Vygotsky, 1998). 





13 This chapter is largely a summary of earlier works, especially Tool and Sign. 





14 It must be emphasized that this argument is an interpretation and readers should consult the original text to form their own understanding. 





15 The notion of generalization is what distinguishes a Piagetian schema from a habit or association. 





16 Given Vygotsky's early death in 1934, he was only familiar with Piaget's early work. 





17 Vygotsky, 1987. 





18 In the quoted passage, Bruner is referring to Vygotsky's lecture on ‘Thinking and its development’ (Vygotsky, 1987, pp. 311–24). 





19 Piaget comments that the taking of egocentric monologue as the starting point for inner speech by Vygotsky and Luria ‘seems quite correct’ (1995, p. 308). In the supplement to Thought and Language (1962), Piaget again comments ‘how much I respect Vygotsky's position on the issue of egocentric speech, even though I cannot agree with him on all points’ (Kozulin, 1989, p. 274). 





20 For an interesting set of commentaries, see Tryphon and Vonèche, 1996. 





21 Vonèche (2008, p. 91) points out that until 1928 Piaget believed that social interaction produced the decentrations that allowed the child to shed egocentrism. At a conference in 1928 the French psychologist Henri Wallon advised Piaget to reverse his ideas about sociability and relational thinking. 





22 See, for example, the passage that Vygotsky quotes from Piaget in his preface to the Russian translation of his books (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 82). 





23
Ageyev (2003, p. 434) comments that ‘Vygotsky has so strongly disagreed with Piagetian developmental psychology – exactly because he saw it as biological and individualistic reductionism.’ 





24 In particular, Language and Thought in the Child (Piaget, 1923) and Judgement and Reasoning in the Child (Piaget, 1924). 





25 It is difficult to paraphrase Piaget's prose and, given that his sociological work is less known, it seems prudent to let Piaget do as much explaining as possible, hence the fairly lengthy quotations that follow. 





26 Contrary to those who would claim Vygotsky as the patron saint of distributed cognition, Piaget presents a far more compelling case. 





27 In a chapter discussing the overlap between Piaget and Vygotsky's positions, Smith (1996, p. 108) comments as follows: ‘The weaker conclusion to draw from this discussion is that Piaget's social account has neglected strengths that should be attended to more than hitherto. The stronger conclusion is that Piaget's account is better than Vygotsky's account with respect to the four nominated issues.’ 





28 This point is elaborated in considerable detail in the following chapter on ‘The development of scientific concepts.’ 





29 Discussing Vygotsky's concepts of a ‘pre-verbal stage of intelligence’ and ‘pre-intellectual stage of language’, Bronckart (1996, p. 91) comments as follows: ‘In particular, if the preverbal development of intelligence, defined as remote from all social and semiotic interaction, results in a form of cognisance of goal-oriented actions, then consciousness is independent from any social mediation and stems from a process of abstracting and interiorising properties of action schemata directly. At this point, Vygotsky contradicts his main thesis and comes very close to the Piagetian position that he claims to be against.’ 





 




  



4
The development of scientific concepts
 

Reading Vygotsky's chapter on the ‘Development of scientific concepts’ (1987), it soon becomes apparent that it also contains a wealth of overlapping theoretical and conceptual ideas that Vygotsky attempts to draw together in order to clarify and explain the process of intellectual development. Concepts such as conscious awareness, imitation, instruction and the zone of proximal development are introduced and elaborated and Vygotsky uses them as resources to explore the relationship between development and instruction. Given the scope of the material covered in the chapter, it is not surprising that Luria, writing in his ‘Afterword’ to Thinking and Speech, comments (1987, p. 365) that this chapter ‘greatly broadens the conceptual framework of the whole of Vygotsky's work’ and ‘that it is in this chapter that the larger scope of Vygotsky's philosophical, psychological, and practical views are revealed’. But crammed into a single chapter, it makes for demanding reading. Not only is careful attention to the detail of text required but multiple readings are necessary to extract the various layers of meaning. The chapter is divided into eight sections and, like most of Vygotsky's texts, the introductory section provides a summary of the argument that is elaborated in the subsequent chapters. 

The first translations into English of the book Thinking and Speech1 contain abridged versions of the chapters but, despite Luria's comments about the importance of the chapter as reflecting Vygotsky's thinking across a wide spectrum of views, it does not seem to have received the critical attention it deserves. Commentaries on the chapter as a whole are not readily available and this is probably because it is difficult to distil the complex material into summary form without substantial loss.2 Although the abridged versions attempt to eliminate repetition and what editors consider unnecessary or out-of-date comments and critical evaluations of the research of Vygotsky's contemporaries, the effect of these editorial filters is a sense of loss of depth of a kind analogous to hearing an orchestra without strings or a jazz ensemble without a rhythm section. The point is often made that Vygotsky read widely and that in his written works he engages actively and critically with his contemporaries. But the point is less often made of the full extent of his engagement with Piaget's work. In this chapter on ‘The development of scientific concepts’, Piaget is never far from the surface of Vygotsky's thinking and his work provides the ground against which Vygotsky constructs his theoretical figures. As we will see, Vygotsky formulates his own theoretical assumptions in direct opposition to those that he attributes to Piaget and even the scientific concepts that constitute the focus of his study are conceived in relation to his understanding of Piaget's spontaneous concepts. Although, for summary purposes, it is tempting to ignore or minimize Vygotsky's analysis and discussion of Piaget's ideas in order to extract from the text a kind of purified version of Vygotsky uncontaminated by Piagetian influences, both positive and negative, to do so would be to create the false impression that such a Vygotsky existed. 

Given that a proper appreciation of Vygotsky's ideas requires an understanding of the full extent of his engagement with Piaget, the question is not whether but how to deal with this aspect of his work. Part of the difficulty of understanding the text is precisely the fact that Vygotsky tends to formulate his ideas within the context of a critique of Piaget, leaving the reader with the dual task of trying to understand the critique and the proposed solutions, for the most part simultaneously. A number of other factors further exacerbate the complexity of the task. As mentioned in the previous chapter, for the contemporary reader there is a double irony involved in Vygotsky's critique of Piaget. Not only does Piaget's later and more mature work meet the criticisms levelled by Vygotsky and provide ample grounds for the justification of the very issues he raises, but Vygotsky is credited by many of his admirers and commentators with advocating the very views of which he was most critical and for which he vigorously attacked Piaget as ‘errors’ on his part. Foremost among these is Vygotsky's claim that Piaget explained the development of thinking in terms of the socialization of the child. While there is certainly merit in this claim in the context of Piaget's early work, he not only subsequently revised his views but also acknowledged his error.3 Conversely, the role of socialization or sociogenesis is regarded as the cornerstone of Vygotsky's theory. The difficulty for the reader of this chapter is that the text has the potential to unleash unnecessary but unavoidable confusion. In an attempt to untangle the threads of a conceptual muddle, we need to unravel and identify possible areas of potential confusion. 

The main source of confusion probably lies in our own preconceptions of Vygotsky's approach, central to which is the idea of the primacy of the social environment and, in particular, the formative role of language in the formation of higher mental processes. These ‘Vygotskian’ views are regarded as the antithesis of Piaget's approach in which higher forms of thinking, such as concrete and formal operations, have their source in the coordination of the sensorimotor actions of infancy that are regulated by an essentially biological process of adaptation. These views are certainly correct but they do not tell the whole story. In the case of Piaget, the untold part of the story is that in his earlier work he did indeed attribute greater formative influence to social factors and to language. Because of his premature death, Vygotsky was only familiar with Piaget's early views and it is these that bore the brunt of his criticism. However, Piaget's later revised approach could almost be construed as a platform designed not only to meet Vygotsky's objections but to use them as the basis for the development and elaboration of a full-blown account of cognitive development. But the clear implications of this shift in direction by Piaget in line with the criticisms levelled by Vygotsky4 are that it does not make much sense to paint Vygotsky into Piaget's opposite corner and this raises the issue of the untold, or at least unacknowledged, part of the Vygotsky story. If we put aside our preconceptions of Vygotsky's approach based on his earlier work, in particular Tool and Sign
and especially the compilation of chapters contained in Mind in Society,5 then the conclusion seems inescapable that, like Piaget, Vygotsky was also in the process of refining some of his earlier ideas, in particular those concerning the dominant role of sociogenesis in the explanation of development. In the text, this is most evident in the context of his engagement with Piaget with respect to what he regarded as both the positive and negative aspects of Piaget's theory. At the heart of the matter is Vygotsky's objection to what he regarded as Piaget's reliance on social factors to explain development and the absence of the role of practical activity in Piaget's explanatory framework. This is not to say that he abandoned the role or importance of these factors in the explanation of development, but it is to claim that he modified his views, or was in the process of doing so, especially in relation to the vital role of natural or endogenous or ‘spontaneous’ aspects of development. As Vygotsky makes abundantly clear in his account of the development of scientific concepts, their acquisition is dependent on the prior construction of non-scientific everyday concepts by the child, for which he does not offer any explanation other than an apparent acknowledgement that they develop primarily as a function of the child's own inner resources. 

Returning to the problem of how best to discuss Vygotsky's ideas about the ‘Development of scientific concepts’ without ignoring or minimizing his engagement with Piaget that is woven into the text, the approach adopted here is to separate, where possible, Vygotsky's account of his own theory from his critique of Piaget's theory. This is done to preserve the coherence of his argument as it unfolds. However, given that from the outset Vygotsky adopts a set of assumptions to guide his own thinking that he formulates directly and explicitly in opposition to his interpretation of Piaget's theory, it is necessary to include this aspect of his discussion about Piaget in this chapter. After presenting a section-by-section systematic account of how Vygotsky builds his argument that only includes reference to Piaget where necessary, proper consideration is given to Vygotsky's ‘dialogue’ with Piaget in the next chapter before presenting a critique of Vygotsky's account of the development of scientific concepts. 

Section 1: introduction
 


Vygotsky's opening comments set the stage for the entire chapter that follows.6 He claims that the laws governing the child's mental development can be understood by studying the development of what he calls ‘scientific concepts’. He does not immediately define the term and it acquires layers of meaning as the text unfolds, but, from the outset, scientific concepts refer to ‘real’ concepts as distinct from less-developed formations, such as complexes and pseudoconcepts, that Vygotsky identified in his earlier work on the development of concept formation.7 It is also important from the outset to understand that in the context of his text, Vygotsky is using the term ‘scientific concepts’ to refer not to concepts from the natural sciences but to social scientific concepts, such as ‘class struggle’ and ‘exploitation’, that children learn at school as part of the social studies curriculum. In the experimental study that underpins the chapter,8 ‘scientific’ concepts are compared to ‘everyday’ or ‘spontaneous’ concepts and the latter two terms are used interchangeably throughout the text. The term ‘spontaneous’ is attributed to Piaget, with Vygotsky's preference being ‘everyday’ concepts, but they are both used to refer to the same phenomenon of concepts that are ‘naturally’ acquired by the child in the absence of any kind of direct or deliberate instruction. The experimental work referred to in the text consists largely of replications of studies initially carried out by Piaget, in which children at different ages are required to complete sentences ending with ‘because’ and ‘although’, such as ‘The train left the tracks because . . .’ . To this basic standard procedure, Vygotsky introduces sentences that contain either scientific or spontaneous concepts and in this way is able to differentiate not only between performances at different ages but also between the two different kinds of concepts. 

In pursuing the study of the development of children's thinking in the context of school instruction, Vygotsky and his colleagues were also interested in the more general problem of the relationship between instruction9 and development. In addition to a commitment to experimental methods, Vygotsky relies on a number of basic assumptions, including the idea that concepts or word meanings,10 as well as scientific concepts, undergo a process of development and are not learned in a final form;11 and that findings based on the development of spontaneous concepts cannot be generalized to scientific concepts. The three-way table of data (1987, p. 168) below provides the percentages of correctly completed sentences for scientific and spontaneous concepts, for children in the second and fourth school years, and for the sentences completed with ‘because’ and ‘although’. 
[image: ]


 



Vygotsky draws a number of conclusions from the data in the above table:  


The table shows: (1) that there is a higher level of ‘conscious awareness’ of scientific than everyday concepts, and (2) that there is a progressive development of scientific thinking which is followed by a rapid increase in levels of performance with everyday concepts. This indicates that the accumulation of knowledge leads directly to an increase in the level of scientific thinking and that this, in turn, influences the development of spontaneous thinking. This demonstrates the leading role of instruction in the development of the schoolchild. 

(p. 168)





 


The above claims are discussed in detail in the sections that follow, but at this point in the text Vygotsky contends that the data lead to the hypothesis that scientific concepts originate as part of organized conceptual systems and begin with verbal definitions. The verbal definition ‘descends to the concrete’ while spontaneous concepts that do not develop from definitions ‘move upwards towards abstraction and generalization’ (p. 168). This hypothesis of different and opposite developmental paths for scientific and spontaneous concepts is the theme that runs through the various sections of the chapter and also captures the essential differences that Vygotsky attempts to establish between himself and Piaget. In the remaining part of this introductory section, Vygotsky introduces the key ideas that are elaborated in the sections that follow. In their abbreviated form as presented in this introductory section, it is difficult to fully grasp the ideas he introduces and a suspension of a comprehensive understanding is necessary at this stage. 

The verbal definitions with which scientific concepts are launched are provided in the course of instruction, in particular the instruction that occurs between a schoolteacher and the schoolchild. In this process of ‘cooperative’ learning and teaching, the child acquires a degree of voluntary control over the use of scientific concepts that are embedded in systems of related concepts. According to Vygotsky, ‘the development of scientific concepts forms a zone of proximal possibilities for the development of everyday concepts’ and in this way ‘the scientific concept blazes the trail for the everyday concept’ (p. 169). Vygotsky refers to the lack of abstraction and absence of voluntary control characteristic of spontaneous concepts that are tied to concrete objects and he points to the corresponding weakness of scientific concepts that are divorced from concrete reality but whose strength lies in their systemic connections with other concepts and the child's ability to control their application. He poses the questions, ‘How do scientific concepts develop in the course of school instruction?’ and ‘What is the relationship between instruction, learning, and the processes involved in the internal development of scientific concepts in the child's consciousness?’ (p. 169). According to Vygotsky, the most widespread answer to the first question is simply that scientific concepts do not develop but are taken over fully formed from adults. He rejects this solution, arguing that the research on concept formation has shown that concepts are not simply associative connections or mental habits but are complex acts of thinking based on acts of generalization and abstraction. 

Vygotsky's approach to these questions is influenced by his previous work on concept formation and the conclusions he draws from this earlier work permeate his thinking. 


The most important finding of all research in this field is that the concept – represented psychologically as word meaning – develops. The essence of the development of the concept lies in the transition from one structure of generalization to another. Any word meaning, at any age, is a generalization. However, word meaning develops. When the child first learns a new word, the development of its meaning is not completed but has only begun. From the outset, the word is a generalization of the most elementary type. In accordance with the degree of his development, the child moves from elementary generalizations to higher forms of generalization. This process is completed with the formation of true concepts. 

(p. 170)





 



In moving from lower to higher levels of generalization, a number of different functions, including voluntary attention, logical memory, abstraction, comparison and differentiation, are involved, and these functions cannot be learned. Vygotsky points out that we know from practice that ‘direct instruction in concepts is impossible’ and results only in ‘mindless learning of words’ (p. 170). He cites Tolstoy (p. 170), who reports on his own failure to teach children literary language and who claims that it is not possible to teach word meanings.  


To explain a word such as ‘impression’, you must replace it either with another equally incomprehensible word or with a whole series of words whose connection with it is as incomprehensible as the word itself. 

(Tolstoy, 1903, p. 143) 





 



But Vygotsky is not in complete agreement with Tolstoy and argues that there is both truth and error in his position. The truth resides in Tolstoy's view that concepts develop and that the process is complex. But his error is to assume that all forms of instruction are useless, in particular indirect methods. In a passage cited by Vygotsky (see p. 171), Tolstoy points out that after encountering a new word in a familiar phrase and acquiring a vague understanding of it, the child begins to use the word and that by using it the meaning becomes increasingly clear. Vygotsky claims that this is in accord with his own view that ‘when the child first learns the meaning of a new word, the process of development has not been completed but has only begun’ (p. 172). Not only is ‘conscious instruction’ possible, according to Vygotsky, but it may be ‘the source for a higher form of development of the child's own concepts, particularly those that have developed in the child prior to conscious instruction’ (p. 172; italics in the original). In the sections that follow, Vygotsky elaborates this key idea that instruction is not merely a source of information but serves to transform and elevate the thinking of the child to higher levels.12
Vygotsky levels the same criticism at Tolstoy that he has directed at Piaget concerning their reliance on spontaneous or everyday concepts rather than scientific concepts and argues that it is essential to distinguish between them. It is the task of the chapter as a whole to show that, contrary to accepted opinion, scientific and spontaneous (everyday) concepts have different characteristics and do not follow the same developmental paths. Vygotsky acknowledges that Piaget does distinguish between ‘representations that develop primarily through the operation of the child's own thought and those that arise under the decisive and determining influence of knowledge the child acquires from those around him’ (p. 173) and that Piaget refers to the former as ‘spontaneous’ concepts. However, he maintains that Piaget makes a number of mistakes, the first being that he limits his studies to spontaneous concepts, believing that only they provide insight into the characteristics of the child's thought while non-spontaneous concepts reflect the character of adult thought. Following from this, Vygotsky claims that Piaget treats the two kinds of concepts as separate and independent without considering any relationships between them or mutual influences on the course of their development and he regards this as ‘the weakest link in Piaget's theory’ (p. 174). Vygotsky attributes this failing of Piaget to his implicit approach to the question of the relationship between instruction and development in which the former is essentially dependent on the latter. 

As pointed out, Vygotsky's interpretation of Piaget's ideas that follows from his identification of Piaget's mistakes may have been an accurate reflection of the literature that was available to him at the time. But for the contemporary reader familiar with Piaget's later works and many more years of refinement and additional research, Vygotsky's interpretations of Piaget are difficult to comprehend because, as illustrated in the following passage, they seems to represent the polar opposite of how Piaget is usually understood.  


Piaget represents the child's mental development as a process in which the characteristics of the child's thought gradually die out. For Piaget, the child's mental development consists of the gradual replacement of the unique qualities and characteristics of the child's thought by the more powerful thought of the adult . . . With age, the characteristics of the child's thought begin to disappear. They are replaced in one domain after another and ultimately disappear entirely. The developmental process is not represented as the continual emergence of new characteristics of thought, of higher, more complex and more developed forms of thought on the foundations of more elementary and primary forms of thinking. Rather, development is portrayed as a process through which one form of thought is gradually and continuously being forced out by another . . . Development is reduced to the dying out of the characteristics of the child's thinking. What is new to development arises from without . . . Higher forms of thought do not arise from the characteristics of the child, but simply take their place. According to Piaget, this is the sole law of the child's mental development. 

(p. 175)





 



Contrary to the above interpretation, Piaget's later work emphasizes continuity in the development of the child's thinking from the sensorimotor period in infancy to the formal operational stage of adolescence. But based on the above interpretation, Vygotsky draws the conclusion that, for Piaget, the relationship between instruction and development is one of antagonism, with the child's thought being in opposition to the adult and with non-spontaneous concepts serving to displace and exclude spontaneous concepts with no relationship possible between them other than antagonism and conflict. With the advent of school instruction, non-spontaneous scientific concepts begin to replace the child's spontaneous concepts. With this view of Piaget's theory in mind, Vygotsky sets out to overcome the ‘limitations in what is one of the best contemporary theories of the development of the child's thought’ (p. 176). 

As the basis for his approach, Vygotsky advances three fundamental assumptions that he believes are in direct opposition to Piaget. But more importantly, these assumptions set the parameters within which Vygotsky frames his own theory, a theory that, expressed in his own words, seems to share more similarities with the later Piaget than differences. 

 


Our first assumption is the direct opposite of Piaget's first mistaken thesis. The development of nonspontaneous concepts . . . will manifest all the basic qualitative characteristics of the child's thought at a given stage of development. This position is based on the idea that scientific concepts are not simply acquired or memorized by the child and assimilated by his memory but arise and are formed through an extraordinary effort of his own thought. This implies that the development of scientific concepts must manifest the characteristics of the child's thought. 

(p. 176; italics in the original)





 


 


Our second assumption is also in opposition to Piaget's . . . On the one hand, the development of scientific concepts will depend directly on a particular level of maturation of spontaneous concepts . . . On the other hand, the emergence of higher types of concepts (e.g., scientific concepts) will inevitably influence existing spontaneous concepts. 

(p. 177)





 



In terms of this second assumption, Vygotsky maintains that the boundary between scientific and spontaneous concepts is fluid, with continual interactions between the two kinds of concepts. On the one hand, the development of scientific concepts is only possible when spontaneous concepts have reached a certain level and, on the other hand, scientific concepts with their complex structure of generalizations will bring about changes in spontaneous concepts. As if to hammer home his point so that the reader is left in no doubt about the essential role played by spontaneous concepts in the process of developing scientific concepts, he concludes as follows:  


Finally . . . we would argue that . . . the relationship between the processes of instruction and development must be immeasurably more complex and positive in nature than the simple antagonism proposed by Piaget13 . . . This assumption is based on the generally accepted fact that instruction plays a decisive role in determining the entire fate of the child's mental development during the school age, including the development of his concepts. Further, scientific concepts can arise in the child's head only on the foundation provided by the lower and more elementary forms of generalization which previously exist. They cannot simply be introduced into the child's consciousness from the outside. 

(p. 177)





 



In the above passage, Vygotsky makes three points very clearly. The first is that he treats as a fact that school instruction plays a ‘decisive role’ in the child's development of concepts. The second point indirectly places a limitation on the effects of instruction by pointing out that a foundation based on prior forms of more elementary generalization is a necessary precondition for the development of scientific concepts. The third point is a rejection of the view that scientific concepts can be introduced ‘from the outside’. Given that instruction, by definition, involves some form of outside intervention, as opposed to self-discovery or construction, Vygotsky's meaning is not immediately clear. Taken together, these points seem to imply that, for Vygotsky, the learning–teaching14 process cannot be explained as the simple transmission or one-sided implantation of information from the outside to the inside of the child's mind. This conception of ‘instruction’ involving both internal and external processes has clear implications for how the zone of proximal development is understood, an issue to which we will return later in the discussion. 

Before leaving Vygotsky's three assumptions, attention must again be drawn to the fact that, in relation to Piaget, they reflect more a different emphasis rather than any major theoretical differences. Both theorists reject the idea that the acquisition of high-level concepts can be explained simply by means of transmission from the outside and they both attribute to the child ‘an extraordinary effort of his own thought’ in the process of concept development. Where Vygotsky believes that ‘the processes of instruction and development must be immeasurably more complex and positive in nature than the simple antagonism proposed by Piaget’, much the same sentiment is expressed by Piaget, who claims that the interaction between spontaneous and non-spontaneous concepts ‘is more complex than Vygotsky believes’. Piaget continues as follows:  


In some cases what is transmitted by instruction is well assimilated by the child because it represents in fact an extension of some spontaneous constructions of his own. In such cases development is accelerated. But in other cases, the gifts of instruction are presented too soon or too late, or in a manner that precludes assimilation because it does not fit in with the child's spontaneous constructions. Then the child's development is impeded, or even deflected into barrenness, as so often happens in the teaching of the exact sciences. 

(Quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, p. 271.) 





 



In the above passage, we find Piaget speaking about development being accelerated and also being impeded in terms not very different from those of Vygotsky, who talks of ‘levels of maturation of spontaneous concepts’ and the previously existing foundations that support instruction in scientific concepts.15 Clearly, neither of them support a view that does not attribute a major role to the child's own thought processes or that does not recognize limitations on the learning and teaching processes. Whereas Piaget did not focus his interest on the process of instruction, this was a matter of considerable interest for Vygotsky. But this fact does not necessarily place their theories in opposition or as alternatives from which to choose. 

Vygotsky concludes this introductory section with a discussion of the factors that, in addition to the reported empirical data, support the distinction between scientific and spontaneous concepts. He distinguishes four groups of factors, the first being experiential knowledge. Scientific concepts that are acquired in the context of school instruction have a ‘different relationship to the child's experience, in that they have a different relationship to the object that they represent, and in that they follow a different path from birth to final formation’ (p. 178; italics in the original). Using the examples of the concepts of ‘brother’ and ‘Archimedes’ law', Vygotsky contends that the strength of spontaneous concepts constitutes the weakness of scientific concepts and the reverse also holds true. Children are better able to formulate Archimedes' law than they are able to define the concept of ‘brother’. However, the concept of ‘brother’ is saturated with the child's personal experience, which is not the case for Archimedes' law. 

The second set of factors relates to theoretical considerations. Vygotsky concurs with Piaget, who he says supports the view that children's thought, even more so than their language, cannot simply be acquired from those around them as it manifests characteristics that are not evident in the thinking and speech of adults. But unlike Piaget, Vygotsky goes on to argue that this must apply to an even greater degree to scientific concepts. ‘It is difficult to believe that the child learns scientific concepts without reworking them, that they simply drop into his mouth like hot cakes. Like the formation of spontaneous concepts, the formation of scientific concepts is not completed but only begun at the moment when the child learns the first meanings and terms that function as their carriers’ (p. 179; italics in the original). But there is a fundamental difference in the formation of the two kinds of concepts that can be clarified by using the analogy of the learning of a foreign language. Vygotsky elaborates on this analogy in a later section. The basic idea is that the learning of scientific concepts is analogous to the learning of a foreign language. Not only is a foreign language learned differently from a native language but it depends on the initial mastery of the native language where word meanings are already established. The acquisition of a foreign language, in turn, has an effect on the mastery of the native language by making explicit the forms of the language and the child's ability to use language in more flexible ways. The upshot of the analogy between the learning of foreign languages and scientific concepts is that they have a different relationship to the objects and acts they represent than do native languages and spontaneous concepts. In the same way that the native language stands between the foreign language and the world of things, spontaneous concepts mediate between the conceptual systems in which scientific concepts are embedded and objects in the world.  


In receiving instruction in a system of knowledge, the child learns of things that are not before his eyes, things that far exceed the limits of his actual and or even potential immediate experience. To this extent, the learning of scientific concepts depends on the concepts developed through the child's own experience in the same way that the study of a foreign language depends on the semantics of his native speech. Just as the learning of a foreign language presupposes a developed system of word meanings, the learning of a system of scientific concepts presupposes the widely developed conceptual fabric that has emerged on the basis of the spontaneous activity of the child's thought. 

(p. 180)





 


The third set of factors is simply based on what Vygotsky calls ‘heuristic considerations’, such as the fact that superficial methods had been used to study the child's actual concepts on the one hand, and, on the other, sophisticated experimental methods had been used to study the development of meaningless concepts. The study of scientific concepts provides an opportunity to use sophisticated experimental methods to study the formation of these kinds of concepts. 

The fourth set of factors Vygotsky designates as ‘practical’, and they relate to the relationship between instruction and the development of scientific concepts. Here his concern is to show that concepts are not learned merely as mental habits but that a more complex relationship prevails between instruction and development. The basic question that Vygotsky poses is whether the concepts of ‘brother’ and ‘exploitation’ follow the same or different paths of development and whether they have the same characteristics. Anticipating what follows, he states that scientific and spontaneous concepts ‘will differ both in the paths that their development takes and in their mode of functioning’ (p. 181; italics in the original) and that there is a complex interrelationship between them. In the sections that follow, Vygotsky elaborates on the outline presented in the introductory section. As mentioned previously, in this chapter the intention is to present Vygotsky's arguments as clearly and coherently as possible, leaving critique and evaluation for the next chapter. For example, the terms ‘scientific’ and ‘spontaneous’ concepts, especially in relation to Piaget's theory, that are the backbone of the chapter, are problematic given that there is a considerable degree of overlap between Piaget's spontaneous concepts and Vygotsky's scientific concepts. These issues are discussed in some detail in the next chapter. 



Section 2: conscious awareness
 


The central theme of this section is the concept of ‘conscious awareness’ that Vygotsky adopts from Claparède and Piaget. Coming as it does at the beginning of his exposition, it provides the foundation for his theory about the development of scientific concepts. The key idea that emerges from this section is that instruction in scientific concepts produces conscious awareness and mastery of the intellectual process or, in broad terms, of logical thinking. The section is dense and difficult to follow not only because of the complexity of the ideas presented but also because of the structure of the text. Vygotsky presents his ideas and arguments in the context of a critique of Piaget's work that also acknowledges positive aspects of Piaget's theories and draws heavily on his experimental tasks. The difficulty for the reader is that the text is disjointed. It weaves in and out of an apparent dialogue with Piaget, on the one hand, disrupting the flow of Vygotsky's own ideas while, on the other hand, providing an inspirational source for these ideas born out of the very deficiencies Vygotsky attributes to Piaget's theory. A further difficulty is the embedded style in which ideas are introduced that cannot be fully explained until further ideas are introduced, and so on. This writing style demands a matching recursive style of reading in which ideas that are not yet fully formed must be bracketed and held in suspension until the supporting ideas that follow have been presented that then allow the brackets to be removed with repeated readings of the text. 

Vygotsky begins his discussion about the relationship between the development of scientific and everyday concepts by suggesting that we first need to clarify the characteristics of the school-age child's everyday concepts. He fully accepts Piaget's claim that ‘the essential characteristic of the child's thinking and concepts at this age is his incapacity for reflective awareness of relations that he can use correctly when no reflective awareness on his part is required, that is when he acts spontaneously and automatically’ (p. 182; italics in the original). In addition to the absence of conscious awareness,16 there is also an absence of intentional or volitional17 control over logical operations that arise spontaneously in the course of the child's development. Although the child is capable of understanding and spontaneously producing several kinds of logical operations correctly, such as the correct spontaneous use of the term ‘because’, the same child cannot apply it intentionally and voluntarily as when asked to complete a partial sentence that ends with the word ‘because’. Vygotsky (p. 183) summarizes his view of everyday concepts (that he also attributes to Piaget) as follows:  


The child's thought lacks conscious awareness and is nonvolitional in nature. It is characterized by unconscious understanding and spontaneous application. 





 



It is important from the outset to heed the fact that, for Vygotsky, the distinctive feature of the child's spontaneous thinking is less about the quality or ‘content’ of that thinking and more about the absence of other functions such as conscious awareness and volition. This is crucial for understanding the concept of the zone of proximal development. 

Vygotsky goes on to pose two interrelated questions: why are spontaneous concepts characterized by a lack of conscious awareness and how does it develop? In answering these questions he has recourse to what he refers to as ‘laws of development’. He discusses two laws, a basic law of development and a general law of development, and it is important not to confuse them as the text unfolds. He begins to answer the questions he has posed by pointing to the paradox that during the school age (presumably the early school years are intended) ‘all the intellectual functions except intellect are intellectualized and become volitional’ (p. 187). What he is referring to is the fact that changes occur in functions such as attention, perception and memory such that the child becomes consciously aware of these functions and is able to exercise control over them. However, this is not the case for the ‘intellect’, by which term Vygotsky means concepts of which the child is not consciously aware and over which she does not have any control. To explain this paradox, Vygotsky invokes what he calls ‘the basic law of development’ that captures the idea that ‘consciousness develops as a whole’ (p. 187) such that development is the sum not of the changes occurring for each separate function but rather the relationships between them. In Vygotsky's words, ‘the fate of each functional part of consciousness depends on changes in the whole’ (p. 188). The point is that changes in the way that mental functions operate are not simply due to the development of these functions in isolation but are the result of changes in the interconnections that obtain between the functions. For example, the development of attention and memory impact on the function of perception such that the development of perception becomes intertwined with that of the other functions. 

Although he acknowledges that there is a general acceptance of the idea of the unity of consciousness, Vygotsky claims that the concept has been undermined by the acceptance of contradictory postulates. These are that the connections between functions remain the same throughout development, that the connections operate identically for each function and that the connections are not essential, with each function operating autonomously. Vygotsky strongly rejects these postulates, claiming that psychology needs to be ‘liberated’ from their constraints. He formulates the ‘basic law of development’ in terms of interfunctional connections and claims that this approach is necessary for resolving the problem of why at a particular point in development conscious awareness and volition are present for perception, attention and memory but not for concepts.  


Change in these interfunctional connections – change in the functional structure of consciousness
– is the main and central content of the entire process of mental development . . . This conception of developmental change in the structure of consciousness must be considered if we are to resolve the question that interests us in the present context, the question of how the school-age child becomes consciously aware of attention and memory, and gains voluntary control over them while his intellect remains outside conscious awareness. 

(p. 188; italics in the original)





 



At this point in the text, having stated that the basic law of development (of interfunctional connections) addresses the question of why conscious awareness is initially absent and then develops, Vygotsky seems to place the argument on hold. The implication is that the development of conscious awareness and volition requires a different set of relationships or a different functional structure of consciousness. The difficulty in following the argument is that this point about the functional structure of consciousness and its interfunctional connections is deferred until much later in the text where it can be shown that, in the course of development, higher mental functions do not simply emerge to replace lower functional forms but serve to transform them and, in this way, the functional structure or way in which consciousness works is changed. This is a pervasive Vygotskian theme well elaborated in his account of how language or verbal thought does not simply replace, dislodge or supplant nonverbal practical intelligence but incorporates it and, in the process, its function also is changed. To anticipate the final form of the argument, Vygotsky will try to show how, in accordance with the basic law of interfunctional connections, the higher scientific concepts alter the form of the lower everyday concepts by the involvement of conscious awareness in the process. To arrive at this conclusion, Vygotsky needs to put aside the basic law of development and to begin his complex argument by introducing the general law of development and showing its relation to the lack of conscious awareness and volition in the domain of the child's concepts. 

This general developmental law refers to the fact that conscious awareness and mastery characterize only the higher operational level of any given function. Here the logic of the argument (informed by research on the development of perception, attention and memory) is that the child must first possess in some form that of which she can become consciously aware and, similarly, to master something it must be available for mastery. In this way, Vygotsky relates conscious awareness and mastery arguing that ‘If we are to master something, we must have at our disposal what is to be subordinated to our will’ (p. 189) and having it at our disposal means being consciously aware of it. He goes on to argue that by the time the child arrives at school, the functions of perception, attention and memory are comparatively mature and, therefore, available for conscious awareness and mastery. However, in the case of concepts, these only begin to emerge in the form of preconcepts during the school years, with the preschool child's immature thinking characterized not by proper concepts but by what Vygotsky calls complexes (groupings based largely on perceptual attributes rather than logical principles). Clearly, children cannot be consciously aware or master what they do not yet have but, given that they do begin to develop and use concepts, the questions remain of how conscious awareness develops and of how conscious awareness and mastery are related. In addressing these questions, Vygotsky argues that we must first ask what it means to become consciously aware. Before discussing this, we need to keep in mind that the question of how conscious awareness develops is now also being placed on hold together with the significance of the basic law of development. 
Vygotsky's argument concerning the nature of conscious awareness is subtle and difficult to follow on a first reading because crucial concepts that link the argument seem to appear unannounced or without suitable fanfare, leaving the reader always one step behind so that when it reaches its conclusion, the reader is still trying to catch up with the ideas. Having dealt with what he considered to be confusions about the term ‘conscious’ on the part of Piaget and Claparède, he argues that the term ‘conscious awareness’ refers to a process and does not designate a level of awareness. Vygotsky uses the example of a child who gives her name, instead of an affirmative, in answer to the question ‘Do you know what your name is?’ He explains that the process of conscious awareness is ‘an act of consciousness whose object is the activity of consciousness itself’ (p. 190). In the example, the child knows her name but is not consciously aware that she has this meta-knowledge in addition to that of knowing her name. Although he does not explicitly make the point, the term ‘conscious awareness’ also designates a process that is different from consciousness (or awareness). Vygotsky goes on to say that the research of Piaget and others has shown that introspection and conscious awareness develop significantly only during the school age and in a manner analogous to the transition that occurs between nonverbal and verbal perception. But in making this argument, Vygotsky also includes another important feature linking the terms ‘verbal’ and ‘meaningful’ as follows:  


It is well known that the most important change in external perception during this period is that the child makes the transition from nonverbal and therefore nonmeaningful perception to meaningful and verbal object perception. The same can be said of introspection at the beginning of the school age. The child makes the transition from nonverbal to verbal introspection. He develops internal meaningful perception of his own mental processes. 





 



Apart from the possible minor confusion around the terms ‘external’ and ‘internal’ perception that presumably simply refer to perception and introspection, the insertion of meaning into the equation is crucial for the argument that immediately follows:  


However, whether it is internal or external, meaningful perception is generalized or abstracted perception. Consequently, the transition to verbal introspection represents the initial generalization or abstraction of internal mental forms of activity. 

(p. 190; italics in the original)





 



The processes or operations of generalization and abstraction that are introduced into the text via the transition to verbal introspection are crucial for the developing argument representing a ‘higher form of internal mental activity’ that allows for different ways of acting. For example, in relation to memory, the fact that I am conscious of remembering (as opposed to being able to remember but not knowing this or not being able to exercise any voluntary control over the process) means that I can make remembering itself an object of consciousness. This is what Vygotsky means by generalization and abstraction, that the act of remembering can be abstracted and generalized from various particular instances of remembering. As he goes on to say, this dual process of generalization and abstraction also serves to isolate the object of reflection or consciousness and this, in turn, ‘leads directly to mastery’ (p. 191). Although it does not seem to follow axiomatically that isolation or selection of a function would necessarily lead to mastery, Vygotsky's intention is probably to apply the general law of development and argue that mastery of a function (such as memory) requires as a necessary condition its prior identification and isolation. 

By providing a foundation for the identification and mastery of a function by means of the isolating effects of generalization and abstraction that constitute the process of conscious awareness, Vygotsky is anticipating the argument he will later make that mastery of a mental function cannot be achieved full-blown or short-circuited by direct importation from the outside but needs to be developed from within and on a pre-existing foundation. For this reason of providing a generative explanation for the development of conscious awareness, Vygotsky links the concepts of generalization, abstraction, isolation and mastery as constitutive of the act of conscious awareness and binds them together to function as part of a broader process where each component encapsulates the process as a whole. In other words, each of these component processes (generalization, abstraction, isolation, mastery) represents facets of the broader process of conscious awareness such that the operation of any one would also include the others. Having reached this point and without any further elaboration and somewhat out of the blue, Vygotsky then abruptly introduces two new elements into the discussion: the role of instruction and the nature of scientific concepts. In a remarkable passage, he pulls all these strands together in a manner that illustrates his distinctive style of thinking.  


Thus, the foundation of conscious awareness is the generalization or abstraction of the mental processes, which leads to their mastery. Instruction has a decisive role to play in this process. Scientific concepts have a unique relationship to the object. This relationship is mediated through other concepts that themselves have an internal hierarchical system of relationships. It is apparently in this domain of the scientific concept that conscious awareness of concepts or the generalization and mastery of concepts emerges for the first time. And once a new structure of generalization has arisen in one sphere of thought, it can – like any structure – be transferred without training to all the remaining domains of concepts and thought. Thus, conscious awareness enters through the gate opened up by the scientific concept. 

(p. 191; italics in the original)





 



In common with much of the structure of the text, the above passage clearly anticipates more of the argument than it is able to express. The link between instruction and scientific concepts may be evident but needs to be made. According to Vygotsky, the distinctive feature of scientific concepts is that they are a product of instruction as opposed to everyday concepts that develop spontaneously. But it is also worth noting that the precise role of instruction in the process of mastery is left wide open. What remains then is for Vygotsky to explain the relationship between scientific concepts and conscious awareness as this will provide the answer to the two questions he posed at the outset of the discussion: what is the origin of the conscious awareness of concepts and why is it initially absent? 

According to Vygotsky's argument, whereas conscious awareness is absent in spontaneous concepts, it constitutes a basic characteristic of scientific concepts, with the ‘decisive difference’ between these two kinds of concepts being that ‘spontaneous concepts are given outside any system’ (p. 191). The idea that, unlike everyday or spontaneous concepts, scientific concepts are embedded in a conceptual system in terms of which they acquire their meaning and are able to function as fully developed logical concepts (as opposed to the less-developed forms of complexes and pseudocomplexes) is, to use his own term, the ‘core’ of his argument. What Vygotsky means by a system18 is the sets of relationships that obtain between concepts. He gives the example of the word ‘flower’ that initially is not used by the child as part of a system that includes higher-order concepts such as plant or vegetation and lower-level concepts such as rose or daisy. When first produced by children, higher-order terms like ‘flower’ function in the same way or at the same level as the more particular names for objects and substitute for the names rather than representing a higher level of generalization. It is only when concepts become part of a system of embedded relationships that their proper meaning can be established. Unlike spontaneous concepts that have a direct relationship with their object, concepts that are part of a system relate to objects indirectly through other concepts that are part of the system. Vygotsky draws together the function of conscious awareness and the presence of a conceptual system into his central hypothesis.  


Only within a system can the concept acquire conscious awareness and a voluntary nature. Conscious awareness and the presence of a system are synonyms when we are speaking of concepts, just as spontaneity, lack of conscious awareness, and the absence of a system are three different words for designating the nature of the child's concept. 

(pp. 191–2; italics in the original)





 



The basis for the claim that conscious awareness and the presence of a conceptual system are synonyms, different words meaning the same thing or referring to the same operation, relies on the process of generalization that Vygotsky argues underlies them both or serves as their common denominator. It is not difficult to follow why generalization is necessary for the formation of systems of concepts such as a hierarchical system of classification (plant, flower, rose) because the presence of such a system would imply in the same breath the working of a process of generalization of which the system is its product. But the case for identifying conscious awareness with generalization is less obvious. It draws on an earlier part of the discussion where it was argued that conscious awareness entails generalization in the sense that it is not possible to reflect on a mental function (such as memory) without abstracting and generalizing it from particular acts or instances of its functioning (such as a particular act of remembering).19 The point Vygotsky is making is stronger than simply attributing some kind of functional equivalence to conscious awareness and generalization. Conscious awareness entails generalization in the sense that the content of our conscious awareness is always a generalization. To return to an earlier point, it seems that the distinction between consciousness
(or awareness) and conscious awareness turns on this very issue of generalization. Clearly, the child who is not consciously aware is, nevertheless, conscious (or aware) of objects and events in the world. However, Vygotsky's argument seems to be that conscious awareness emerges from, or is a function of, the process of generalization (and abstraction) that underpins the development of proper concepts.20 This also provides the link to the significance of instruction as the source of generalizations in the form of scientific concepts. The underlying structure of the argument, then, is the simple logic that if a = c (system = generalization) and b = c (conscious awareness = generalization) then a = b (system = conscious awareness) or, in Vygotsky's words, ‘Thus, at one and the same time, generalization implies the conscious awareness and the systematization of concepts’ (p. 192).21
Vygotsky is now able to resolve the paradox of the presence of conscious awareness in all the intellectual functions save that of the intellect or the domain of concept formation itself, by providing answers to the two basic questions posed earlier: why in the domain of concept development is there initially a lack of conscious awareness and how does it subsequently arise? The absence of a system in the child's spontaneous concepts is the source of the lack of conscious awareness and voluntary control and, conversely, it is through the formation of a conceptual system that conscious awareness is realized. By their very nature, scientific concepts presuppose a system and a system means or presupposes relationships between concepts. Consequently, ‘Scientific concepts are the gate through which conscious awareness enters the domain of the child's concepts’ (p. 193) because in learning of the relationship between concepts (not all flowers are roses but all roses are flowers) the child cannot help but become consciously aware of the process of concept formation. Having provided answers to these questions, Vygotsky emphasizes the need to demonstrate that the system does not simply impose itself from the outside and ‘replace the child's own mode of forming and using concepts’, a view that he vigorously rejects and attributes to Piaget, but ‘presupposes a rich and mature form of concept in the child’ (p. 192) that must be present to serve as the object of conscious awareness and systematization. Vygotsky now invokes his earlier ‘basic law’ of interfunctional connections and completes his discussion by returning to the theme of the changing nature of the functional structure of consciousness.  


We are interested in demonstrating that the first system – a system that emerges in the sphere of scientific concepts – is transferred structurally to the domain of everyday concepts, restructuring the everyday concept and changing its internal nature from above. 

(p. 192)





 



The relationship, then, between scientific and everyday concepts is dynamic in the sense that it changes, with an initial dependence of scientific concepts on the existence of spontaneous concepts that are then themselves transformed in the process of development. By their nature, scientific concepts are embedded within a system of interrelated concepts such that their relationship to objects is never direct but mediated by the other concepts that constitute the system, unlike spontaneous concepts that have a direct relationship with the object and in this way are analogous to empirical concepts. In the process of instruction, spontaneous concepts are drawn into explicit conceptual systems of which the child is made consciously aware and over which the child can exercise voluntary control. Consequently, Vygotsky's argument seems to entail the idea that conscious awareness is the structural aspect of instruction, as distinct from its content, by means of which the child learns to know about knowing. 
Given the complexity of interlocking theoretical concepts that Vygotsky presents, it is difficult to summarize his argument without either losing the thread or oversimplifying and losing the content. It is, however, necessary to attempt to identify the main points and their interconnections in order to provide a basis for analysis and evaluation. To use a phrase favoured by Vygotsky, the ‘leading idea’ of this section is the notion of conscious awareness whose absence and presence serve to distinguish Vygotsky's spontaneous everyday concepts and non-spontaneous scientific concepts. The reason spontaneous concepts lack conscious awareness is that they are not part of a conceptual system defined by the relationships between the concepts that constitute the system. Conscious awareness is an ‘act of consciousness’ whose object is consciousness itself or, in the context of the development of concepts, the object is the concept and its relationship to other concepts as in the case of the hierarchical relationships between the concepts of rose, flower, plant. This act of consciousness entails the operations of abstraction and generalization that enable the isolation of a function and its subsequent mastery. Conscious awareness and the linked operations of abstraction and generalization arise as a consequence of instruction in scientific concepts because, by their nature, scientific concepts are embedded in systems of concepts and to understand a scientific concept it is necessary to understand the system of relationships in which it is embedded. In simple terms, to properly understand the concept of ‘flower’, it is necessary to grasp the related concepts and relationships of ‘rose’ and ‘plant’. In other words, scientific concepts cannot be acquired outside of a system of connected concepts so that instruction in scientific concepts entails the learner becoming consciously aware of the system, that is the system of relations that pertains between the concepts involved. In the process of being instructed in scientific concepts, not only do children acquire content or discipline-specific knowledge but they also acquire the necessary conscious awareness of their own intellectual processes that permits of volition and mastery over these processes. In order not to disrupt the flow of the argument, no attempt has been made to engage critically with Vygotsky's ideas, in particular the central question of the source of the conceptual systems that underpin or make possible the formation of Vygotsky's scientific concepts. We will return in the next chapter to a closer analysis and critical examination of this problem and the relationship between instruction and conscious awareness. 



Section 3: instruction and development
 


In this section, Vygotsky claims that spontaneous and scientific concepts are a special case of the relationship between instruction and development. He points out that with scientific concepts thinking moves from preconcepts to true concepts and that instruction plays a formative role in this process. In broad outline he argues as follows:  


In essence, the problem of nonspontaneous concepts – of scientific concepts in particular – is the problem of instruction and development. Spontaneous concepts create the potential for the emergence of nonspontaneous concepts in the process of instruction. Instruction is the source of the development of this new type of concept. 

(p. 194; italics in the original)





 



Against this background, Vygotsky critically summarizes three approaches to the relationship between instruction and development, all of which he regards as inadequate. 

In the first approach, not only are instruction and development treated as independent processes but instruction is regarded as dependent on development. Vygotsky acknowledges that there is a ‘kernel of truth’ in this approach but that it ‘becomes lost in the mass of falsehoods that lie at the core of this entire group of theories’ (p. 195). It is clearly the case that there is always a lower threshold of development that is necessary for instruction to succeed but he argues that this is of secondary importance and attempts to cast it as the central issue lead to errors. The major mistake is the assumption that instruction always benefits from development but plays no part in the developmental processes that always remain independent and separate from instruction. Vygotsky attributes this view to Piaget, who he claims believes that development is not influenced by instruction and that scientific concepts do not emerge from or transform spontaneous concepts. 

In the second and diametrically opposite approach typified by behavourism, the fundamental premise is that instruction and development amount to the same thing and, hence, it is meaningless to posit a relationship between them. The third approach derives from Gestalt theory and attempts to bridge the gap between the previous two by claiming that development is a dual process constituted by maturation and instruction. Although Vygotsky argues that this approach serves to compound the problem rather than solve it, he acknowledges that it does recognize a mutual dependence between instruction and development. In addition, this approach casts new light on the nature of instruction where, unlike the meaningless products of trial and error learning, the structures that are learned are independent of their specific constitutive elements. The importance of structural learning for Vygotsky is, in his words, that ‘A single step in instruction can represent a hundred steps in development’ (p. 198). Directly related to the structural nature of learning is the issue of sequencing or the ordering of instruction and development. Because of the structural nature of learning, ‘Instruction is not limited to trailing after development or moving stride for stride along with it. It can move ahead of development, pushing it further and eliciting new formations’ (p. 198; italics in the original). 
Vygotsky concludes his discussion of the relationship between instruction and development by revisiting the question of whether formal disciplines contribute to mental functioning beyond the specific content of each discipline. He points out that ‘No one has ever argued that teaching someone to ride a bicycle, or to swim, or play golf has any significant influence on the general development of the child's mind’ (p. 200). According to Vygotsky, there are two kinds of instruction; one deals with narrow skills typical of adult professional instruction; the other incorporates ‘whole complexes ’ of mental functions and is typical of childhood. 



Section 4: instruction, development and the zone of proximal development
 


Working from the premise that instruction and development are not independent processes but have complex interrelationships, Vygotsky draws on research conducted into the learning of primary school subjects, such as writing (or written speech as he calls it) and grammar. Three issues are addressed: the maturity or level of development of mental functions that underpin school subjects when instruction commences; the influence of instruction on development and the temporal relationship between instruction and development; and the formal or explicit nature of instruction. Vygotsky uses writing to show that mental functions do not need to be mature before instruction can be effective. He points out that written speech is a unique speech function with very different characteristics from oral speech. It requires a dual abstraction from both the auditory aspects of oral speech and the presence of an interlocutor and, in terms of motivation, the need for writing is not immediately apparent to the schoolchild. Written speech presupposes the existence of inner speech and in many respects is the polar opposite of it, being maximally formal and expanded in contrast to the abbreviated and contracted character of inner speech. Vygotsky comments that ‘From the very beginning, consciousness and intention direct the child's written speech’ whereas ‘oral speech is learned and used unconsciously’ (p. 204). He concludes that oral and written speech are distinguished by different levels of development, with the latter requiring abstraction, volition and conscious awareness in contrast to the involuntary and spontaneous character of the former. But when instruction in written speech begins the requisite underlying operations, such as abstraction and conscious awareness, are far from being mature and are hardly even present. 

The learning of grammar at school also provides a striking example of how instruction and development are interrelated. Unlike other school subjects, in the case of grammar, instruction does not add any new content to the child's store of knowledge. Here the role of instruction is to render covert knowledge overt by providing the child with explicit formal knowledge of the language that is spontaneously and, for the most part, correctly generated by the child without explicit instruction. It is this second-order aspect of instruction, of knowing about knowing or of ‘conscious awareness’, that Vygotsky calls structural or formal as opposed to the specific contents of various knowledge domains. The common thread running through all aspects of school learning is the acquisition of conscious awareness that provides the basis for intention or volitional control necessary for mastery. Because of its centrality in Vygotsky's thinking, it is important to be clear about this concept of knowing that one knows. Vygotsky is arguing that school learning has two components, one of which is specific to a particular kind of knowledge such as arithmetic or science and another of which is general and common to all subjects. This latter component is the conscious awareness or meta-knowledge or ‘knowing that’ one knows that underpins the concept of ‘formal’ knowledge in contrast to everyday or common-sense knowledge. According to Vygotsky, the role of instruction is not merely to transmit content-specific knowledge but to bring about a state of reflective understanding that enables the learner to control, monitor and master the learning process. The theoretical point that is central to Vygotsky's argument is that conscious awareness is the product or outcome of instruction rather than a necessary condition for its successful operation and, consequently, he rejects the view that development is a precondition for effective instruction. He concludes as follows:  


If we consider the psychological aspects of school instruction, we will see that it constantly revolves around what are the basic new formations of the school age – conscious awareness and mastery. We can show that the most varied subjects of instruction have a common foundation in the child's mind. Moreover, this common foundation is a basic new formation of the school age, a formation that develops and matures in the process of instruction itself. Its developmental cycle is not completed before this age. The development of the psychological bases of school instruction do not predate instruction; they develop in an unbroken internal connection with it. 

(p. 206; italics in the original)





 



It is in relation to the development of conscious awareness and not to specific disciplinary knowledge that Vygotsky argues that instruction always moves ahead of development, using the now-familiar argument that children become proficient in skills before they can be consciously and volitionally applied. He points out that instruction and development are in fact ‘incommensurable’, each having its own ‘tempo’ and internal logic, and it is the task of psychology to ‘clarify this internal logic, the internal course of development that is called to life by a particular course of instruction’ (p. 208). In the context of school learning, instruction does not refer to the same process as that involved in the learning of skills. The distinction is similar to that between ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’ and this, in turn, entails different orders of learning of a reflective and non-reflective kind. It is in this context of instruction that leads to reflective knowing or conscious awareness that Vygotsky introduces the concept of the zone of proximal development. Because it has always been presumed that instruction relies on and follows development, research on instruction has been based on assessing the child's level of development, or what is referred to as readiness for instruction. The sole basis for this determination is tasks that the child solves independently. This means that the level of development depends on what has already matured or the child's actual level of development. Vygotsky regards this approach as inadequate because it ignores functions that are in the process of development. An adequate evaluation of the child's development must go beyond the actual level and include what he calls the zone of proximal development. 

Vygotsky provides an operational definition for the zone of proximal development based on the procedure used to measure it. It is the difference between the child's mental ages based on independent problem solving, on the one hand, and collaborative problem solving with an adult who provides the child with assistance, on the other hand. Of significance is the fact that children can achieve more and perform at higher levels when provided with help than on their own. Vygotsky maintains that this ability to go beyond the actual level of development and perform at higher levels as a result of the instruction that occurs when engaging in a collaborative task is a distinctive human characteristic that requires explanation. He identifies imitation as the underlying process but points out that a particular kind of imitation22 is involved that is not based on a blind mechanical kind of copying. Although children can achieve more in the context of collaboration than on their own, there are limits to what they can learn and there is a ceiling beyond which collaboration and instruction become ineffectual for each child. In operational terms, the zone of proximal development represents a space for effective instruction bounded by a floor of actual development and a ceiling of potential development. Köhler's work with chimpanzees demonstrated that they were limited in their potential for imitation and could only imitate what they could produce on their own. Unlike humans, chimpanzees cannot improve their performance by means of imitation although, like other animals, they can be trained to perform operations that they would not carry out on their own. However, operations of this kind are performed as mechanical habits and do not constitute meaningful solutions to problems. According to Vygotsky, meaningful imitation must be distinguished from automatic copying. In the former case, problem solving is distinguished by sudden or what has been termed insight learning and does not require repetition. Training, on the other hand, requires repetition and trial and error learning but animals cannot develop their intellectual capacities or learn anything fundamentally new or meaningful through imitation or training.23

For humans, the situation is entirely different with children being able to move from what they can do to what they cannot do. Irrespective of our ability to understand or explain the phenomenon, the capacity to benefit from instruction is a fundamental human quality. According to Vygotsky, the distinctive feature of school learning and the zone of proximal development is that the child receives instruction in what he cannot yet do and this is the defining feature of the relationship between instruction and development. Development and instruction are related in the same way as the level of actual development and the zone of proximal development. In this relationship instruction moves ahead of and leads development because it only occurs or is only necessary for the development of functions that are not yet mature. According to Vygotsky, the process of instruction at school elicits the very functions that are not yet developed and the idea that we should wait for these functions to mature before commencing with instruction is misguided, as illustrated by instruction in written speech. However, this does not mean that there are no thresholds that determine when instruction should take place. Just as it is important to determine a lower threshold24 so it is equally important to determine the upper threshold25 so that instruction can be targeted between the actual and potential levels of development in order to capture those functions that have not yet matured but are in the processes of development. 

Vygotsky's view of the relationship between instruction and development is not a theoretical preconception but emerges out of the fact that at school ‘each subject demands more than the child is capable of, leading the child to carry out activities that force him to rise above himself’ (p. 213). As he repeatedly points out, this is a distinctive feature of human learning, with significant theoretical implications for understanding the relationship between instruction and development. It is the process of instruction that enables the learner to transcend the actual level of development and, in so doing, to develop higher mental functions and reach new levels of development that, in turn, set a new lower threshold of actual development. In this conception of developmental cycles, the role of instruction is reversed from tailing behind development to taking its lead. Vygotsky summarizes his perspective as follows:  


Instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development. When it does, it impels or wakens a whole series of functions that are in a stage of maturation lying in the zone of proximal development. 

This is the major role of instruction in development. This is what distinguishes the instruction of the child from the training of animals. This is also what distinguishes instruction of the child which is directed to his full development from instruction in specialized, technical skills such as typing or riding a bicycle. The formal aspect of each school subject is that in which the influence of instruction on development is realized. Instruction would be completely unnecessary if it merely utilized what had already matured in the developmental process, if it were not itself a source of development. 

(p. 212; italics in the original)





 



It is important to attempt to pin down what Vygotsky means by instruction providing a ‘source of development’ because, taken out of his context of explanation, the meaning is easily distorted and converted into an empty slogan. The most common form of distortion is the suggestion that there are no limits to effective instruction and that the zone of proximal development is entirely open-ended such that anything can be taught to anyone. In this conception, the zone of proximal development is turned into a kind of magical learning–teaching capsule in which human worth and potential are realized. However, Vygotsky's meaning of instruction as a source of conscious awareness and mastery over functions that are already ‘in a stage of maturation’ seems more modest and is also very different from the teaching of new skills or the acquisition of new information. At the end of the section, Vygotsky summarizes as follows:  


In our discussion of written speech and grammar, we have seen that there is a common foundation to the mental aspect of instruction in the basic school subjects. All the major mental functions that actively participate in school instruction are associated with the important new formations of this age, that is with conscious awareness and volition. These are the features that distinguish all the mental functions that develop during this period. Thus, the school age is the optimal period for instruction . . . Instruction has a decisive influence on the course of development because these functions have not yet matured at the beginning of the school age and because instruction organizes their further development and partially determines their fate . . . It is important to stress, however, that the same can be said of scientific concepts. 

(pp. 213–14)





 


In the above passage, Vygotsky makes it clear that before the school age the functions that have not yet matured are conscious awareness and volition. It is these functions that are decisively influenced by instruction and not content-specific information pertaining to some aspect of knowledge. The same holds true for what he calls scientific concepts, where the system in which they are embedded is the focus of conscious awareness, and for the zone of proximal development in which mastery is achieved by means of conscious awareness and voluntary control over mental operations. 



Section 5: scientific concepts, spontaneous concepts and imitation
 


The comparison between scientific and everyday concepts is based on experimental findings using a method in which identical tasks involving relationships of causality and implication are applied to scientific and everyday concepts. The tasks involve the completion of incomplete sentences cut off at the words ‘because’ and ‘although’. The basic finding is that there is a greater degree of success on these tasks with scientific concepts than with everyday concepts. Vygotsky argues that the explanation for this cannot lie in the greater familiarity of the social scientific facts and concepts such as class struggle, over those of everyday experience such as falling off a bicycle. To explain the finding, it is necessary first to clarify the nature of the difficulty posed by the task. Vygotsky claims that ‘This task requires the child to do with conscious awareness and volition what he does spontaneously and without volition many times each day’ (p. 215). Although children correctly use conjunctions like ‘because’ in their everyday speech, the difficulty they face when confronted with the task is their lack of conscious awareness and volition in the use of these concepts and the question then arises concerning the nature of the operations demanded by the tasks. 

According to Vygotsky, the required operation (causality, implication) has a history and it is not constructed during the course of the experiment. An important part of the history of these operations is the collaboration26 that occurs between the child and adult during the course of instruction and the child's ability to engage in a kind of creative imitation. As part of the instruction process, the teacher ‘explains, informs, inquires, corrects, and forces the child himself to explain’ (pp. 215–16). When, subsequently, the child is required to solve the problem independently, use must be made of the earlier experience of ‘collaboration’ by means of what Vygotsky calls ‘imitation’. Although the teacher is not present on hand to help, the child can repeat the teacher's instructions and thereby ‘imitate’ the earlier process of instruction. In this way, the child continues to act vicariously in collaboration with the teacher, although, viewed from the outside, it appears that the child is acting independently. It follows, then, that because the child achieves more in collaboration with the teacher, higher levels of performance are attained for tasks with scientific concepts because the solution to these tasks always entails the hidden hand of the teacher. But the influence of instruction is not limited only to the construction of scientific concepts. 

Vygotsky argues that spontaneous concepts or everyday concepts are ‘restructured under the influence of the child's mastery of scientific concepts’ (pp. 216–17) and that the formation and development of concepts is structural. According to Vygotsky, this means that structures associated with conscious awareness and mastery in one domain can be transferred to spontaneous concepts that developed beforehand and in the process these concepts are transformed.27 Based on the way scientific and everyday concepts develop, Vygotsky draws the conclusion that ‘the development of scientific and spontaneous concepts take opposite paths’ (p. 217; italics in the original), with concepts such as ‘exploitation’ and ‘brother’ developing in reverse directions. In the initial stages of the development of spontaneous concepts, conscious awareness and volition are lacking, as are logical relationships with other concepts. Although the child knows about things and has concepts of objects, the idea of a concept itself is not well developed.  


He has a concept of the object and is consciously aware of the object that is represented in the concept. He is not, however, consciously aware of the concept itself. He does not have conscious awareness of the act of thought that allows him to represent the object. In contrast, the development of scientific concepts begins with that which remains most underdeveloped in the spontaneous concept over the whole of the school age. It begins with work on the concept itself. It begins with work on the concept's verbal definition, with operations that presuppose the nonspontaneous application of this concept. 

(p. 217)





 



In contrasting the characteristics of scientific and spontaneous concepts, Vygotsky points out that their strengths and weaknesses are reciprocal. In the learning of scientific concepts the child learns operations that are absent or weak in spontaneous concepts, in particular the relationships to other concepts and a conscious awareness of the concept rather than the objects represented by it. In contrast, spontaneous concepts are rich in their empirical content, with conscious awareness of the object rather than the concept itself. For example, the child's understanding of the concept ‘brother’ is saturated with experience, whereas the more abstract relation of a ‘brother's brother’ presents problems of understanding for the child. Vygotsky (pp. 218–19) conceptualizes the developmental paths of scientific and spontaneous concepts schematically as moving ‘in opposite directions’, with their development ‘closely associated with their different relationships to the object’.  


[T]he child's spontaneous concepts develop from below to above, from the more elementary and lower characteristics to the higher, while his scientific concepts develop from above to below, from the more complex and higher characteristics to the more elementary. 

(p. 219; italics in the original)





 



Spontaneous concepts have their origins in the child's immediate encounter with things and it is only after a long period of development that the child can operate abstractly with concepts and move from the thing to the concept. In contrast, scientific concepts do not arise as a consequence of an immediate encounter with things but as a result of a mediated relationship to the object and follow the opposite path from concept to thing. Although these concepts are not separated in the thinking of the child they do have different learning histories and are interconnected. In order for scientific concepts to develop, spontaneous concepts must reach a certain level so that conscious awareness of them can be achieved. But spontaneous concepts are also dependent for their development on scientific concepts that have ‘blazed the trail’ and prepared the ‘structural formations’ (p. 219) through which spontaneous concepts move to reach their optimal development. In the reverse direction, scientific concepts move downwards and through spontaneous concepts and, in the process, are enriched by the empirical content of the concepts that have developed in the course of the child's everyday experience. 

This relationship of mutual influence and dependence that Vygotsky attributes to the two lines of development reflected in scientific and spontaneous concepts is, to use his words, ‘a key point’ (p. 217) in his overall conception of the relationship between instruction and development and the significance of the zone of proximal development. He summarizes his position as follows:  


The development of scientific concepts begins in the domain of conscious awareness and volition. It grows downwards into the domain of the concrete, into the domain of personal experience. In contrast, the development of spontaneous concepts begins in the domain of the concrete and empirical. It moves towards the higher characteristics of concepts, toward conscious awareness and volition. The link between these two lines of development reflects their true nature. This is the link between the zone of proximal development and actual development. 

(p. 220; italics in the original)





 



For Vygotsky, the zone of proximal development represents a space where children's spontaneous concepts are stretched to a higher, more abstract level by means of conscious awareness of the concepts themselves and with mastery and control over them. He points out that if the development of scientific concepts simply repeated that of spontaneous concepts, the result would be a simple broadening of the child's repertoire of concepts. But because of the different and opposite lines of development from below and above, scientific concepts play a different role by moving ‘ahead into a zone where the corresponding potentials have not yet matured in the child. This allows us to begin to understand that instruction in scientific concepts plays a decisive role in the child's mental development’ (p. 220). But the key element does not lie in the content of scientific concepts as such but rather in the fact that these concepts have their ‘source in systematic instruction’. 

Vygotsky uses the learning of a foreign language as an analogy for the learning of scientific concepts and also to illustrate that the underlying principles and processes are not restricted to scientific concepts. Native languages are not acquired by first learning the alphabet, reading, writing and grammar, as is the case for foreign languages.  


The child learns his native language without conscious awareness or intention; he learns a foreign language with conscious awareness and intention. The development of the native language moves from below to above; the development of the foreign language moves from above to below. 

(p. 221)





 



The relationship between the native and foreign languages is also the same as that between scientific and spontaneous concepts, with the strength of the foreign language (for example, conscious awareness of its grammatical forms) being the weakness of the native language, and the reverse also being true (for example, impeccable use of the grammatical forms of the native language). As is the case for scientific and spontaneous concepts, there is also a mutual dependence between their paths of development. On the one hand, the system of meanings that the child already possesses in the native language is transferred to the foreign language while, on the other hand, the learning of a foreign language promotes the conscious awareness and control over the forms of the native language. According to Vygotsky, this analogy serves to clarify the radically different developmental dynamics between structures that may appear to be the same, such as languages (native and foreign) and concepts (scientific and spontaneous). He claims that there are only two mutually exclusive possible explanations to account for ‘the relationship between the development between verbal and written speech, between native and foreign languages, between the logic of action and the logic of thought, between graphic logic and the logic of verbal thinking’ (p. 222). The first explanation is the law of displacement in which earlier processes are simply repeated and replaced with more advanced functions. Vygotsky attributes this kind of explanation to Piaget, among others. The second explanation provides the basis for the zone of proximal development and is based on the notion that ‘analogous systems in higher and lower domains develop in contrasting directions’ (p. 222). Vygotsky believes that his experiments provide decisive evidence to resolve the dispute between the two rival explanations in favour of his law of interconnections. 

In addition to demonstrating that this law of interconnections applies not only in the domain of concepts but also to the learning of languages, the analogy also shows that there are more general processes at work that cut across the various domains of verbal thinking. Common to both the learning of foreign languages and scientific concepts is the function of mediation. In learning a foreign language, the child does not learn new meanings or concepts of objects but acquires new words for those meanings that already exist. This introduces an entirely new relationship between the word and object that is different to that established in the native language, a relationship that is mediated by the words in the native language. Similarly, in the case of scientific concepts, their relationship to objects is not direct or immediate but mediated through spontaneous concepts that stand between the scientific concept and its object. But there are important limitations with this analogy between languages and concepts. Whereas for foreign languages, a fully developed system is provided by the native language, this is not the case for scientific concepts whose own development is instrumental in the formation of the very system that transforms the child's spontaneous concepts. ‘This system which emerges with scientific concepts is fundamental to the entire history of the child's real concepts. It is a chapter of that history that is inaccessible to research based on the analysis of artificially or experimentally formed concepts’ (p. 224).28



Section 6: conceptual systems
 


According to Vygotsky, the distinguishing feature of scientific concepts is that, unlike spontaneous concepts, they are embedded in conceptual systems. This notion of a ‘system’ is central to Vygotsky's theory and he devotes a section to an explanation and elaboration of this idea. Unfortunately for the reader, this section is difficult to understand and it is uncharacteristically opaque in places. Very few examples are provided and, where they do occur, they are not well elaborated or connected to the theoretical point they are intended to illustrate. The terminology used is confusing and is also inconsistent. For example, the terms ‘structures of generalization’ and ‘relationships of generality’ need to be sharply distinguished, despite the fact that structures imply relationships and the reverse. The term ‘concept’ sometimes is used to refer to full or proper logical concepts and sometimes is used to include syncretic groupings, complexes and preconcepts. These terms themselves require explanation as they derive from previous research on concept formation and a familiarity with this research is assumed. In addition, there are vague references to research findings that are not specified, some of which probably refer to studies carried out by Vygotsky's students. In short, it is difficult to follow the complexities of the argument and obtain a clear and coherent understanding of this section. 

A significant part of the problem of understanding this section is that it attempts to relate to and build on Vygotsky's earlier work on concept formation. In this work he identified stages of concept development on the basis of their different kinds of groupings or structures. Children at different ages were required to form groupings of objects with different dimensions such as shape and size. These experiments yielded data showing that children use different criteria to form the groupings at different stages of their development. Vygotsky refers to these groupings or structures as synthetic concepts, complexes, preconcepts and concepts and refers to them generically as ‘structures of generalization’. These structures are differentiated on the basis of the relationships that obtain between the elements or objects that constitute the grouping. With fully developed concepts, all the objects that constitute the group have the same attribute in common, whereas in less mature structures such as complexes, objects may be related in chains, with different attributes linking different adjacent objects or with different objects each relating to a single core object on the basis of different attributes. At the lowest level, the objects are grouped one at a time simply on the basis of perceptual or graphic features such as a sharp edge or corner. Bearing the above in mind, and also the fact that Vygotsky regards scientific concepts as proper fully formed logical concepts, we can now turn our attention to the arguments presented in the text. 

Every concept is a generalization (for example, ‘flower’) and, consequently, the relationships between concepts are ‘relationships of generality’ (for example, ‘plant’, ‘flower’, ‘rose’). Concepts (that is proper concepts) presuppose the presence of a system and do not simply lie alongside or stacked on top of each other with no connections between them. Without a system proper concepts cannot exist. Within any given structure of generalization (such as complexes, preconcepts, concepts) concepts of different levels of generality may occur (such as ‘flower’ and ‘rose’) and, likewise, concepts at the same level of generality may be present within different structures of generalization. However, the relationship of generality linking flower and rose will depend on the structure of generalization. For example, the term ‘flower’ used as a complex by a two-year-old will stand alongside and substitute for the more specific term ‘rose’, whereas for the eight-year-old, the more general concept ‘flower’ stands above and incorporates the more specific concept ‘rose’. It is also the case that, contrary to logical progression, in the course of their development, children acquire and use more general concepts such as ‘flower’ before the more specific exemplars such as ‘rose’. Vygotsky summarizes his position as follows:  


The basic finding of our research is that relationships of generality between concepts are closely associated with the structure of generalization (i.e., they are closely associated with the stages of concept development that we studied in our experimental research). Each structure of generalization (i.e., syncretic, complexes, preconcepts, and concepts) corresponds with a specific system of generality and specific types of relationships of generality between general and specific concepts. Each structure of generalization has a characteristic degree of unity, a characteristic degree of abstractness or concreteness, and characteristic thought operations associated with a given level of development of word meaning. 

(p. 225)





 



Vygotsky illustrates his point by citing the example of a child who could learn additional items in a series of clothing (shirt, cap, coat) but not the superordinate concept ‘clothes’ that included them in the specific hierarchical relationship of generality. At that particular stage of the child's development the higher or more general concept is inaccessible to the child. The relationship of the concepts in the series to their objects is immediate and perceptual, based on their image. With subsequent levels of development and the appearance of higher-order concepts the relationship to the object changes. Vygotsky formulates this process as a ‘general law’ in which ‘For each stage of generalization, there is a corresponding system of relationships and generality’ (p. 226). 

Vygotsky maintains that studying the child's actual concepts reveals that there is a different relationship between the concept and the object, and also that the object is grasped by different acts of thought, at each stage of development (that is, for syncretic concepts, complexes and preconcepts). What this implies is that there are ‘differences in the connections and relationships that are possible among the objects in thought’ and also that there are ‘different kinds of mental operations’ (p. 229). The study of the child's actual concepts also shows that at each stage the new generalizations emerge from those of the previous stage and that earlier stages are not nullified but are incorporated into those that follow, producing a cycle of development. In the case of number, at the preconceptual level there is an abstraction of the number from the object and at the concept level there is an abstraction from the number and a generalization of the relationships between numbers. Vygotsky argues that the abstraction and generalization of one's own thought is fundamentally different from the abstraction and generalization of things and that it represents not a completion of an earlier process but the ‘transition to a new and higher plane of thought’ (p. 230).29 


The generalization of one's own arithmetic operations and arithmetic thought is something different and something more advanced than the generalization of the numerical characteristics of objects that underlies the arithmetic concept. Nonetheless, the new concept or generalization arises on the foundation provided by the earlier one. 

(p. 230)





 



Vygotsky concludes this section by addressing the issue of the kinds of connections that obtain in thought. He points out that both the associative notion of connections and the structural (Gestalt) approach are deficient. The connections that determine the flow of concepts are meaningful rather than based on association but remain to be explicated. The structural approach does not differentiate thinking from other functions such as perception and memory and applies the same laws to all psychological functions. This is similar to the application of the laws of association across all functions. This approach of both associative and structural psychology precludes the possibility that thinking is a ‘higher and unique form of activity’ (p. 232). At the earliest stage of concept development there are no relationships of generality and the only connections that are possible arise from the perception of objects.  


At this stage, thinking as an activity independent of perception is impossible. Thinking as such becomes possible only with the development of structures of generalization and with the emergence of increasingly complex relationships of generality among concepts. With the development of this structure of generalization, there is also a gradual spreading of the connections and relationships that form it. Finally, there is transition to new and higher types of connections and movements among concepts. This fact cannot be explained on the basis of structural theory and is itself an adequate foundation for rejecting it. 

(pp. 232–3)





 



Vygotsky asserts that to answer the question of the nature of the meaningful connections that are specific to thinking, it is necessary to move away from a consideration of isolated concepts and rather to see that they are connected in accordance with their essential nature, that is ‘in accordance with relationships of generality’ (p. 233; italics in the original). The operations of thought, such as the definitions of concepts, their comparisons and differentiation, and the establishment of logical operations among them, all presuppose relationships of generality that connect them. The comparison and differentiation of concepts requires relationships of generality to a higher superordinate concept that, in turn, subordinates the concepts being compared. In a nutshell, Vygotsky concludes as follows: 


We know, however, that to each structure of generalization there corresponds a specific system of relationships of generality. This is because generalizations of a given structure must exist in a given system of relationships of generality. Consequently, to each structure of generalization, there corresponds a specific system of logical operations of thinking that are possible for that structure. This is among the most important laws of the psychology of concepts. It indicates the unity of the structure and function of thinking, the unity of the concept and the operations which are possible for it. 

(p. 234)





 





Section 7: scientific and everyday concepts
 


This section is dense, with most of the ideas developed in the previous sections repeated but as part of an engagement with Piaget in accordance with Vygotsky's interpretation of Piaget's work. He begins this section with the claim that ‘We can now attempt to clarify the differences between scientific and everyday concepts in light of our findings’ and states that the ‘key difference in the psychological nature of these two kinds of concepts is a function of the presence or absence of a system’ (p. 234).30 He argues that the relationship between the concept and the object is different depending on whether the concept is part of a system of related concepts or stands alone. Outside of a system, the relationship between concepts and objects is empirical, with the connections between concepts being those that exist between the objects. In contrast, within a system relationships are established between the concepts so that the concept's relationship to the object is mediated by other concepts. 

Vygotsky attributes to Piaget the view that the difference between the child's spontaneous concepts and adult concepts is the absence of a system for the former and the systemic nature of the latter. It is this lack of an interconnected conceptual system that produces the characteristics of the child's thought identified by Piaget, such as syncretism and an insensitivity to contradiction. But, according to Vygotsky, Piaget does not appreciate ‘that the nonsystemic nature of these concepts is not simply one of many features of the child's thought, but the root that gives rise to all the characteristics of the child's thinking that Piaget identifies’ (p. 234). This nonsystemic or, to use Vygotsky's term, ‘extrasystemic’ nature of spontaneous concepts arises from the ‘relationships of generality’ that Vygotsky claims are characteristic of the ‘complexive system of spontaneous concepts’ and it is these relationships that provide the ‘key to the entire phenomenon described and studied by Piaget’ (p. 234). 

Vygotsky provides an example from Piaget's experiments to illustrate his argument concerning the absence of a linking system of concepts for the young child who maintains that a bead sinks because it is small and also that it sinks because it is large. The child does not sense the contradiction because the two judgements are independent and are based on separate perceptual events in which a small bead is observed to sink and a large bead is observed to sink. For a contradiction to arise, the two events must be related within a system that includes a unifying superordinate concept that relates the contradictory judgements to the same thing.  


The child's tendency to place concepts alongside one another is the inevitable expression of the absence of the movement of thought between concepts of higher and lower measures of generality. Likewise, the child's syncretic schemes are a characteristic expression of the dominance of empirical connections and the logic of perception in his thinking. The child takes the connection between his impressions for the connections between things. 

(p. 235)





 



According to Vygotsky, scientific concepts are not subject to the above phenomena and serve to restructure the child's spontaneous concepts. The operations of thinking available to the child depend on the structure of generalization31 at each stage of concept development and it is this that determines the characteristics of child thought described by Piaget. Vygotsky returns to his earlier point that egocentrism does not provide an adequate explanation for the limitations inherent in the child's thought. Instead he proposes that the limitations are the result of the relations of generality characteristic of spontaneous concepts that bear directly on objects. In contrast, scientific concepts whose origins lie in instruction entail relations of generality that bear on other concepts within an overarching system.  


Arising from above, from the womb of other concepts, they are born through relationships of generality among concepts that are established in the process of instruction. By their very nature, scientific concepts include something of these relationships, some aspect of a system of concepts. The formal discipline of these scientific concepts is manifested in the complete restructuring of the child's spontaneous concepts. This is why the scientific concept is of such extraordinary importance for the history of the child's mental development. 

(p. 236)





 



Working backwards, as it were, Vygotsky is arguing that the child's system of relationships of generality is underdeveloped because a lack of conscious awareness means a corresponding lack of generalization and the lack of conscious awareness is itself a function of the spontaneous development of the child's extrasystemic concepts. This allows Vygotsky to state that ‘spontaneity and a lack of conscious awareness of objects [and] spontaneity and the extrasystemic nature of concepts are synonymous’ (p. 236; italics in the original). The same kind of logic corresponds to scientific concepts that are characterized from the outset by conscious awareness and the presence of a system. Vygotsky now reduces his entire dispute with Piaget to the single issue of whether systemic concepts force out and replace nonsystemic concepts on the basis of substitution or whether they create a system within the existing domain of concepts that provide the foundation for their development.  


The system is the cardinal point around which the whole history of concept development in the school age revolves. It is the new formation in the child's thinking as part of the development of his scientific concepts. It raises his mental development to a higher stage. 

(p. 236)





 



Vygotsky concludes his analysis of how his approach differs from that of Piaget by returning to the broader issue of the relationship between instruction and development. In his view, Piaget entirely divorces these two processes and maintains that what children learn from adults has no bearing on the development of the child's thought. Vygotsky states that, ‘For Piaget, instruction and development are incommensurable processes. They are entirely independent and unrelated’ (p. 237). It is difficult to judge the extent to which this was a valid conclusion for Vygotsky to draw at the time he was writing. Clearly, in light of Piaget's later writings where he clarifies the relationship, Vygotsky's conclusion seems extreme but not entirely misguided.32 But Vygotsky goes on to make the more salient point that underlying this perspective, that is by no means limited to Piaget and has a long history in psychology, is a ‘rupture’ between the study of structure and function. 

Some caution needs to be exercised in the interpretation of Vygotsky's use of the terms ‘structure’ and ‘function’ given that he was writing before the emergence of ‘structuralism’ as a coherent paradigm in the social sciences. His use of the term ‘structure’ seems to be tied to the theories of the Gestalt psychologists and to his own views about the interconnections between related concepts that form different kinds of structures at different levels of development. The term ‘function’ is used to refer to the operations involved in thinking as distinct from the concepts or structures that constitute the content of thought. He refers, on the one hand, to behavourist approaches that regard the operations of thinking as remaining constant throughout development, citing Thorndike as an example and, on the other hand, to approaches that focus only on the operations of thinking, ignoring the content or material of thought, citing the Würzburg School as an example. He points out that the one-sidedness of these polarized approaches has proved to be fruitless and that there is a recognition that functions depend on the structure of thought and the way that reality is represented in thought. ‘In other words, the various functions of thinking are inevitably dependent on that which functions, is moved, and is the foundation of this process’ (p. 237). 

Even more simply, Vygotsky states that ‘the functions of thinking depend on the structure of thought itself’ (p. 237) and that Piaget's work represents an ‘extreme expression’ of an interest in the structure of thought. Vygotsky claims that for Piaget it is the structures that change during the course of development while the functions remain the same. ‘This return to the analysis of the internal structure of the child's thought, to the analysis of its content, is fundamental to Piaget's work’ (p. 237). There is a sense in which Vygotsky's understanding of Piaget accords very well with more contemporary interpretations of Piaget's approach that separate the invariant functions of assimilation and accommodation from the sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational structures that the child constructs in the course of development. But this interpretation, despite its widespread acceptance and reproduction in introductory textbooks, is an oversimplification of a more complex theoretical system in which Piaget's structures are in fact conceptualized as functional structures and not merely as mental contents, and in which structures and functions overlap in constructs such as ‘schemes of assimilation’. Following his account of Piaget's approach that leaves the rupture between structure and functions intact, Vygotsky argues this is why Piaget ‘divorces’ instruction from development. If either the function or structure of thought is excluded from an analysis and if they are regarded as incommensurable, then it is not possible to find a link between instruction and development. However, if structure and function are united from the outset such that ‘what functions influences the process of functioning’ (p. 238), then, clearly, instruction will have a role to play in development. 
This claim of Vygotsky represents for him the antithesis of Piaget's approach and he goes on to elaborate:  


Since the meaning of a word belongs to a certain type of structure, only a certain range of operations will be possible within this structure. A different range of operations requires a different structure. In the development of thinking we must deal with several very complex internal processes that change the internal structure of the fabric of thought. 

(p. 238)





 



These complex internal processes to which Vygotsky refers are the relationships of generality that constitute the structure of concepts. The meaning of a word is always a generalization and the way that these generalizations or concepts are structured or interconnected ‘represents a unique mode of reflecting reality in thought’ (p. 238). This is the core of Vygotsky's argument regarding scientific and spontaneous concepts. They reflect reality differently in thought because they are structured differently by virtue of their different relationships of generality that ‘determine the different types of operations that are possible for a given form of thinking. The mode and character of functioning is determined by the structure of that which functions’ (p. 238). 

Vygotsky concludes his account by expanding the horizons of his research on scientific and spontaneous concepts. Anticipating further research, he urges future researchers to bear in mind that instruction does not begin at school but is present also in the preschool age and that spontaneous concepts are the product of preschool forms of instruction and development.  


We know that the relationship between instruction and development differs with each developmental stage. With each stage, the character of development changes and the organization of instruction takes on a new form. Even more significant, however, is the fact that the relationship between instruction and development changes with each stage. 

(p. 238)





 



In this chapter the focus has been on teasing out Vygotsky's arguments without losing the thread that binds them together into a coherent explanation that extends beyond the ‘development of scientific concepts’ and embraces his cultural-historical theory as a whole. In order to remain focused, analysis and critique of his arguments were deferred and are discussed in the next chapter. 





1 The book edited and translated by Eugenia Hanfmann and Gertrude Vakar (MIT Press, 1962) is entitled Thought and Language. 





2 It is interesting that Bruner does not provide a summary in his introduction to Volume I of The Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky in which the chapter appears, although he does provide summaries of some of the other chapters. 





3 ‘On this point, all of my subsequent work on the development of intellectual operations out of action and on the development of logical structures from the coordination of actions shows that I do not separate thought from behaviour. It took me some time to see, it is true, that the roots of logical operations lie deeper than the linguistic connections, and that my early study of thinking was centred too much on its linguistic aspects’ (Piaget, quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, p. 263). 





4 The implication is not that Piaget revised his ideas as a direct consequence of Vygotsky's comments. See Chapter 3 (note 21) for Vonèche's comments (2008, p. 91) about Wallon's role in Piaget's revision of his ideas concerning the role of social factors in development. 





5 Perhaps, more than any other work, this ‘book’ has served to nurture and mould knowledge and understanding of Vygotsky in the English-reading world. 





6 In the original text, the sections are numbered but without any headings.  





7 For an account of this work, see Chapter 3. 





8 Vygotsky (1987, p. 167) acknowledges that the work was carried out primarily by Shiff. 





9 As pointed out in the notes to the chapter (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 388, note 11), the term ‘instruction’ is the translation of the Russian word obuchenie and captures the meaning of the process of learning and teaching and ‘not merely the action of the instructor or the learner’. 





10 The terms ‘concepts’ and ‘word meanings’ are used interchangeably. 





11 When the teaching–learning process begins, children's initial understanding of concepts is limited and matures with development. 





12 Although he does not discuss this, there are clearly theoretical implications for children who do not receive school instruction. 





13 In response Piaget comments as follows: ‘Vygotsky in fact misunderstands me when he thinks that from my point of view the child's spontaneous thought must be known by educators only as an enemy must be known to be fought successfully. In all of my pedagogical writings, old . . . or recent . . . I have, on the contrary, insisted that formal education could gain a great deal . . . from a systematic utilization of the child's spontaneous mental development’ (quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 274–5). 





14 Recall that the English word ‘instruction’ does not capture the meaning of the Russian word obuchenie that includes both learning and teaching as components of the process. (See note 9.) 





15 In yet another irony given the rise of ‘activity theory’, Piaget goes on to advocate an ‘active’ approach to instruction that he believes is more ‘productive’. In this approach situations are created to evoke ‘spontaneous elaborations’ on the part of the child. (Quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, p. 271.) 





16 Vygotsky tends to prefer the term ‘conscious awareness’ over ‘reflective awareness’. 





17 Again, Vygotsky's preferred term is ‘volitional’. 





18 This is elaborated in section 6 of the chapter. 





19 ‘Thus, the foundation of conscious awareness is the generalization or abstraction of the mental processes, which leads to their mastery’ (p. 191; italics in the original). See the full quotation on pp. 112-13. 





20 ‘In a certain sense, any generalization or abstraction isolates its object. This is why conscious awareness – understood as generalization – leads directly to mastery’ (p. 191). 





21 Vygotsky's claim that conscious awareness and the presence of a system are synonyms is problematic and is discussed in the next chapter. 





22 Vygotsky's concept of imitation requires elaboration and is discussed in the next chapter. 





23 ‘Not even the most intelligent animal can develop his intellectual capacities through imitation or instruction. He cannot learn anything that is fundamentally new. He can learn only through training’ (p. 210). 





24 ‘Instruction is possible only where there is a potential for imitation. This means that instruction must be orientated to the lower threshold of the developmental cycle which has already occurred’ (p. 211). 





25 ‘It is important to determine the lower threshold of instruction. The issue is not exhausted by this question however. It is equally important to determine the upper threshold of instruction. Productive instruction can occur only within the limits of these two thresholds’ (p. 211). 





26 It should be noted that the term ‘collaboration’ is misleading to the extent that it suggests a partnership or equal contribution rather than the dominance of one participant over the other. 





27 ‘. . . in accordance with basic structural laws, the structure is transferred to the concepts which developed earlier’ (p. 217). 





28 This is a reference to the blocks used in his work on concept development. 





29 This seems to be very similar, if not identical, to Piaget's formal operations. 





30 In making these claims, it is not clear what Vygotsky means by his ‘findings’. The presence or absence of a system that provides the ‘key’ for their differentiation is not reflected directly in the reported experimental data but is inferred and theoretically constructed from this and other sources, such as the learning of foreign languages, his work on concept formation and Piaget's experimental work. The claim that concepts have a different relationship to the object depending on whether they are part of a system of related concepts may well be correct and consistent with his experimental findings but does not emerge directly from the reported data. 





31 Vygotsky's structures of generalization seem very similar to Piaget's models at each stage of development. 





32 Piaget regarded instruction and more generally cultural transmission as a necessary but not sufficient component for development (see Chapter 3, note 9). His use of unfamiliar tasks that are generally not taught at school in any direct way provided a methodological control but was also theoretically grounded. 





 




  



5
The development of scientific concepts: critique
 

Scientific, spontaneous and everyday concepts
 


In order to evaluate and reflect on Vygotsky's discussion about the development of scientific concepts (1987), especially in relation to his interpretation of Piaget's theory, it is necessary to clarify and untangle some of the key terms he introduces, in particular, the terms ‘scientific’, ‘everyday’ and ‘spontaneous’ concepts. Vygotsky's choice of the term ‘scientific’ to designate a particular kind of concept is unfortunate for a number of reasons. Perhaps the most fundamental problem is that in using this term he does not mean what is commonly referred to as science in the sense of the natural sciences. For example, one of the main concepts he uses as an illustration of a scientific concept is the Marxist social scientific concept of ‘exploitation’. In distinguishing scientific concepts from other kinds of concepts, it is not the content of the concept that is targeted but its method of acquisition and its relationship to other cognate concepts. In Vygotsky's terminology, scientific concepts have two distinguishing features. The first is that they are not the product of the ‘operations of the child's own thought’ (p. 173) but arise in the process of formal instruction such as occurs in the school classroom.1 The second is that they are always embedded in systems and derive their meaning from the relationships that obtain between the various concepts that constitute their meanings. Although Vygotsky does not elaborate, it appears that these two features are both necessary. Learning from others does not necessarily entail that the information is acquired as part of a conceptual system. Single bits of information may be acquired from others, such as a person's name, address and telephone number, but this information does not thereby necessarily constitute a system of scientific concepts. 

In distinguishing between these kinds of concepts, Vygotsky initially draws a distinction between ‘scientific concepts’ and ‘everyday concepts’. The context of this distinction is his response to Tolstoy's trenchant comments about the difficulty of explaining the meaning of words by means of other words that are as incomprehensible to the learner as the initial word requiring the explanation.2 Vygotsky responds by pointing out that the examples Tolstoy had in mind are ‘everyday concepts’ that ‘emerge from the child's own everyday life experience ’ and he elaborates as follows:  


We must demonstrate that scientific concepts develop differently than everyday concepts, that the development of these two types of concepts does not follow the same path . . . This differentiation of scientific and everyday concepts is basic to our working hypothesis and our statement of the research problem. It is not, however, generally accepted by contemporary psychologists. 

(pp. 172–3; italics in the original)





 



The difference, then, in the development of the two kinds of concepts is that scientific concepts are embedded in systems and are not the product of the child's own thought but are acquired as a result of instruction from an informed other. 

It is at this point in the unfolding of his argument that Vygotsky introduces Piaget as a contemporary who does indeed ‘differentiate sharply between representations that develop primarily through the operations of the child's own thought and those that arise under the decisive and determining influence of knowledge the child acquires from those around him’ (p. 173). With the inclusion of Piaget as a frame of reference, albeit in many respects oppositional, Vygotsky then adopts Piaget's term ‘spontaneous concept’ as equivalent to ‘non-scientific concept’ and conflates the meanings of these terms with that of ‘everyday concepts’.3 However, this apparently innocuous terminological shift from ‘everyday’ to ‘spontaneous’ conceals a major conceptual difference between them and, consequently, is a source of confusion and misunderstanding. The confusion is compounded by the fact that Piaget's term ‘spontaneous’ is also unfortunate, as its meaning is ambiguous. Like some of his other terms that, perhaps, have suffered in their translation, Piaget's term ‘spontaneous’ is misleading. In the context of his theory, it does not refer to concepts that suddenly or ‘spontaneously’ pop into the child's head without any connection to existing concepts. Of even greater significance is the fact that Piaget's spontaneous concepts are not akin to everyday concepts if by that term is meant empirical concepts such as dry, wet, cold, hot and so on, that are acquired on the basis of ‘everyday’ sensory experience. 

The essence of Piaget's spontaneous concepts is that they are not empirical concepts in the sense of deriving from experience. This is the force of the Piagetian tasks, such as conservation, in which nothing in the tasks, as such, or in the child's experience, conveys or constitutes the necessary understanding to produce the ‘correct’ answers. In fact, the hallmark of Piaget's tasks is that they are misleading precisely in terms of the child's everyday experience. The mental operation of reversibility that underpins the child's achievement of conservation is ‘spontaneous’, not in the sense of sudden or immediately given to the senses but in the sense of being constructed by the child and not acquired from others by means of instruction.4 But despite the ‘spontaneous’ nature of Piaget's concept of conservation, it, nevertheless, accords fully with Vygotsky's distinction reserved for instruction in ‘a system of knowledge, [in which] the child learns of things that are not before his eyes’.  


A theoretical consideration of no less importance is the fact that scientific and everyday concepts have different relationships to the object or act that is represented in thought. The development of these two types of concepts presupposes differences in the intellectual processes which underlie them. In receiving instruction in a system of knowledge, the child learns of things that are not before his eyes, things that far exceed the limits of his actual and or even potential immediate experience. 

(p. 180)





 



In the above passage, in which Vygotsky uses the contrasting terms ‘scientific’ and ‘everyday’, it is clear that the contrast is between things that are not given to the senses and those things that are a function of experience. The confusion that accompanies the slippage from everyday concepts to Piaget's spontaneous concepts is precisely in these terms. Unlike everyday concepts, Piaget's spontaneous logico-mathematical concepts that children construct, such as conservation, classification, time, space, causality and so on, share with Vygotsky's scientific concepts the quality of being ‘things that are not before his eyes, things that far exceed the limits of his actual and or even potential immediate experience’. In addition, there are two further features that Piaget's spontaneous concepts share with Vygotsky's scientific concepts. The first is that, contrary to Vygotsky's claims, they are not constructed as isolated elements but from the start are integrated into systems. The processes of assimilation and accommodation both imply and entail systemic integration and Piaget's formal logical models5 are explicitly formulated in terms of logical systems. The second feature is the close affinity to and profound bearing that Piaget's spontaneous concepts, which constitute the body of his theory, have on scientific concepts, as we ordinarily understand the term ‘scientific’. The point has often been made that Piaget's spontaneous concepts are akin to the Kantian categories of thought, such as space, time and causality, that impose a fundamental structure on our thinking such that we think through rather than with these ‘concepts’ or mental operations. What the term ‘spontaneous’ conveys is that these concepts or tools of thought, or ‘operations’ in Piaget's terminology, are not provoked from without or taught to children either explicitly or even implicitly. In Piagetian terms, logico-mathematical operations are the primary conditions or tools of thought in the sense that they define or set the parameters of the possible forms of human intellectual competence. How these tools are used and applied in the solution of problems or mastery of tasks is a secondary matter in the sense of being derivative or dependent on the existence, in the first instance, of the tools in question. Scientific theories that attempt to explain specific features of the world rely for their coherence on ‘concepts’ such as space, time, causality, conservation and so on. 

Piaget's distinction between spontaneous and non-spontaneous concepts is not based on any notion of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ and certainly not on a distinction between scientific and non-scientific or even theoretical and empirical. Indeed, Piaget's spontaneous concepts underpin the very possibility of scientific thinking. What the term excludes as non-spontaneous is ‘cultural knowledge’, such as the variety of kinship systems, religious and ethical beliefs, canons of law, scientific theories, technology, literature and art; in short, all that the human mind has conjured and made possible by using the very tools that the child constructs during the course of development. In this sense, Piaget's spontaneous operations are not part of the cultural repertoire that is handed down across the generations but constitute part of the universal human condition that renders culture possible. In drawing the distinction between spontaneous and non-spontaneous concepts, in an important sense Piaget was limiting the scope of his theory in much the same way that he preferred to describe his work as ‘genetic epistemology’ rather than ‘cognitive psychology’. This ‘non-spontaneous’ world of meaning that Piaget deliberately excludes is precisely the focus of Vygotsky's cultural theoretical lens: the answer to the question of what a theory of instruction and a zone of proximal development is designed to explain. 

Rather than assuming a blanket ‘non-scientific’ mantle, Piaget's spontaneous concepts occupy the space between everyday and scientific concepts. On the one hand, they share the characteristic of being self-generated as a product of the child's own construction while, on the other hand, they share with Vygotsky's scientific concepts the quality of going beyond the limits of empirical experience and providing systemic or theoretical knowledge based on the relationships and connections between concepts. Vygotsky's contention that scientific concepts ‘undergo a true process of development rather than arising spontaneously’ (p. 173) applies with equal if not greater force to Piaget's line-up of logico-mathematical ‘spontaneous’ concepts that originate in the sensorimotor actions of infancy and culminate in the formal operations of adulthood. It also reflects Vygotsky's mistaken idea that the term ‘spontaneous’, as used by Piaget, indicates a sudden insight and precludes a process of development. 


 

Spontaneous concepts and conscious awareness
 


Vygotsky's interpretation of Piaget's spontaneous concepts is linked to the related explanatory concepts of conscious awareness and egocentrism. According to Vygotsky, an explanation of how conscious awareness is achieved will depend on an explanation for its absence and he claims that Piaget attributed its absence in young children to the phenomenon of egocentrism. Vygotsky claims that in Piagetian theory egocentrism is a ‘compromise’ between the child's own early unconscious solipsistic thought and the consciously aware socialized adult thought that the child increasingly encounters. Vygotsky maintains that Piaget relied on two psychological laws to account for how conscious awareness is achieved. The first law derives from Claparède, who argued that conscious awareness is a function of maladaptive behaviours. We become consciously aware of our actions to the extent that they are not adaptive. Vygotsky contends that this law is purely functional and does not provide an explanation of how conscious awareness is realized and he points out that for this reason Piaget introduces a second law, the law of displacement. According to this law, conscious awareness comes about when an operation is transferred from the plane of action to the plane of language and, in the process, all the difficulties encountered at the level of action are repeated at the level of language. Vygotsky rejects the explanatory power of both these laws and mentions that Piaget also recognized the limitations of Claparède's law. He points out that to explain the emergence of conscious awareness simply on the basis of the need for it is not only circular but also assumes that it is ready-made and available. Vygotsky goes further and asks whether Piaget's account of the development of concepts is credible. According to Piaget, between seven and twelve years the child's thought operations are not adaptive to adult thought and the child experiences failure. But Vygotsky (p. 185) maintains that the nonadaptiveness and inadequacy of the child's thought cannot be the ‘source’ of concepts at higher levels of abstraction.  


Just as we cannot explain the emergence of conscious awareness in terms of the child's need for it, we cannot explain the child's mental development in terms of the bankruptcy and failure of his thought. 





 



The second law of displacement from the plane of action to that of language in which earlier characteristics are simply repeated and reproduced may explain why the absence of conscious awareness persists but cannot explain its progressive emergence. Vygotsky concludes that these laws, far from providing answers, in fact constitute the problem by offering no explanation for the development of conscious awareness. But this conclusion is based on Vygotsky's particular interpretation of Piaget's concept of egocentrism as a phenomenon that is simply displaced from without by more powerful adult forms of thinking without any internal development on the part of the child. As we will see, Piaget rejects this interpretation and this calls into question not only Vygotsky's understanding of the broader concept of egocentrism but also his conclusions about the emergence of conscious awareness and its role in the formation of scientific concepts. 

Consistent with his argument in relation to the development of concepts discussed in the previous chapter, Vygotsky attributes to Piaget the view that conscious awareness arises entirely from the outside and is learned in its mature form from adults.  


In Piaget's view, conscious awareness is realized through the displacement of the remnants of verbal egocentrism by social or mature thought. Conscious awareness does not arise as a necessary higher stage in concept development. It is introduced from without. One mode of action simply supplants the other. Just as a snake throws off his skin to grow another, the child throws off or discards one mode of thinking so that he might learn another. This grasps the essence of Piaget's view of the emergence of conscious awareness. The issue does not require the introduction of any laws. The lack of conscious awareness of concepts is explained. It is a function of the very nature of the child's thought. However, conscious awareness of concepts exists outside; it exists in the atmosphere of social thought that surrounds the child. It is learned by the child in completed form when the antagonistic tendencies of his own thinking no longer interfere. 

(pp. 186–7; italics in the original)





 



The above passage is remarkable because it throws into sharp relief Vygotsky's interpretation of Piaget and his own approach that he presents not only as an alternative to Piaget but explicitly as a solution to the problems he identifies in Piaget's work. In the passage, Vygotsky repeats his criticism of Piaget's incorrect and illegitimate reliance on external factors that exist ‘in the atmosphere of social thought that surrounds the child’ as an explanation of development. As pointed out previously, to the contemporary ear this is an extraordinary interpretation of Piaget's theory but, perhaps, legitimate given the development of Piaget's work at the time that Vygotsky was engaging with it.6 More salient, however, is the light that this critique throws on Vygotsky's own approach and the so-called ‘Vygotskian paradigm’ that is usually cited by contemporary commentators to convey precisely the idea that conscious awareness of concepts exists ‘in the atmosphere of social thought that surrounds the child’ and is indeed ‘introduced from without’, in particular in the zone of proximal development. But if it is not the case, as Vygotsky maintains, that the child acquires conscious awareness of concepts in their completed form (such as the concept of ‘exploitation’) from the outside, then it is indeed necessary to understand or make sense of the precise role that Vygotsky assigns to instruction and the zone of proximal development in relation to conscious awareness. This is a point to which we will return,7 but before doing this, we need to clarify Vygotsky's interpretation of the Piagetian concept of egocentrism. 



Spontaneous concepts and egocentrism
 


As indicated in the above passage, Vygotsky attributes to Piaget the view that verbal egocentrism is displaced ‘from without’ by the imposition of conscious awareness that characterizes mature social thought. He uses the metaphor of a snake that ‘throws off his skin to grow another’ to illustrate the ‘essence of Piaget's view of the emergence of conscious awareness’. But the metaphor seems flawed and makes the opposite point. Surely a snake does not throw off its skin to grow another as this would entail being skinless during the growing period. The snake only sheds its outer skin after the new one has grown as a replacement underneath the old and, in this sense, literally grows out of the old and into the new skin. Contrary to Vygotsky, then, the metaphor does indeed capture the process of a child discarding a previous mode of thought for a new one very much along the lines Piaget describes for the decline of egocentrism. For Vygotsky, the term egocentrism is used by Piaget to convey an autistic or solipsistic quality of the thought of the young child coupled with the dominance of the pleasure principle rather than the more adaptive reality principle. Piaget concedes that he may have ‘overemphasized the resemblances between egocentrism and autism without bringing out the differences sufficiently’ and accepted an oversimplified version of the sequence from the pleasure to the reality principle (quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, p. 262). But the most important element that is missing in Vygotsky's understanding is that, in Piaget's words, egocentrism is used ‘to designate the initial inability to decenter, to shift the given cognitive perspective’ and to indicate a ‘lack of differentiation between one's own point of view and the other possible ones’ (Piaget, quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, p. 262). According to Piaget, then, the decline of egocentrism is not, as Vygotsky claims, simply a matter of more powerful adult thought progressively displacing the autistic quality of the child's thought entirely from without as an external force. On the contrary, the coordination of developing cognitive operations allows the child to distinguish between different perspectives and it is this ability to decentre and shift mental perspectives that signals the decline of egocentrism and the onset of conscious awareness.8

Much is made in the literature about Vygotsky and Piaget's positions with respect to egocentric speech. Their views are often cast in opposition with Piaget's acceptance of Vygotsky's account of how egocentric speech prepares the ground for inner speech conveniently overlooked. The point of the difference between them, as Piaget emphasizes, is not about egocentric speech but about the role of egocentrism as a whole in the cognitive development of the child.9 These points are very clearly expressed by Piaget as follows:  


This long preamble has seemed necessary to bring out how much I respect Vygotsky's position on the issue of egocentric speech, even though I cannot agree with him on all points. First, Vygotsky did realize that a real problem was involved, and not merely a question of statistics. Second, he himself verified the facts in question, instead of suppressing them through the artifices of measuring; and his observations on the frequency of egocentric speech in children when their activity is blocked and of the decrease of such speech during the period when inner speech begins to form are of very great interest. In the third place, he proposed a new hypothesis: that egocentric speech is the point of departure for the development of inner speech, which is found at a later stage of development, and that this interiorized language can serve both autistic ends and logical thinking. I find myself in complete agreement with these hypotheses. 

On the other hand, what I think Vygotsky still failed to appreciate fully is egocentrism itself as the main obstacle to the co-ordination of viewpoints and to co-operation . . . Thus there exists a general phenomenon which it seems to me Vygotsky has neglected. 

(Piaget, quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 274–5; italics added for emphasis)





 



By limiting or at least focusing primarily on ‘verbal egocentrism’ or egocentric speech without fully appreciating that, for Piaget, egocentric speech is an expression or symptom of the ‘more general phenomenon’ of an egocentric mode of thinking, Vygotsky seems to have overlooked the underlying operations governing the process of decentration and the shifting of perspectives. For Piaget, the development of conscious awareness, far from being imposed from without, is a function of internal processes of decentration that, like the new snakeskin in relation to the old, displace the child's fixed single-minded perspective by the realization of the existence of perspectives other than his own. Conscious awareness does not arise as an imposition from the outside but as a consequence of the internal processes of decentration that impose from within different and shifting perspectives that require coordination and, hence, conscious awareness by the child. 



Vygotsky's critique of Piaget
 


Returning to Vygotsky's critique of Piaget, the main thrust is that he focuses only on spontaneous concepts or ‘concepts outside any system’ (1987, p. 192) and that he explains the decline in egocentric thought as a function of the imposition of external social factors. In contrast, Vygotsky argues that the system is not introduced from the outside and that it is dependent on ‘a rich and mature form of concept in the child’. He expresses these views clearly in the following passage that seems to have been overlooked by many contemporary commentators.  


We are interested in demonstrating that the system – and the conscious awareness that is associated with it – is not brought into the domain of the child's concepts from without; it does not simply replace the child's own mode of forming and using concepts. Rather, the system itself presupposes a rich and mature form of concept in the child. This form of concept is necessary so that it may become the object of conscious awareness and systematization. 





 



The above passage is illuminating for a number of reasons, foremost among them the fact that to the contemporary ear it sounds remarkably like the voice of Piaget. For the same reason, it also strikes a dissonant chord with Vygotsky's law of sociogenesis10 unless we bear in mind that this law is not a general law of development but is qualified as applicable to what Vygotsky refers to as the child's ‘cultural development’. Clearly expressed in the above passage is the fact not only that the child's natural line of development produces ‘rich and mature’ kinds of concepts but that these concepts are necessary (presupposed) components of the system that is essential for the formation of scientific concepts. In this conception, the distinction between higher and lower or cultural and natural seems to blur with the natural or spontaneous line not only extending further and contributing to mature thought processes but being a necessary and essential aspect of their development. In the context of Vygotsky's critique of Piaget, it is, perhaps, appropriate to point out that Piaget's concrete operations seem to accord well with Vygotsky's ‘rich and mature’ concepts that would provide the necessary object for conscious awareness and systematization. Not yet fully developed, as the term ‘concrete’ implies, they bridge the gap between the ‘everyday’ intuitively spontaneous concepts of the young child and the formal operations that characterize mature forms of flexible thought. But conscious awareness is itself an important feature of concrete operations. Children not only take account of their actions or operations on objects but also are able to ‘generalize’ and ‘abstract’ these operations as illustrated by the reversibility explanation11 that is typically provided by concrete operational children. 

In the absence of ‘bridging’ concepts, such as concrete operations, and the fact that there does not seem to be the theoretical space for their development between Vygotsky's spontaneous and non-spontaneous kinds of concepts, Vygotsky's theory seems vulnerable and incomplete.12 This is well illustrated in one of the few examples Vygotsky provides of the concept ‘flower’, an example that is particularly apposite given that the same term ‘flower’ can be attached to and used to reflect both spontaneous and scientific concepts.  


It is well known that more general concepts arise in the child earlier than more specific ones. Thus, the child usually learns the word ‘flower’ earlier than the word ‘rose’. In this context, however, the concept of ‘flower’ is not actually more general than the concept of ‘rose’; it is merely broader. When the child has mastered only a single concept, its relationship to the object is different than it is after he masters a second. However, even after he masters a second concept, there is a long period during which the concept of ‘flower’ continues to stand alongside, rather than above, the concept of ‘rose’. The former does not include the latter. The narrower concept is not subordinated. Rather, the broader concept acts as a substitute for the narrower one. It stands alongside it in a single series. When the concept of ‘flower’ is generalized, the relationship between it and the concept of ‘rose’ changes as well. Indeed, there is a change in its relationship with all subordinate concepts. This marks the emergence of a concept system. 

(p. 193)





 



In the above passage, Vygotsky provides a description of the processes involved, referring to the process of generalization that transforms spontaneous concepts into scientific concepts but without offering any explanation of ‘how’ or ‘why’ the process occurs. When used as a spontaneous concept, ‘flower’ refers directly to the rose-object and in this sense is equivalent to and synonymous with the term ‘rose’. But when used as a scientific or mediated concept, ‘flower’ is embedded in a hierarchical system, superordinate to ‘rose’ and subordinate to ‘plant’. In moving from the spontaneous understanding of the concept to the scientific or mediated concept of ‘flower’, the child must acquire an understanding of hierarchical classification and the logical relations that constitute it as a system. But, as stated by Vygotsky, his account is vulnerable to attack on the basis that it does not explain how, in the first instance, the systems in which scientific concepts are embedded are formed. Clearly, it is not legitimate from the outset to insert rich and mature forms of concepts into the child's head, because this is what the conceptual ‘system’ presupposes, without first explaining how they arise in the child's head. Given Vygotsky's vociferous rejection of concepts being imposed on the child from the outside, the ‘rich and mature form of concept’ cannot be a function of instruction but is produced by the child's own mental operations. 

In his comments on Vygotsky's account of the development of scientific concepts, Piaget (quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 272–3) highlights these very problems. He refers to the role that Vygotsky attributes ‘to the process of generalization being sufficient in itself to bring mental operations into consciousness’ and contrasts this with his own approach as follows:  


We on the other hand, in studying the spontaneous development of scientific notions, have come to view as the central factor the very process of constructing operations, which consists in interiorized actions becoming reversible and co-ordinating themselves into patterns of structures subject to well defined laws. The process of generalization is only the result of this elaboration of operational structures and these structures derive not from perception but from the total action. 





 



Piaget goes on to say that Vygotsky was close to reaching the same conclusion in his characterization of preoperational thinking as lacking a system but that the systems that are gradually elaborated by the child ‘are not simply the product of generalization’. He refers to Vygotsky's illustration of the acquisition of class inclusion using the example of rose and flower and points out that Vygotsky's explanation that entails generalization and learning is not sufficient to account for the operational system13 and that ‘reversibility of this system is a prerequisite for inclusion’ (p. 273). Piaget's critique of Vygotsky's theory points to what appears as a missing layer in Vygotsky's account of the development of scientific concepts. Not only does Vygotsky omit to account for the processes that produce the ‘rich and mature’ concepts that constitute the components of the conceptual systems that are necessary for the formation of scientific concepts, but he also appears to take for granted operations, such as identity, equivalence, reversibility and so on, that are crucial for the very existence of a system of relations. It is of course true that Vygotsky acknowledges a natural line of development that could account for the development of ‘everyday’ empirical concepts. But, as pointed out by Piaget, missing from his account are the kinds of logical operations upon which conceptual systems such as class inclusion depend. This absence renders Vygotsky's theory dependent on the explanatory power of some other theory to complete or close the gap in his own theoretical framework. 

The social scientific concept of ‘exploitation’, which Vygotsky cites and which he used in his experiments, provides a good example to illustrate the above points. Even very young preschool children seem to develop a sense of ‘fairness’ and from an early age protest when they think they are being treated unfairly. Often, the protests are in relation to siblings who they believe are getting a better deal by being allowed to go to bed later or engage in activities that they are denied. In terms of everyday concepts that derive from the child's experience, it seems that the idea or understanding of being treated unfairly arises without much explicit or direct instruction. Similarly, the related idea of being taken advantage of seems to be the theme tune of all younger siblings as they compete for a stake in the household resources, especially those typically allocated to the children, such as toys and recreational facilities. Certainly, these themes are understood and expressed before children reach school age. The point, then, is that to the extent that exploitation means to be treated unfairly or taken advantage of, the child who does not know the word ‘exploitation’ already has in her possession or at her disposal an idea or concept for understanding and expressing perceived unfair treatment at the hands of others. But it seems clear that this is not what Vygotsky intended by the scientific concept of exploitation. What the schoolchild was taught in the Soviet Social Studies classroom was not the concept of exploitation but a theory of exploitation embedded in a Marxist analysis of society and philosophy of history. Clearly, a theory of exploitation is more complex than a concept derived from the everyday personal experience of sibling exploitation and torment over the ownership and control of the means of home entertainment and play. In this sense, what Vygotsky calls a scientific concept is closer to what we may regard as a scientific theory and this accords with the idea of a conceptual system in which scientific concepts are embedded. 

But the theory of exploitation is not only more complex in the sense that it is embedded in a system of interlocking concepts, such as class, conflict, labour, production, means, value, surplus, capital and so on. Like Copernicus’ theory, it also requires a de-centring from our everyday lived experience. The theory of exploitation removes the element of intentionality that is crucial to our everyday concept of being taken advantage of. In terms of the theory, it is not the deliberate hand of the other that is responsible for the situation of exploitation but the way society is structured. Even if individuals do not feel or believe that they are being exploited, the situation remains exploitative in the same way that our daily experience of the sun moving across a stationary earth at the centre of our universe of experience does not alter the cosmic situation. In both cases, our experience is misleading and produces a state of false consciousness or misunderstanding of the situation. Not only is the Marxist social science theory of exploitation more complex and, to use Vygotsky's expression, ‘ahead’ of the everyday concept, but it also requires a fundamental adjustment in our understanding or situation definition. 

The transformation that the higher scientific concept or theory of exploitation imposes on the lower everyday concept of ‘fairness’ requires that the child detach her understanding from her lived experience. In Vygotsky's words, ‘At the chessboard, to see differently is to play differently’ (1987, p. 190). In short, the Marxist social scientific theory of exploitation is not simply an extension or elaboration of an everyday concept of fairness and equity. The theory does not explain our lived experience of unfair treatment and the deliberate abuse of power. On the contrary, the theory, like other scientific theories, is an attempt to go beyond the information given and to provide an explanation for the way things are rather than the way they appear to be or our experience of them. In other words, the theory or conceptual system cannot be grounded in the very empirical concepts that it must overcome but in the kinds of intellectual or cognitive operations that provide the connections between its constituent parts.14 According to Piaget, these operations, such as identity, equivalence, reversibility and so on, develop spontaneously and underpin both the everyday concept of exploitation that children acquire based on their own experience of fair and unfair play, and the specific Marxist theory of exploitation that they acquire as a result of explicit instruction in the social studies classroom. Furthermore, the same operations underpin the structure of any narrative account that orders and shapes our experience, whether of the empirical world or of the world of our imagination. 

To return to the point made earlier in the discussion, Vygotsky's claim that ‘the distinction between spontaneous and nonspontaneous concepts in the child coincides logically with the distinction between empirical and scientific concepts’ (p. 193) seems to lie at the base of many of the difficulties we encounter in attempting to unravel his argument. Instead of conflating everyday concepts and spontaneous concepts as Vygotsky does, a distinction must be made between everyday, empirical or experiential concepts and what Piaget refers to as ‘the spontaneous development of scientific notions’ (1986, p. 272). Like scientific concepts, these spontaneous ‘scientific notions’, such as identity, inclusion, reversibility and so on, also serve to restructure everyday empirical concepts, but, unlike scientific concepts that operate from above as part of a process of instruction, spontaneous concepts are constructed from below by the child as part of a process of development. If we disregard Vygotsky's mistaken view that Piaget's spontaneous concepts represent isolated empirical concepts and instead take account of the systemic coordination of mental operations that Piaget describes, then it becomes clear that the differences between Vygotsky and Piaget cannot be formulated in terms of the presence or absence of conceptual systems and, consequently, of conscious awareness. Similarly, if we dispel the Vygotskian interpretation of Piaget as a misguided social learning theorist and replace it with a version of the ‘child's own mode of forming and using concepts’, then we are left with Vygotsky advocating what seems to approximate to a kind of half-baked Piagetian account of development. 

Although the point has been made, it bears repeating. In the same way that culture cannot be assumed before it is explained, so the existence of a system of concepts that itself ‘presupposes a rich and mature form of concept in the child’ cannot simply be assumed without begging the question. Clearly, the rich and mature form of concept cannot be explained as a function of instruction without falling foul of the very criticism that Vygotsky directs against Piaget of relying on forms of adult thought that already exist to explain development. This means that a very substantial role must be assigned to developmental processes other than instruction. This leaves open the question of its decisive role in development and also the role of the zone of proximal development. Vygotsky's claim that instruction is decisive, in the sense of providing a source of development, is not a slip of the pen or a lapse into hyperbole but is a claim that he repeats throughout his account of the development of scientific concepts. But in justifying his claim and providing an explanation of how teaching and learning work in the zone of proximal development, the theory seems to pose as many questions as it provides answers. Two of the answers or explanatory constructs Vygotsky provides are imitation and conscious awareness, both of which require careful analysis. 



Imitation
 


The core theoretical concept that underpins learning in the zone of proximal development is imitation and it is this process that defines the nature of the collaboration between the learner and teacher.  


The fundamental difference between the problem which involves everyday concepts and that which involves scientific concepts is that the child solves the latter with the teacher's help. When we say that the child acts on the basis of imitation, we do not mean that he looks another person in the eye and imitates him. If today I see something and tomorrow do it, I do it on the basis of imitation. When the school child solves a problem at home on the basis of a model he has been shown in class, he continues to act in collaboration though at the moment the teacher is not standing near him. From a psychological perspective, the solution of the second problem is similar to this solution of a problem at home. It is a solution accomplished with the teacher's help. This help – this aspect of collaboration – is invisibly present. It is contained in what looks from the outside like the child's independent solution of the problem. 

(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 216) 





 



In the above passage imitation, collaboration and instruction are tied together so that the one seems to imply the others. Doing something tomorrow that I have been shown today involves both imitation and an invisible kind of collaboration or deferred instruction. In this sense, imitation appears as the flip-side of instruction and simply refers to whatever process the learner engages in as part of the collaborative learning process. According to this account, the process of solving problems is no different from the initial process of learning how to solve the problem, with the learner having recourse to the invisible teacher. It is one thing to assert that children learn to solve problems in collaboration with others such as teachers. But it is  another to say that, having learned, they then solve problems in collaboration with their invisible teachers. Of course, there is a metaphorical sense in which we can speak about solving problems with the hidden hand of ‘others’ who have informed our thinking, but this is very different from the active participation (collaborative or not) of teachers or instructors in a learning situation. In the above passage, the hidden hand of the other is a ‘model’ and the child at home solves problems ‘on the basis of a model he has been shown in class’. But there is an ambiguity in the meaning of the phrase ‘on the basis of a model’. It leaves open the question of whether the child understands the function of the model or simply uses it to produce a solution to the problem. More importantly, it leaves open the question of what the child learns ‘in collaboration’ with a teacher. If the teacher provides a problem-solving model, such as the way to solve mathematical equations or the way to arrange blocks or pieces of a puzzle by referring to a model, the child can learn to copy the model or the child can learn the meaning of the model. The meaning of the model involves understanding the relationship between the model and the problem-solving task. 

Learning to copy the model that the teacher provides can reasonably be called imitation without attaching any special caveats about the meaning of this term.15 The learning involves copying the teacher's actions and the ‘model’ consisting of these actions then serves as a surrogate ‘instructor’ or absent collaborator in the solution of the problem. But the learning of the meaning of the model involves something other than, or in addition to, the ‘model’, something that, to use Vygotsky's words, involves things ‘that are not before his eyes’. This additional meta-something that must be learned is what Vygotsky leaves out of his statement that ‘If today I see something and tomorrow do it, I do it on the basis of imitation.’ What is left out is the understanding that is necessary to connect yesterday's seeing with today's doing; the relationship between yesterday's problem solution and today's problem task. Clearly, the child must not only learn how to solve the problem but also realize that the solution for the problem at hand constitutes a ‘model’ in the sense that it can be used in other similar situations or contexts. In the context of problem solving, the ‘basis’ of doing today what was seen or shown yesterday must involve more than imitation. Imitation may be the means or mode of implementation but it cannot substitute for the understanding that is entailed in the very notion of a model. Expressed differently, a child may learn to solve a problem by imitating the teacher but the teacher's implicit understanding that what is being shown is intended as a ‘model’ that is applicable beyond the situation at hand is not evident or ‘visible’ in the actions of the teacher. The child can only imitate what is explicit in the teacher's instructions and not the hidden implicit intentions or understanding of the task at hand that informs the teacher's actions. In Vygotsky's terminology, this understanding constitutes the teacher's conscious awareness, a point to which we will return. 

As an explanatory construct, then, imitation seems to fall short of providing a theoretical framework for understanding not only learning in the zone of proximal development but, more broadly, learning in the sense of the acquisition of understanding as distinct from the acquisition of skills. Vygotsky compares the role of imitation in human and chimpanzee learning and argues that the imitative potential of the latter is limited by their intellectual potential, and he concurs with Köhler that chimpanzees can only imitate what they can do independently. Although animals can learn through training, what they learn is without meaning or structure.  


Not even the most intelligent animal can develop his intellectual capacities through imitation or instruction. He cannot learn anything that is fundamentally new. He can learn only through training. 

(1987, p. 210)





 



But, for humans, according to Vygotsky, imitation plays a radically different role and is intimately tied to instruction rather than training. Unlike animals that can be trained, children are able to learn meaningful solutions to problems by means of instruction and imitation.  


In contrast, development based on collaboration and imitation is the source of all the specifically human characteristics of consciousness that develop in the child. Development based on instruction is a fundamental fact. Therefore, a central feature of the psychological study of instruction is the analysis of the child's potential to raise himself to a higher intellectual level of development through collaboration, to move from what he has to what he does not have through imitation. This is the significance of instruction for development. It is also the content of the concept of the zone of proximal development. Understood in a broad sense, imitation is the source of instruction's influence on development. 

(pp. 210–11)





 



Throughout Vygotsky's account of the zone of proximal development and the relationship between instruction and development, the concepts of collaboration, instruction and imitation are not clearly distinguished. In particular, the meaning of imitation seems to depend on the nature of the collaboration between the learner and teacher and this, in turn, depends on whether the collaboration involves training or instruction on the part of the teacher. Although Vygotsky links training with animal learning and instruction with human learning, this is not to deny that humans also can be trained to perform all kinds of skills and it is unlikely that Vygotsky would want to deny this. In this sense, instructional learning is not a substitute for training but an additional or different kind of learning that requires a different kind of collaboration and imitation. But because imitation is not explained or defined independently of instruction or training, its meaning and role in the learning–teaching process remains opaque as a name for an unexplicated process. This becomes evident when the learning–teaching process is unsuccessful because, in the absence of any defined processes to account for new learning, its failure can only be named but not explained.16 Hence, a failure to learn is explained by a failure to imitate that, in turn, is due to a failure to learn. 

According to Vygotsky, collaboration that consists of a training–imitation dyad produces meaningless and structureless routines and the learning is achieved gradually by mechanical copying. In contrast, collaboration based on the instruction–imitation dyad produces meaningful, structured and new understanding. Unlike the animal that ‘cannot learn anything that is fundamentally new’, the child can ‘raise himself to a higher intellectual level of development through collaboration, to move from what he has to what he does not have through imitation’. The critical difference, then, between training and instruction is that the imitation involved in training does not entail the acquisition of new understanding. Animals and humans can be trained to perform in new or unaccustomed ways, but this does not necessarily alter their understanding and may even serve to entrench and perfect familiar ways of dealing with the world and coping with problems rather than confronting novelty. Consequently, to couple the term imitation with learning outcomes derived from training and instruction that are such radically different processes is confusing, if not misleading. If the kind of imitation associated with animal learning and training is fundamentally different from that associated with human instructional learning, then we need to concede either that the same term is being used to refer to different processes, which can only lead to confusion, or that the same process inexplicably produces different outcomes. Although Vygotsky appears to favour the former option, he does not elaborate on the nature of the different processes involved. He attributes to imitation ‘the source of instruction's influence on development’. But how the human instructional kind of imitation differs from the mechanical copying kind of imitation and what it consists of or what additional processes are involved in its operation, as distinct from the outcomes produced, are matters that are not directly addressed. This is not a mere oversight but represents a significant theoretical gap at the heart of his account of instruction and development. 

In order to better grasp both the fecundity and the limitations of Vygotsky's theoretical constructs, it is useful to consider briefly and contrast Piaget's account of imitation and how it relates to his core concepts, in particular to the concept of adaptation and its constituent processes of assimilation and accommodation. For Piaget, imitation amounts to a kind of ‘pure’ accommodation in the sense that it does not include a moment of assimilation. As such, imitation is not an adaptive response, given that adaptation requires both accommodation and assimilation. In terms of the symbolic function, Piaget argues that imitation needs to be complemented by fantasy or imaginative play, such that the content of a mental symbol is provided by accommodation (imitation) and the meaning by assimilation (play). Piaget's ‘schemes of assimilation’ are in essence bundles of understanding, whether applied to the use of a spoon for eating or to judgements about quantity in a conservation task. Whatever the merits of Piaget's account, it serves to highlight the difficulty of attributing the acquisition of meaning to imitation. Using the Piagetian categories, the kind of imitation that Vygotsky links with training accords well with the notion of accommodation but the kind of imitation that is linked to instruction and the acquisition of new understanding seems to require both accommodation and assimilation. In these terms, imitation is common to both training and instruction but instruction requires something more from the learner than imitation or accommodation. Implicit in Vygotsky's account of collaboration between the teacher who instructs and the learner who imitates is an element of ‘assimilation’ or ‘meaning making’ but it is not immediately obvious or transparent how a process of imitation can provide a foundation for new meanings or understandings. 

In a collaborative learning situation, the teacher–instructor understands the task demands and also knows the solution, and the teacher's objective is to convey this understanding and knowledge to the learner. But, in the absence of understanding, a learner can only carry out a set of instructions to act in a particular way and, in this sense, can accommodate to or imitate the instructor. By following instructions, the learner in effect ‘imitates’ the teacher's explicit actions but not the teacher's implicit understanding of the task that underpins and serves to generate the teacher's instructions or actions. To learn in collaboration with a teacher means that the learner must rely on the teacher's understanding of the task and act in accordance with the teacher's instructions that derive from this understanding in the same way that the teacher acts (or would act) when confronted with the task in question. Acting in accordance with a set of instructions but without understanding accords well with the Piagetian concept of accommodation and this, in turn, points towards a theoretical framework for the term ‘collaboration’ in which the functions of assimilation and accommodation are ‘distributed’ between the collaborating partners.17

Vygotsky refers to the kinds of concepts that Piaget investigated as ‘spontaneous’ or ‘everyday’ concepts that the child develops on her own and without assistance and contrasts them with ‘scientific’ concepts that are acquired in collaboration by means of instruction and imitation. In Piagetian terms, spontaneous concepts develop as a result of accommodation and assimilation through a process of adaptation. But with Vygotsky's notion of ‘scientific concepts’, the processes of accommodation and assimilation are distributed between the teacher and learner. In this sense, collaboration means that the learner must accommodate to the assimilation (schemes of assimilation) of the teacher. In the context of this framework, it becomes clear what the learner must acquire over and above the actions provoked by the teacher's instructions in order to master a task and function independently of the teacher. The learner must acquire the ‘schemes of assimilation’ of the teacher in order to self-regulate but it is important not to conflate the teacher's instructions with the teacher's schemes of assimilation or, in plain language, not to conflate the teacher's instructions or actions in performing the task with the teacher's understanding of the task. 

Vygotsky refers to the teacher who is ‘invisibly present’ when a child solves a problem at home on the basis of a model provided by the teacher at school and points out that ‘this aspect of collaboration . . . is contained in what looks from the outside like the child's independent solution of the problem’. But an invisible teacher is not an adequate substitute for a psychological theory and clearly is not intended as such. In the process of learning to solve a problem, the child can make use of the teacher's instructions and, in the absence of the person of the teacher, can rely on a memory or image of the teacher's instructions. This is no different from recalling verbal directions in order to find one's way to reach a particular destination. In this sense, the ‘teacher’ is not invisible at all as the instructions can simply be replayed in the head of the child in much the same way that Piaget described his daughter using deferred imitation by producing a temper tantrum for the first time, having previously observed another child engaging in this kind of behaviour. But to master the problem, to understand why a given problem requires a particular solution and why that solution may also apply to other problems, requires that the learner go beyond the instructions or model and, in doing so, leave the ‘invisible teacher’ behind. In Vygotsky's words, the learner must ‘move from what he has to what he does not have’. As we have seen, Vygotsky's recourse to a special kind of imitation to account for how this process is accomplished simply begs the question not only of the teacher's hidden understanding but even more acutely of the infinite regress of the teacher's teacher. 

Vygotsky's invisible teacher is not the instructor in the classroom or the silent echo of recall in the learner's head but the ‘teacher's teacher’ that sits hidden behind the possibility of meaning as the currency of understanding. Writ large, the task confronting all children at all times is the acquisition of the understandings that constitute the culture through which their lives are lived. Ultimately, the teacher's teacher is the possibility of culture understood as the collective and cumulative understandings that are passed from generation to generation. The fundamental problem posed by the zone of proximal development with ‘collaboration’ and ‘imitation’ as explanatory concepts is that they beg the question of the ‘teacher's teacher’. In the same way that an explanation is required for the invisible hand of natural selection that shapes and designs the products of evolution as a function of the survival of the fittest, so an account must be provided to explain the ‘teacher's teacher’ or simply how meanings are generated, shared and accumulated over time. In short, Vygotsky's concepts of collaboration and imitation provide us with a detour around the problem of how culture is generated and transmitted, as does his statement that ‘Development based on instruction is a fundamental fact.’ Fact it may be, but unexplained it remains conjecture. The danger is that if we simply assume the existence of culture or treat it as a constitutive primal property of human beings, then it becomes a precondition for its own combustion. 



Conscious awareness
 


It seems abundantly clear that Vygotsky's thinking was crucially informed by the concept of conscious awareness and the related concept of volition. He introduces the term very early in the first section of the chapter on the ‘Development of scientific concepts’ in the context of reporting the data18 from his sentence completion experiments with ‘because’ and ‘although’. He claims that the data show that there is a higher level of conscious awareness of scientific concepts than of everyday concepts and he goes on to comment that the table of data ‘demonstrates the leading role of instruction in the development of the school child’ (1987, p. 168). From the outset of the discussion, then, Vygotsky links the process of instruction and the emergence of conscious awareness. In the example of the spontaneous and scientific concepts of ‘flower’ (see above), the teacher's understanding, unlike that of the learner, extends to things that are not before their eyes. For the child for whom ‘flower’ and ‘rose’ or ‘flower’ and ‘plant’ are equivalent terms, there is nothing compelling in the idea that there are more flowers than roses or more plants than flowers. But for the teacher, conscious awareness of the scientific concept ‘flower’ includes the understanding of the hierarchical classificatory system with its logical principles of inclusion that enables the teacher to conclude that there are more flowers than roses and fewer flowers than plants. The role of instruction, then, is to enable the child to learn the scientific concept ‘flower’ and this entails the learner becoming consciously aware of the structure of generalization that distinguishes the scientific concept ‘flower’ from the spontaneous concept ‘flower’. This structure is the system of classification based on hierarchical principles of organization and the system involves not only the components of roses, flowers and plants but also the general logical principles of inclusion that govern hierarchies as well as the more general concept of classification. Herein lies the problem. 

Clearly, instruction cannot assume the existence of the very structure that is the object of the learning process, in this case an understanding of the concept of hierarchical classification. As Vygotsky is at pains to point out with his law of general development, ‘For conscious awareness of a function to be achieved, the individual must first possess what he is to become consciously aware of.’  


It is a general law of development that conscious awareness and mastery characterize only the higher stages of the development of a given function. It arises comparatively late and must be preceded by a stage where conscious awareness is absent, a stage where there is no volition in the application of a given form of conscious activity. For conscious awareness of a function to be achieved, the individual must first possess what he is to become consciously aware of. If we are to master something, we must have at our disposal what is to be subordinated to our will. 

(p. 189)





 



Formulated in relation to functions such as attention, memory and perception that initially follow a natural line of development in the absence of conscious awareness, the general law of development makes good sense. But when instruction is brought into the equation, the law becomes less clear. In the above passage, it is not clear whether instruction operates at the level of the achievement of conscious awareness or of the achievement of what ‘the individual must first possess’. If, as Vygotsky maintains, instruction plays a ‘decisive role’ and is ‘a basic source’ of development,19 then it would appear that it should play the primary role of facilitating for the learner possession of that something for which conscious awareness is necessary. In the above example, this something amounts to the possession of a system of hierarchical classification. But this is precisely the very point to which Vygotsky objects in his criticism of Piaget when he argues that ‘the system – and the conscious awareness that is associated with it – is not brought into the domain of the child's concepts from without’. In case this statement is not sufficient to make his point, Vygotsky follows up by ramming it home: ‘Rather, the system itself presupposes a rich and mature form of concept in the child’ (p. 192). These statements by Vygotsky leave the reader puzzled about the exact role of instruction, particularly in relation to its decisive role as a source of development. In more general terms, the problem is to reconcile the role of instruction in development with Vygotsky's general law of development. To anticipate the argument, this will require a less than decisive or at least a less prominent role for instruction that is linked more to the achievement of conscious awareness than to the development of the conceptual systems that underpin scientific concepts. 

If it is proposed that instruction plays a decisive role in the learning of scientific or mediated concepts, then two problems immediately arise. The first problem is not really different from that raised by Tolstoy and discussed earlier. It arises from Vygotsky's argument that ‘conscious awareness and the presence of a system are synonyms’, as are ‘spontaneity, lack of conscious awareness, and the absence of a system’ (pp. 191–2). If conscious awareness and the presence of a system are packaged together and mean the same thing, how then is it possible for the teacher to convey to the learner conscious awareness in the absence of a system or the reverse? The instructor's conscious awareness is contingent on the presence of a conceptual system that cannot be placed before the learner's eyes, such as the logical operations that constitute a hierarchy or the complex set of interrelations between the concepts that constitute the Marxist theory of exploitation. The problem for a theory of instruction is, on the one hand, how to make learners consciously aware of the system they do not yet possess by virtue of their lack of conscious awareness and, on the other hand, how to facilitate possession of the system in the absence of conscious awareness. It seems that an explanation of instruction or of how teaching can intervene in the learning process must entail an unbundling of the packages of ‘synonyms’ that Vygotsky uses to distinguish between spontaneous and mediated scientific concepts as well as recognition of spontaneous concepts that are different from everyday concepts. Given that the system ‘presupposes a rich and mature form of concept in the child’, the role of the teacher may have more to do with the regulation of the learner's conscious awareness than with the teaching of the systems in which scientific concepts are embedded. This means that conscious awareness must be detached from scientific concepts and Vygotsky's contention that conscious awareness, scientific concepts and conceptual system are synonyms needs to be revised. It is unclear why Vygotsky resorts to the idea of synonyms to capture the idea of a bundle of processes that function together.20 Flour, egg, beater and oven may all be needed to make a cake but this does not make them synonyms. Not only is it more consistent with his theory as a whole to regard conscious awareness as a quality of scientific concepts, rather than another word or term to express the same meaning, it is also more coherent not to conflate a kind of concept (scientific concept) with a kind of consciousness (conscious awareness). 

Contrary to the claim that conscious awareness and a conceptual system are synonyms, in the above passage formulating the general law of development they are clearly separated not only in time but also in functional terms. The crucial statement is that ‘the individual must first possess what he is to become consciously aware of’. If this is the case, then it seems clear not only that two separate processes are involved but also that they occur at different times. First, some function must develop that the child possesses and only then can conscious awareness of this function be achieved. Applied to the plant–flower–rose example, the leaner must ‘first possess’ the hierarchical system before being able to be consciously aware of it. This is analogous to the child first possessing the grammar of language before being consciously aware of its existence. But according to Vygotsky, unlike grammar that develops ‘spontaneously’ from the ground up and not as a function of explicit instruction, for scientific concepts conscious awareness is the very ingredient that is necessary for the development of the system that defines them as scientific concepts rather than spontaneous concepts. In a nutshell, Vygotsky's formulation of the development of scientific concepts seems to violate his own general law of development and the role that he assigns to conscious awareness. Not only are scientific concepts absent from the repertoire of spontaneous concepts that the child has developed, but the developmental path from ‘above’ prescribed for scientific concepts seems to exclude the possibility that the child could first ‘possess’ the very thing of which she must become aware. If, as Vygotsky argues, conscious awareness is a synonym for the presence of a system, then, according to the general law of development, the child would first need to have the presence of the system at her disposal in order to become consciously aware of its presence. But for the system to exist in the first instance, conscious awareness must be present because, in its absence, there can be no system, given that the presence of a system and conscious awareness are synonyms. Consequently, the overriding problem with Vygotsky's argument is that it seems to assume the very thing it attempts to explain, the development of scientific concepts. 

In discussing the emergence of conscious awareness, Vygotsky claims that Piaget's theory cannot answer the question of how it is realized because he bypasses scientific concepts and concentrates only on spontaneous concepts, thereby eliminating the need for any explanation. But Vygotsky seems guilty of the converse operation of assuming the existence of the very system that constitutes scientific concepts in order to show how conscious awareness is realized.  


We found the source of the lack of conscious awareness of concepts . . . in the absence of system in the child's spontaneous concepts . . . We found that conscious awareness is realized through the formation of such a system, a system which is based on specific relations of generality among concepts . . . By its nature, the scientific concept presupposes a system. Scientific concepts are the gate through which conscious awareness enters the domain of the child's concepts. 

(p. 193)





 



In the above passage, ‘the scientific concept presupposes a system’, but recall that in a previous passage Vygotsky also claims that ‘the system itself presupposes a rich and mature form of concept in the child’ (p. 192). The inescapable conclusion, then, is that scientific concepts presuppose the existence of a rich and mature form of concept in the child of which the child can become consciously aware.21 It is this presupposition that represents the vulnerable Achilles heel of Vygotsky's argument. The language of ‘rich’ and ‘mature’ forms suggests a vigorous process of development that is absent in the idea of ‘everyday’ or ‘spontaneous’ concepts. Not only does this process of development occur in the absence of instruction, but it provides the necessary conditions for instruction to operate. The point is not that Vygotsky fails to acknowledge the existence of endogenous developmental processes or even of their importance. On the contrary, in his earlier account of the development of concepts he introduces a crucial second root of development that underpins the use of signs but with its source in the sensorimotor actions of early childhood.22 The point is rather one of neglect or of relegation to a natural process that is worthy of mention but not of explanation. This approach is certainly consistent with Vygotsky's general framework in which natural functions such as attention, memory and perception are transformed into higher mental functions by the use of signs that permit conscious awareness of the functions themselves. But there is not a neat parallel between Vygotsky's account of the development of functions such as attention, memory and perception and the development of concepts. 

It was pointed out earlier that Vygotsky cites attention and memory as examples of functions that initially lack conscious awareness but that we possess and have at our disposal. It is noteworthy that no mention of instruction or its decisive role is made in regard to the higher development of these functions. But, unlike attention and memory where conscious awareness ‘isolates’ the ‘natural’ function and thereby enables voluntary control and mastery over the function, Vygotsky argues that spontaneous concepts are restructured from above by means of instruction in scientific concepts.23 Given his insistence that ‘Consciousness develops as a whole’ (p. 187), there does not seem to be any compelling reason why spontaneous concepts should remain beyond the reach of conscious awareness or why they should only be restructured ‘from above’. It seems entirely consistent with Vygotsky's general theoretical explanation to postulate that, as in the case of the other functions he discusses, conscious awareness of spontaneous concepts would ‘isolate’ or ‘generalize’ the intellectual function that attaches or relates the concept (flower, rose) to the object. Mastery and voluntary control over this function would enable the child to master the use of signs such as words (‘flower’) to represent objects. This would place signs at our disposal and open the possibility that conscious awareness would isolate or generalize signs as ‘objects’ that can be represented by other signs and subordinated to our will. In this process, it would seem that instruction is no more decisive than in the mastery and control of attention and memory. In fact, an explanation of this kind goes some way to explaining how the ‘rich and mature form of concept’ that is necessary for the acquisition of Vygotsky's scientific concepts arises in the child24 and this, in turn, provides a solution to the second problem referred to earlier in connection with the proposition that instruction plays a decisive role in the learning of scientific concepts. 

The problem confronting any theory of development based on instruction is how to avoid the trap of the infinite regress of the ‘teacher's teacher’. Vygotsky's argument that spontaneous and scientific concepts develop from opposite directions, bottom-up and top-down respectively, seems to fall headlong into the trap. Not only is it necessary to provide an explanation of how scientific concepts are possible in the first instance, that is in the absence of instruction, but such an explanation would also have the effect of relegating instruction to a secondary role. Clearly, without a meaningless regression to infinity, instruction can only function as a secondary ‘source’ in the sense that it conceals the actual primary origin of the function. This is what stands behind the term ‘presuppose’ and explains why Vygotsky is compelled to use the term. The upshot is that Vygotsky's claims about the ‘decisive’ and ‘leading’ nature of instruction need to be curtailed. The ‘system’ that lies at the heart of scientific concepts and distinguishes them from non-scientific concepts holds the key to understanding the process. As Vygotsky's own general law of development states, this system must develop before conscious awareness of it is possible and this also means that the system must be present before instruction is possible. Cast in this light, Vygotsky's claim that ‘Scientific concepts are the gate through which conscious awareness enters the domain of the child's concepts’ (see above) must be taken at face value. Scientific concepts provide a point of entry for conscious awareness. But this does not mean that in the process the system also gains entry through a back gate on the basis of a synonym ticket. As we have seen, conscious awareness cannot come to the rescue of explaining how the system arises because the system must first arise and be present in order to be the object of conscious awareness. The space for instruction to play its part is not across the broad sweep of development but in the more restricted but crucially important area that lies between the construction of systems of mental operations and the development of systems of thought, such as scientific theories, legal and political systems, technology and so on, through the extraordinary accomplishment of human culture. It is precisely this space that is occupied by the zone of proximal development in which the ‘child's performance is restricted to limits which are determined by the state of his development and his intellectual potential’ (p. 209). 


Instruction, development and the zone of proximal development
 


The notion of the zone of proximal development as a collaborative learning opportunity with no boundaries other than the teacher's enthusiasm and the learner's unquenchable thirst for knowledge may reflect a popular conception but is at odds with Vygotsky's rather narrow and restricted description.25 In the following passage, which deserves more attention than it seems to have received, Vygotsky explicitly emphasizes that the learning–teaching process and zone of proximal development is not open-ended and that instruction is subject to the limitations and constraints of development.  


If I am not able to play chess, I will not be able to play a match even if a chess master shows me how. If I know arithmetic, but run into difficulty with the solution of a complex problem, a demonstration will immediately lead to my own resolution of the problem. On the other hand, if I do not know higher mathematics, a demonstration of the resolution of a differential equation will not move my own thought in that direction by a single step . . . We said that in collaboration the child can always do more than he can independently. We must add the stipulation that he cannot do infinitely more. What collaboration contributes to the child's performance is restricted to limits which are determined by the state of his development and his intellectual potential. 

(p. 209)





 



We need to pause and reflect carefully on what Vygotsky is saying in the above passage. Far from projecting a picture of instruction leading or moving ahead of development, it seems hemmed-in and contained within the fairly tight limits of ‘the state of his development and his intellectual potential’. Here the zone of proximal development is not about expanding horizons but about showing how knowledge that the child already possesses can be used or applied in the solution of a new problem. This is certainly not a trivial pursuit but neither is it a major accomplishment in terms of the overall development of the child. The view that is expressly stated seems to conform perfectly well to the idea that effective instruction is only possible once a certain level of development has been reached.26 The problem is that Vygotsky also seems to say the very opposite by claiming that instruction moves ahead and leads development (p. 211), a point that he makes more than once. 


The only instruction which is useful in childhood is that which moves ahead of development, that which leads it.

Instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development.

(p. 212)





 



It was pointed out in the previous chapter that in making these claims about instruction leading or providing a source of development, Vygotsky is referring to a special kind of instruction and a specific kind of development. The instruction Vygotsky refers to takes place in the context of the school classroom. Although embedded in a chapter about the ‘Development of scientific concepts’, the context for the discussion about the relationship between instruction and development, as well as the zone of proximal development, is school learning, with examples drawn from the learning of grammar, foreign language learning, writing and arithmetic. Even more important is that a very special kind of development is led by this instruction that somehow manages to stay ahead of the development that trails behind it. Unlike the development involved in the mastery of chess or higher mathematics, it is the development of conscious awareness and volition that is a function of instruction. By way of explanation, Vygotsky points out that children do not acquire new grammatical or syntactical structures at school.  


What the child does learn in school, however, is conscious awareness of what he does. He learns to operate on the foundation of his capacities in a volitional manner. His capacity moves from an unconscious automatic plane to a voluntary, intentional, and conscious plane. 

(p. 206)





 



The above passage is important because it illustrates very clearly that, contrary to expectation, it is not the child's ‘capacities’ that develop or are changed in any way by the effects of instruction. The development is not about ‘capacities’ but about a movement from an ‘unconscious automatic plane to a voluntary, intentional, and conscious plane’. In much the same way that a child who knows arithmetic can be made aware of how to solve more complex arithmetical problems, so a child who already has the capacity for grammar can be made consciously aware of this capacity or competence. It goes without saying that in both cases the development of the underlying capacity is assumed and in neither case does instruction move ahead of or lead this development. Vygotsky does not attempt to explain the development of the capacities or mental operations upon which school subjects are based but instead refers to ‘the basic new formations of the school age – conscious awareness and mastery’ that ‘have a common foundation in the child's mind’ (p. 206). 

It is necessary to emphasize the point that the kind of development envisaged by Vygotsky in terms of conscious awareness and volition is very different to the common and typical use of the term development to refer to the acquisition of the very capacities of which the child will become consciously aware during the course of development. If we substitute conscious awareness for development then the statements about the leading role of instruction lose some of their gloss. To say that instruction leads and is always ahead of a learner's conscious awareness seems like a statement of the obvious.27 But to say that instruction is about conscious awareness is far from stating the obvious. The problem is that Vygotsky does not sufficiently exploit this insight28 and develop a full-blown theory of instruction based on conscious awareness rather than the transmission of information. This is a point to which we will return and discuss in more detail but before doing this it is necessary to carefully sift through his arguments about the relationship between instruction and development, in particular as they relate to the zone of proximal development. 



Development and instruction
 


As indicated, Vygotsky uses the term development not only in a highly idiosyncratic way but also in a way that is misleading.29 The context of the discussion about the relationship between instruction and development is the distinction between scientific and non-scientific or spontaneous concepts. Scientific concepts are tied to instruction in the sense that they are not spontaneous and are acquired as a function of instruction. In contrast, spontaneous concepts are independent of instruction and arise as a function of developmental processes that are internal or endogenous to the child. In this context, the term development is offset against instruction, but Vygotsky does not seem consistent in his use of development to refer to processes that are separate from and independent of instruction. To anticipate the discussion, if instruction and development are not independent and separate processes and if there is an overlap between them, then it becomes misleading to talk of relationships between them. 

We need to exercise care when development is contrasted with instruction and even more so if placed in a position of opposition to instruction. The problem is that the term ‘development’ does not have a fixed or immediately obvious meaning and, unless indicated, it is not clear whether learning from instruction is included as a component or aspect of the development process or whether it is specifically excluded, leaving the concept of development to refer to processes that are independent of instruction. In short, the term ‘development’ can be used in at least two ways: in a strict sense of excluding instruction; and in an all-inclusive sense that refers to the accumulation of knowledge and understanding that a child has acquired from whatever source by a particular time or age. The former, narrow meaning of development would apply to Piaget's spontaneous concepts that the child constructs independently of direct instruction. However, as the following passage indicates, Vygotsky seems to hedge his bets on this score.  


Basic to our approach is the concept that instruction and development are neither two entirely independent processes nor a single process. In our view, they are two processes with complex interrelationships. 

(p. 201)





 



This way of conceptualizing instruction and development is not entirely satisfactory as it is not clear whether any function can be attached to the processes of instruction and development independently of the complex interrelationships between them or whether the interrelationships are necessary for their functioning. Attempts to establish or clarify the relationship between instruction and development must, from the outset, distinguish the different meanings of these terms and, in particular, whether any kind of instruction is included in the process of development. Although Vygotsky does not directly address this issue, he does provide an important clue to how he views the relationship between these processes by relating them to the zone of proximal development.  


Instruction and development seem to be related in the same way that the zone of proximal development and the level of actual development are related. The only instruction which is useful in childhood is that which moves ahead of development, that which leads it. However, it is only possible to teach a child when he is able to learn. Instruction is possible only where there is a potential for imitation. This means that instruction must be oriented to the lower threshold of the development cycle which has already occurred. 

(p. 211)





 



In the above passage, Vygotsky seems to be treading a very fine line between the argument that instruction must ‘move ahead’ of development, on the one hand, and that it ‘must be oriented’ to development that ‘has already occurred’, on the other hand. Although his argument may appear similar to that of the development-led approach he criticizes, in which it is argued that for instruction in a particular sphere to succeed, children must have reached some necessary level of development, there is a subtle but crucial difference. As he makes clear, Vygotsky does not challenge or deny that effective instruction is dependent on a prior level of development. Rather, his point is that the development in question need not be complete and that instruction plays a part in the process of the development.30 But the important point in this conception is that instruction and development begin to mould into each other. The clue to this relation between instruction and development lies in Vygotsky's comment in the above passage that it is the same relation as that obtaining between the zone of proximal development and the level of actual development. 

In relation to the zone of proximal development that refers to what a child can achieve with outside help or in collaboration with others, the level of actual development refers to what a child can do independently, on her own. But at any given time or level of development, part of what a person can do alone is due to previous learning and instruction from others. Knowledge of one's name, date of birth, address and telephone number, and all that constitutes the social and cultural identity of a person at any age, is acquired as a direct function of the intervention of others in the learning process of the person concerned. In this sense, the actual level of development refers to the all-inclusive accumulation of knowledge and understanding irrespective of its source or path of acquisition. If the zone of proximal development is understood as a spiral so that as one cycle of learning is completed it provides a new lower developmental limit for the next cycle, then it is clear that for the child at any given time ‘the level of actual development’ includes all previous learning, in particular the child's previous potential level of development. If, as Vygotsky maintains, instruction and development are related in the same way as the zone of proximal development and the level of actual development, then that relationship is not between two independent entities but rather seems to reflect different moments of an unfolding process. 

This inclusive relationship between instruction and development31 is reflected in the language Vygotsky uses when describing the distinctive role of instruction. Unlike Piaget for whom the dominant idiom is of a child constructing reality, in terms of the formative concepts of space, time, number, causality, conservation and so on, that for the child had not previously existed, Vygotsky's ‘instruction’ requires and assumes the prior existence of something to ‘impel’ or ‘waken’. Despite his claim that instruction should be viewed as a source of development, and that it moves ahead of development, he also seems at pains to rein in and limit its role to expanding or provoking or stretching existing capacities. 


Instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development. When it does, it impels or wakens a whole series of functions that are in a stage of maturation lying in the zone of proximal development. 

(p. 212; italics in the original)





 



In the above passage, the envisaged functions are not created or constructed by means of instruction but already ‘are in a stage of maturation’, apparently in a kind of dormant state. Using different terms, it seems that Vygotsky is alluding to the presence of an underlying competence that is brought to life or put to work by an explicit or conscious process of instruction that elicits specific performances that provide the content for the child's other-directed conscious awareness. For example, in terms of a theory of exploitation, the instruction may be ahead of or more advanced than the concept of fairness developed spontaneously by the child. But for the schoolchild to learn and understand the theory of exploitation, she must already possess and have at her disposal the cognitive operations that underpin and constitute the connective tissue that binds the parts of the theory of exploitation into a coherent whole or system. These ‘spontaneous’ operations, such as identity and equivalence, develop alongside everyday concepts such as fairness and determine their shape and form. 

To the extent that development, in the strict and narrow sense that excludes instruction, imposes limits on what a child is able to understand, the zone of proximal development will be constrained by these limits, a point that Vygotsky himself fully appreciates and emphasizes. But we should not lose sight of the underlying theoretical implications of the fact that the zone of proximal development is constrained at its limits and is not an open system. It does not provide an explanation for the acquisition or development of concepts or ways of understanding that are not learned from others, concepts that serve to structure the learning experience, whether direct or mediated, upon which instruction depends. In the same way that Piaget's theory is limited in its explanatory scope by its deliberate exclusion of the effects of instruction on the child's cognitive development, so Vygotsky's zone of proximal development does not provide an explanation for the acquisition or development of concepts that are not learned on the basis of instruction. Whether these categories of thought are hardwired and available as a priori or ‘innate ideas’ or, as Piaget contends, constructed by the child in the course of development, they remain outside of the zone of proximal development and, to a large extent, define its boundaries. These two sets of processes are distinguished by Vygotsky in terms of a process of instruction with its own ‘internal structure’, on the one hand, and the internal processes at work ‘in the head of each pupil’, on the other hand. But he is also careful to avoid the suggestion that the ‘internal network of processes’ arise as a direct consequence of instruction. 


There is a process of instruction which has its own internal structure, its own sequence, and its own emerging logic. At the same time, in the head of each pupil, there is an internal network of processes which are called to life and motivated in school instruction. These have their own logic of development however. Among the basic tasks of the psychology of school instruction is to clarify this internal logic, the internal course of development that is called to life by a particular course of instruction. 

(p. 208)





 



In the above passage, Vygotsky uses the evocative phrase ‘called to life’ to capture the role of instruction in much the same way as he spoke of instruction ‘impelling’ or ‘awakening’ functions. But in using this phrase he also at the same time limits and restricts the role of instruction. The ‘internal network of processes’ may be called to life by instruction but they ‘have their own logic of development’. In this sense, Vygotsky's process of instruction is dependent on the logic of development of the internal network of processes ‘in the head of each pupil’. Expressed differently, Vygotsky's theory, as reflected in the structure of the zone of proximal development, is predicated on a primary substrate with its own internal logic that always pre-exists mediated learning and establishes it as a secondary function albeit with its own ‘internal structure’. A comprehensive theory of learning, development and instruction must entail explanations of how children develop capacity or competence as well as how such understanding may be further extended and enriched. The theory must explain how a child who does not know arithmetic acquires this knowledge and it must entail an explanation of the primary cognitive operations upon which arithmetic is based.32 Similarly, the theory must explain the operations that underpin the concept of a ‘game’ as well as the rules that constitute the form of a particular game such as chess. In other words, the theory must include an explanation of the ‘limits’ and the ‘intellectual potential’ and not only the space or zone in between. It is in this sense that Vygotsky's explanation or theory is incomplete. 

As we have seen, throughout the discussion about the relationship between instruction and development there appears to be, if not a contradiction, a tension between the idea that instruction leads development, on the one hand, but is also dependent on its achievements, on the other hand. There is a sense in which Vygotsky's theory seems to over-reach itself by attempting to explain more than it can. In the first few lines of the opening paragraph of the chapter, Vygotsky sets the tone by claiming that the problem of the development of scientific concepts ‘contains the key to the whole history of the child's mental development’ (p. 167). In the course of developing the theory he tries to unlock the problem of the relationship between development and instruction and also introduces the concepts of conscious awareness and imitation. But perhaps most significant is the way in which Vygotsky engages with Piaget and presents his own ideas as an alternative not only to other prevailing theories but specifically and explicitly to those of Piaget. In so doing, the questions to which the zone of proximal development and related concepts are an answer become entangled with Vygotsky's engagement with his interpretation of Piaget's ideas. Rather than follow Vygotsky's approach, it seems more productive to leave open the question of what the theory is designed to explain and to consider the possibility that, contrary to Vygotsky's view, his theory is not an alternative to Piaget but addresses the very issues Piaget deliberately ignored. According to Vygotsky, his own theory is about instruction and the development of scientific concepts and the explicit context is an alternative to Piaget's theory. But all of Vygotsky's key explanatory concepts, such as conscious awareness, imitation and conceptual systems, depend on the development of operations that are generated independently by the child and are not a function of instruction.33

The major difference that Vygotsky introduces is not the obvious fact that instruction plays a role in the development of the child's thinking but that instruction provides a ‘source’ of development. Certainly, Piaget was not blind to the influence of schooling and of other social and cultural factors that impinge on the child's development. But although he regarded these factors as necessary for development, he argued that they were not sufficient and for this reason could not provide a source or point of origin for the development of what he called logico-mathematical thinking. Contrary to the view of a fundamental opposition between the two theories or paradigms, often emanating from caricatures of the actual theories,34 and notwithstanding Vygotsky's own assertions, there is a sense in which Vygotsky's theory relies for its coherence and explanatory power, if not directly on Piaget, then on a comparable theory that can provide an explanation for the development of spontaneous concepts or, in more general terms, the foundation upon which ‘higher types of concepts’ are built. 
In attempting to relate Vygotsky and Piaget's theories, it is important to understand that Vygotsky's distinction between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ forms of thought cannot be mapped directly onto the form of Piaget's theory. Piaget's theory is about the development of spontaneous logico-mathematical concepts or operations and, as pointed out earlier, he regards non-spontaneous concepts such as Vygotsky's scientific concepts as lying beyond the reach of his theory. For Piaget, such mediated concepts that arise from instruction are secondary in the sense of being derived from or dependent on the primary operations constructed by the child and in terms of which the child understands the world. Piaget's theory does not accommodate a distinction between higher and lower mental functions with different and opposite origins or sources of development. However, for Vygotsky, the distinction between lower and higher mental functions is a crucial distinction upon which his entire theory turns, with separate sources or points of origin in biology (natural) and culture (social). Lower functions are those defined by a path from child to object whereas higher functions are those in which the path runs through another person. In this framework, Piaget's spontaneous concepts that originate in the sensorimotor activities of infancy represent ‘lower’ or ‘natural’ mental functions. 

In addition to the distinction between lower and higher, there is also a connotation of simplicity and complexity that attaches to Vygotsky's categories of lower and higher, respectively. For Vygotsky, scientific concepts are more complex than spontaneous concepts, being defined, as they are, by their relationship to other concepts within a system. But complexity is not an essential aspect of knowledge that derives from other people. As mentioned previously, all kinds of simple but significant knowledge, from the names we bear to the food we eat and festivals we celebrate, derive not primarily from the exercise of our own minds but from that of others. Conversely, complexity can hardly be denied to Piaget's spontaneous concrete and formal operations that play a formative role in the construction of scientific theories, relative to the sensorimotor actions on the basis of which they are constructed. The point, then, is that there is not a neat correspondence between complexity and non-spontaneous mediated concepts, on the one hand, and between simplicity and spontaneous concepts, on the other hand. 

Instead of a conception of two broad kinds of concepts that operate in parallel or, as Vygotsky would have it, from opposite directions, we can think of mediated and spontaneous concepts as two intersecting axes or dimensions that stretch from simple to complex. In this orthogonal conception it becomes clear that Piaget and Vygotsky are not alternative competing approaches but are essentially at cross-purposes. Furthermore, if we consider the two theories paradigmatically, not as competing explanations for the same set of phenomena but as complementary theories addressing different aspects of a complex phenomenon,35 then the two dimensions can be represented as development and instruction, the former in the strict sense of endogenous development independent of instruction and the latter in the compound sense of learning and teaching. This has important implications for the way we think about the very question that Vygotsky posed of the relationship between development and instruction and also the answers he provided, in particular as they incorporate the concept of the zone of proximal development. 

Vygotsky's criticism of Piaget has not stood the test of time. Fifty years of elaboration and refinement of Piaget's theory leaves the contemporary reader perplexed by the errors and contradictions that Vygotsky attributes to Piaget. Not only does it seem that Vygotsky was mistaken but that his own assumptions, formulated in direct opposition to his understanding of Piaget, seem to coincide with uncanny accuracy with those of Piaget; admittedly, a more mature Piaget who was not accessible to Vygotsky. But in one significant respect Vygotsky's assessment of Piaget's approach remains perfectly valid and this relates to the fact that instruction lies beyond its reach. As we have seen, this produces an important asymmetry between the two theories because a theory of instruction cannot ignore or turn a blind eye to development whereas the reverse is not necessarily the case, as Piaget steadfastly over the years has demonstrated. The concept of instruction includes both learning and teaching processes as necessary moments in the acquisition of new understanding. Implicit in the notion of instruction is some kind of collaboration or cooperation between a teacher and a learner. The structure of a learning–teaching situation is that the teacher possesses the understanding necessary to solve a task whereas the learner must acquire this understanding. This is the structure of the zone of proximal development and a theory of instruction must explain how children accomplish the feat of acquiring new understanding. A good point of departure for a theory of learning and teaching is to begin with learning and teaching paradoxes that seem to establish their apparent impossibility. 



The learning and teaching paradoxes
 


The problem of how learning or new understanding is possible has an ancient provenance and is captured in Plato's Meno paradox as follows:  


A man cannot inquire either about that which he knows, or about that which he does not know; for assuming he knows he has no need to inquire; nor can he inquire about that which he does not know, for he does not know about that which he has to inquire. 

(Jowett, 1953, 80d) 





 



Like other paradoxes, the Meno or learning paradox is intriguing because the internal logic is at odds with the reality it represents.36 Children and adults do learn new kinds of understanding and instruction does seem to play a part in the learning process. However, the paradox is a useful device to focus our minds and sharpen our analytical tools. Earlier, it was pointed out that explanations of learning that rely on teaching run up against the learning paradox when the question of the teacher's teacher is raised. But teaching as a source of learning is not only faced with the problem of an infinite regress but with a teaching paradox that is the converse of the learning paradox. Teaching is a form of communication and communication is only possible on the basis of shared meanings. When meaning is shared there is no need for teaching and when shared meaning is absent communication is not possible. Given that the zone of proximal development is constituted by teaching and learning, it is the natural home for both the learning and teaching paradoxes. An adequate theoretical explanation of the processes at work in the zone of proximal development will need to confront and resolve the problems raised by these paradoxes. The first step in this direction is to break out of the circle of knowing, in the case of learning, and the circle of meaning, in respect of teaching. 

If understanding does not float between heads and if, as Vygotsky contends, education is ‘itself a source of development’,37 then the path from the source to the learner must be explained and the explanation will necessitate something that intervenes and serves as an interface between the known of the teacher and the not-known of the learner. It is this interface that must provide the source for the teaching and learning (or development) of new understanding.38 Vygotsky's concept of imitation does attempt to provide a mechanism that links the teacher and learner but the concept of imitation is more like a conduit than an interface through which one kind of ‘information’ is transformed into another. The reason why we need to think in terms of an interface is because the teacher cannot teach, at least not directly, what the learner needs to know without falling foul of the learning and teaching paradoxes. In other words, the teacher cannot teach the very understanding that is the object of learning because the learner cannot use the old or existing understanding that needs to be replaced as a means to grasp new understanding. This problem is compounded when the learning–teaching situation is removed from a formal education context and occurs informally. In this more ‘natural’ situation outside of the classroom, the ‘teacher’, as a better informed or more experienced other, may not even be aware of the understanding that informs and shapes her ways of solving problems or meeting task demands in a collaborative situation. 

The interface between teaching and learning, between old and new understanding, is action. The source of learning and acquiring new understanding lies in actions that the learner can perform and that the teacher can regulate. Because these actions are other-regulated by a teacher or informed other, they can be performed without prior understanding. The learner does not learn understanding
from the teacher but from the meaning of the actions she, the learner, performs. In this sense, the teacher is not the source of learning but an external resource who can direct the learner to act in ways appropriate to the solution of a task, in the absence of any prior understanding on the part of the learner, or even any explicit or reflective understanding on the part of the teacher. In performing actions that satisfy the demands of a new task, whether of an overt sensorimotor kind or covert ‘mental’ operations, the meaning of the task resides in the actions that constitute its solution.39 Understanding, then, is a recipe for action.40 To understand means to be able to perform or act in a particular way irrespective of whether the actions involved are overt or covert. Unlike things in the world, such as knots and bicycles where understanding finds expression in their overt use, the understanding of concepts and theories does not consist of or reside in overt actions. The concept of a hierarchy or a theory of exploitation requires that we ‘think’ about ‘ideas’ in particular organized ways. Thinking consists of ordering and relating ideas, and ordering and relating our thoughts involves acting on and with the ideas or contents of our minds. To understand the concept of hierarchy or a theory of exploitation means that we act on or regulate or structure41 our thoughts so that the meaning of a hierarchy or theory of exploitation is not a ready-made piece of knowledge that is stored in our memories but a set of actions or a prescription to act (or think) in one way rather than another. The distinction between ‘know-it’, ‘know-how’ and ‘know-that’ may be a valid way to classify knowledge as a product but the process of knowing or understanding knows no such distinction. All understanding is a kind of knowing-how, not in the ‘know-how’ sense of a technique for performing a skill but in the ‘operative’ sense of a ‘how-way’ of doing that constitutes the knowing. 

To use another of Vygotsky's examples, if I know how to tie a knot and also know that a knot is a joining device, what do I understand in each case or wherein lies the difference in my understanding? Although he did not pose this question, Vygotsky provides a telling answer.  


I tie a knot. I do it consciously. I cannot, however, say precisely how I have done it. My action, which is conscious, turns out to be lacking in conscious awareness because my attention is directed toward the act of tying, not on how I carry out the act. Consciousness always represents some piece of reality. The object of my consciousness in this example is the tying of the knot, that is, the knot and what I do with it. However, the actions that I carry out in tying the knot – what I am doing – is not the object of my consciousness. However, it can become the object of consciousness when there is conscious awareness. Conscious awareness is an act of consciousness whose object is the activity of consciousness itself. 

(p. 190)





 



I tie a knot for some purpose of joining two ends of a string such as a shoelace. The knot is the object of my consciousness and I am consciously aware beforehand that a knot will join the two ends of the string. The act of tying represents my understanding in action. But in learning to tie a knot and before I know or understand the concept of a knot, the sequence of tying actions must be the object of my consciousness. When the knot is tied it embodies the tying actions and the resulting ‘knot-object’ can then become the object of my consciousness to which an act of conscious awareness can be applied. In this example, the difference between ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’ does not involve different kinds of understanding or consciousness or conscious awareness but rather different objects of understanding, tying-objects and knot-objects. 

When Vygotsky speaks of a model that a learner must imitate in the course of instruction, or of a conceptual system that a child must learn in the course of development, or of a structure that can be transferred without training to other concepts and domains of thought, we need to ask and answer the question of what it is that constitutes these abstract entities (model, system, structure) that are covered by the generic term ‘understanding’. Following Vygotsky, we can provide two different kinds of answers or analyses to which he applied the metaphorical terms phenotypic and genotypic to distinguish between product and process, or description and explanation. The English word ‘understanding’ is a curious compound and in a sense is deeply misleading. It carries a strong flavour of inactivity as suggested by ‘stand’ and a kind of fixity is suggested by ‘under’, such that the combination seems to resist the idea that understanding is a process or functional structure rather than an inert structure.42 In the same way that we can store recipes in a book, or in a computer or human memory, so we can store the products of our understanding such as the concept of a knot or hierarchy. But when we need to use our understanding to create meaning in order to produce a hierarchical classification system or to formulate policies to combat exploitation, then the usage entails that we act by organizing our thoughts in accordance with the task at hand. If understanding is constituted by actions and consists of sets or packages of coordinated actions, in much the way that Piaget suggested, then the learning of new understanding is a matter of learning new ways of acting. 

In the zone of proximal development, the key or proximal condition that unlocks new learning is not instruction but action. The role of instruction is not to transmit understanding but to generate action on the part of the learner. In collaboration with teachers, learners act by following instructions but they learn and understand on their own; teachers do not teach understanding, or models, or systems, or structures. The decisive role or intervention of the teacher is to structure the learning situation in ways that facilitate the kinds of actions from learners that may not be produced spontaneously43 but that are necessary to meet and satisfy the demands of the task. In so doing, the teacher indirectly (and even sometimes inadvertently) precipitates conscious awareness in the learner by making her actions the object of her consciousness.44 Action is what unifies and sets Piaget and Vygotsky apart.45 Piaget's theory is grounded in spontaneous action whereas the point of departure for Vygotsky's theory is mediated action. Human action has a dual source in our natural and social heritage, and how we act, and can act, is a function of our biology and culture. In their own ways, Piaget and Vygotsky both acknowledge a biological and social source of human action and in electing to focus their theories on one source rather than the other, they do not deny the existence and influence of the other but take it for granted as a necessary condition for human development. With relatively minor adjustments to their theories, the insights of these two ‘titans of developmental theory’46 can be integrated to provide a formidable explanation of the mind that defines Homo sapiens. 





1 Although Vygotsky focuses on school instruction he points out that instruction is not limited only to schooling (p. 238). 





2 See the quotation and discussion in Chapter 4. 





3 The examples cited by Vygotsky, such as the child's use of the term ‘brother’ as an example of a spontaneous concept, are drawn from a relatively early phase of Piaget's research. 





4 Piaget's meaning seems analogous to the idea of spontaneous combustion where the ‘cause’ is endogenous or from within. 





5 For example, the groupings that depict concrete operations, and the sixteen binary operations with the INCR group. 





6 See Vonèche's comments (2008, p. 91) in Chapter 3, note 21. 





7 In essence, the point is that the decisive role of instruction is not to convey information but to evoke a state of conscious awareness in the learner. 





8 ‘The explanation begins when one understands that a subject whose perspective is determined by his action has no reason for becoming aware of anything except its results; decentering, on the other hand, i.e., shifting one's focus and comparing one action with other possible ones, particularly with the actions of other people, leads to awareness of “how” and to true operations’ (Piaget, quoted in Vygotsky, p. 272). 





9 In this connection, Tryphon and Vonèche (1996, p. 5) comment that ‘Clearly, Vygotsky was fusing into one concept the notion of egocentric language à la Piaget and that of internal private language.’ 





10 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of sociogenesis. 





11 ‘If I pour the liquid back into the first container . . .’ 





12 As pointed out in Chapter 3, Vygotsky did not elaborate his notion of ‘potential concepts’ that seem to provide a bridge between psuedoconcepts and the proper concepts that constitute non-spontaneous ‘scientific concepts’. 





13 ‘A (roses) + A′ (flowers other than roses) = B (flowers) and that A = B – A′, consequently A < B’ (Piaget, quoted in Vygotsky, 1986, p. 273). 





14 This is precisely the situation in a standard Piagetian conservation of quantity experiment in which a child must use intellectual operations, such as reversibility, to overcome the misleading appearance of more and less quantity. 





15
Chaiklin (2003, p. 52) comments that, ‘The term imitation in Vygotsky's texts should be read with an awareness that a special technical meaning is intended. Whether Vygotsky's concept of imitation is elaborated adequately is a different question and deserves further examination.’ 





16 See Chapter 9 for examples. 





17 This paves the way for a Piagetian take on the notion of distributed cognition. 





18 The numbers in the table (see Chapter 4, p. 99) do not in themselves show anything about conscious awareness and Vygotsky's conclusion to this effect is clearly an inference based on theoretical assumptions. This is not intended as a trite methodological criticism but as a comment on the implicit centrality of the concept of conscious awareness in Vygotsky's theoretical framework. 





19 ‘It is reasonable to anticipate that research will show that instruction is a basic source of the development of the child's concepts and an extremely powerful force in directing this process. This assumption is based on the generally accepted fact that instruction plays a decisive role in determining the entire fate of the child's mental development during the school age, including the development of his concepts’ (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 177). 





20 It would not be surprising to discover that a translation problem around the word ‘synonym’ has occurred. 





21 Chaiklin (2003, p. 54) comments that, ‘The main focus for collaborative interventions is to find evidence for maturing psychological functions, with the assumption that the child could only take advantage of these interventions because the maturing function supports an ability to understand the significance of the support being offered.’ 





22 Although Vygotsky does not explicitly relate these two accounts beyond reference to the fact that scientific concepts are fully developed proper concepts, it is possible that the potential concepts that arise from the second sensorimotor root are what he has in mind when referring to rich and mature forms of concept. 





23 ‘We are interested in demonstrating that the first system – a system that emerges in the sphere of scientific concepts – is transferred structurally to the domain of everyday concepts, restructuring the everyday concept and changing its internal nature from above’ (p. 192). 





24 Discussing Piaget's concept of the taking of or grasp of consciousness, Martí (1996) comments that, ‘Piaget admits that taking consciousness generates conceptualizations of different degrees of explication, ranging from vague awareness in automatically regulated success, to manifest and clearly verbalized consciousness (Piaget, 1974/1977).’ He also mentions Karmiloff-Smith's (1992) concept of ‘representational redescription – which is responsible for the passage from unconscious, implicit knowledge linked to functioning, to conscious, accessible knowledge, expressed by verbal explanations’. 





25 Chaiklin (2003, pp. 39–64) provides a comprehensive discussion and critique of various accounts of the zone of proximal development. 





26 Berthoud-Papandropoulou and Kilcher (1996, p. 186) claim to ‘find a theoretical complementarity between Piaget and Vygotsky’. They invoke ‘Piaget's concept of assimilability which allows us to specify the limits of the zone of proximal development for a given subject faced with a particular problem. In contrast to the general mechanism of assimilation, assimilability refers to the subject's potential ability – at a given point in his or her development – to integrate new objects by slightly readapting existing schemata.’ 





27 If instruction means to show or demonstrate or tell a learner how to do something that the learner has not done previously, then the showing or demonstrating or telling must surely be ahead of the learner's conscious awareness that can only follow on from the process of instruction. 





28 ‘Instruction influences the development of the higher mental functions in a manner that exceeds the limits of the specific content and material of each subject’ (p. 208). 





29 This is not to imply that Vygotsky deliberately set out to mislead. 





30 ‘Instruction depends on processes that have not yet matured, processes that have just entered the first phases of their development’ (1987, p. 205). 





31 This accords well with Vygotsky's statement (1978, pp. 90–1) of ‘the unity but not the identity of learning processes and internal developmental processes’. 





32 In discussing the learning and teaching (and also the development) of mathematics, Ilyenkov (2007a, p. 45) comments as follows: ‘Number and counting really presupposed and presuppose as real preconditions a number of ideas that mathematics (like “all sciences”) was to come to understand only in retrospect. I speak here of the general preconditions of both number and counting, of the concepts that must be developed (and mastered) before number and counting because they are more general in character and therefore logically simpler.’ 





33 Chaiklin (2003, pp. 49–50) comments that ‘According to Vygotsky's theory, the maturing functions are the source of changes in the internal structure of a given age period’ and also that ‘These functions are not created in interaction; rather interaction provides conditions for identifying their existence and the extent to which they have developed’ (p. 58). 





34 Wozniak (1996, p. 11), citing Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991), refers to the ‘static taxonomic contrasts of Piaget versus Vygotsky that litter the intellectual landscape’. 





35 A child may discover all kinds of properties about a cup by actively engaging with it, but to use Wozniak's (1996, p. 21) apposite example, the understanding that it is grandmother's cup and that it must be treated with care entails a social engagement with other people. 





36 I am indebted to Juan Pascual-Leone for alerting me many years ago to the theoretical challenge posed by the learning paradox, in particular in relation to Piaget. 





37 ‘Education would be completely unnecessary if it merely utilized what had already matured in the developmental process, if it were not itself a source of development’ (p. 212). 





38 A similar point is made by Ilyenkov (2007a, p. 27) with respect to the process of resolving contradictions. He refers to a ‘conductor’ or ‘intermediary’ that ‘must be a direct combination (unity) of different and opposite attributes’ like ‘an interpreter between two people who speak different languages can only be a third person who speaks both languages’. 





39 In this sense, the meaning of a conservation task resides in the operation of reversibility. To conserve ‘means’ to reverse an operation. 





40 Geertz (1975, p. 44) argues that culture can be understood ‘as a set of control mechanisms – plans, recipes, rules, instructions (what computer engineers call “programs”) – for the governing of behavior’. 





41 In Vygotsky's terms, we link ideas to form a system. 





42 This is similar to Piaget's term ‘assimilation’ that in ordinary usage suggests absorption or a taking-in, when in the context of the theory it means almost the opposite and refers to an act or something that is done by the subject rather than to the subject. 





43 Of course this does not mean that such actions could not be spontaneously produced and must have been so produced at least once in the past. Ilyenkov (2007b, p. 72) comments that in the Kantian tradition people fall into two categories – ‘people who act in accordance with rules that originate in the minds of others and people who are able to derive rules from experience and apply them intelligently’. 





44 Referring to the ‘art of the pedagogue’, Ilyenkov (2007b, p. 73) expresses a similar idea. ‘In other words, the pedagogue must concern himself first of all with creating a system of conditions for action that impose on the student such and such a method of action.’ 





45 Commenting on common but pointless ‘facile oppositions’ between Piaget and Vygotsky, Tryphon and Vonèche (1996, pp. 8–9) maintain that ‘They both share actions as the starting block for further development. But they understand it differently. For Piaget, action is a natural event taking place in a natural environment. For Vygotsky, it is a rich and meaningful human act constructed by history and society.’ 





46
Bruner, 1986, p. 136. 





 




  



6
Thought and word
 

The final chapter of Vygotsky's book Thinking and Speech bears the derivative title ‘Thought and word’ and suggests that this chapter reflects the concerns of the work as a whole rather than a part contributing to the whole. The chapter is also distinctive in other respects. Dictated in the final months of his life, it represents not only the end of a book but the last evidence we have of Vygotsky's most mature thought. It is strange that relatively little attention has been paid to this chapter in the form of extended commentary.1 One speculative reason is that in this chapter we encounter a very different portrait of Vygotsky, in which the other side of the coin, the head rather than the tail, is presented. In this chapter, Vygotsky takes a decisive turn inwards and, in his opening words (1987, p. 243), reminds the reader that ‘Our investigation began with an attempt to clarify the internal relationships between thought and word at the most extreme stages of phylogenetic and ontogenetic development.’ Contrary to a particular contemporary picture of Vygotsky as the patron of a kind of extraverted psychology in which explanations for human behaviour are sought on the outside beyond the skin and beyond consciousness, ‘in society’, or ‘in culture’, or ‘distributed’ among tools of various kinds, a different view emerges in this final chapter. Far from any denial of the centrality of the individual person, Vygotsky engages with the innermost recesses of human consciousness and leaves little room for doubt about the ultimate focus of his life's work. Significantly, the chapter concludes with a sentence that could serve as an epigraph for his theory: ‘The meaningful word is a microcosm of human consciousness’ (p. 285). 

If this ‘Thought and word’ chapter is read on its own, entirely detached from any of Vygotsky's other works, the picture that emerges of his thought is very different from that obtained by reading the preceding chapters and other works such as Tool and Sign. It is a commonplace that meaning is always embedded in ripples of expanding contextual wholes, from word to phrase to sentence to paragraph to chapter, book, œuvre and so on. It is not surprising, then, that the chapter would be virtually incomprehensible without reading and understanding the previous chapters, in particular, chapters 5 and 6 that deal with concept development and scientific (taught) concepts, respectively. In a sense, ‘Thought and word’ is an attempt to provide a synthesis of the thought involved in concept formation and development, and the words that express and capture the conceptual content that constitutes human sociocultural capital. 

The importance of ‘Thought and word’ is that it not only is rich in its explicit content but also provides a wealth of implicit ideas that serve to sharpen and clarify our understanding of Vygotsky's theoretical concepts. Whether or not, or the extent to which, Vygotsky changed or revised his core concepts is open to interpretation,2 but reading backwards from ‘Thought and word’ casts a different light on his project as a whole. For example, in a discussion of the function of inner speech, Vygotsky uses the phrase ‘the social interaction with oneself’ (p. 274) that expresses a quintessential Vygotskian conception of social and self not as antagonistic or oppositional entities but as complementary and mutually constitutive. The additional meanings, or – to use Vygotsky's term – the sense that resides in the implicit ideas, are illustrated by the lines from Mandelshtam's poem The Swallow that Vygotsky quotes (p. 243) as a header for the chapter.3 


I forgot the word that I wanted to say, 

And thought, unembodied, returns to the hall of shadows





 



Explicitly, the poem expresses the idea that thought that cannot be put into words slips away and is lost. But also implied in these lines is the idea that thought and words do not coincide and that there is a realm of thought that is separate from and independent of words and that is connected to the ‘I’ who ‘forgets’ and ‘wants’ in a different way from the words that may be forgotten or wanted. Much of the chapter is devoted to an analysis of the different internal planes of speech and thought, and implicit in this analysis is an internal design or functional structure of consciousness. The account of ‘Thought and word’ that follows attempts not only to summarize Vygotsky's conclusions but also to show how they are constructed, as well as to explore the partially hidden implicit concepts that are embedded in his arguments. 

Inner and external kinds of speech
 


In following the argument, it is helpful to have the overall structure in our sights. In an earlier chapter, ‘The genetic roots of thinking and speech’, written some years earlier, Vygotsky poses the question of whether in adults thinking and speech are necessarily connected and answers firmly in the negative. He continues and provides a succinct summary that could serve as an appropriate introduction to the later chapter on ‘Thought and word’:  


The relationship of thinking and speech in this context can be schematically represented by two intersecting circles. Only a limited portion of the processes of speech and thinking coincide in what is commonly called verbal thinking. Verbal thinking does not exhaust all the forms of thought nor does it exhaust all the forms of speech. There is a large range of thinking that has no direct relationship to verbal thinking. In this category we could include the instrumental and technical thinking that has been described by Buhler and what is commonly called practical intellect. 

(p. 115)





 



With the intersection of thinking and speech providing the main, but not the only, focus of the chapter, Vygotsky's analysis considers the functions of different kinds of speech and attempts to identify their corresponding supportive structures. In terms of function, the two extremes or polar opposites are written speech and inner speech. Written speech is not only designed for others but is produced in the absence of an interlocutor. For this reason, written speech is fully explicit and expanded in order to facilitate communication between writer and reader, who do not interact face to face. At the other end is inner speech that is designed for oneself and, consequently, it is largely implicit and abbreviated. In the peculiar form of self-communication that constitutes inner speech, because the subject or topic is always known and does not need to be elaborated, inner speech is predicative in its structure. Between these two extremes are external social speech and egocentric speech. External speech is essentially social in its function and dialogic in its form serving as a means of communication between people. Egocentric speech is a transitional form of speech that provides a developmental bridge between external and inner speech. It is a hybrid form of speech whose function is similar to that of inner speech for oneself but whose structure contains characteristics of external and inner speech, being both vocal and abbreviated, so that it is not readily comprehensible to others. 

The structure of the text of ‘Thought and word’ is complex, with three embedded themes: identification of different kinds of speech with distinctive functions; the elaboration of distinctive structural characteristics, particularly of inner speech; and a developmental progression from outer social speech through egocentric speech to inner speech and also a movement from speech to writing. These themes are not treated separately but are overlaid and interwoven throughout the text. Adding to the complexity is the inclusion towards the end of the chapter of affective and volitional aspects that underlie thinking and are necessary for a full understanding of the relationship between thought and word. The chapter is divided into five sections, although the final section could easily be subdivided further. In many instances, Vygotsky's own words better capture the intricacy of his ideas than any attempt to paraphrase or summarize, and for this reason liberal use is made of direct quotations. 


 

Word meaning
 


In section 1, Vygotsky lays the ground for his investigation of the relationship between thought and word by identifying word meaning as the appropriate unit of analysis. Drawing on his general methodological approach, he rejects any analysis of the separate elements of thought and word and instead argues that a unit must be identified ‘that contains, in a simple, primitive form, the characteristics of the whole that is the object of analysis’ (p. 244). Citing the example of hydrogen and oxygen as the elements of water, he points out that their separate properties do not together constitute the properties of water. The distinctive properties of water are a function of the particular form of the combination of its elements. The whole that Vygotsky investigates in relation to thought and word is what he refers to as verbal thinking and he identifies word meaning as its appropriate unit of analysis. Drawing on the discussion from an earlier chapter on ‘The genetic roots of thinking and speech’, Vygotsky emphasizes that there is no ‘primal relationship’ between thinking and speech and that phylogenetically they are separate functions such that ‘we can almost certainly identify a pre-speech phase in the development of intellect and a pre-intellectual phase in the development of speech’ (p. 109). Vygotsky concludes the earlier chapter with a thesis that forms the core of his further investigations of the relationship between thought and word. In the process of development, speech becomes not only a ‘means of thinking’ but, given its social origin, a social means of thinking.  


This thesis stems from our comparison of the development of inner speech and verbal thinking in man with the development of speech and intellect as it occurs in the animal world and the earliest stages of childhood. This comparison demonstrates that the former does not represent a single continuation of the latter. The very type of development changes. It changes from a biological form of development to a socio-historical form of development. 

(p. 120)





 



In terms of Vygotsky's genetic or historical method, the type or form of development that culminates in verbal thinking constitutes its explanation and, hence, an investigation of word meaning as a unit that captures the properties of the whole serves the purpose. Word meaning cannot be reduced to either thinking or speech as separate functions. ‘Meaning is a necessary constituting feature of the word itself’ and without meaning the word ‘is not a word but an empty sound’. Word meaning also entails an act of thought because ‘word meaning is nothing other than a generalization, that is, a concept’ (p. 244). Vygotsky is careful to emphasize that word meaning is not a mixture of elements of speech and thought but a unity that is formed when words acquire their generalizing function.  


Word meaning, then, is a phenomenon of both speech and intellect. This does not, however, represent a simultaneous and external membership in two different domains of mental life. Word meaning is a phenomenon of thinking only to the extent that thought is connected with the word and embodied in it. It is a phenomenon of speech only to the extent that speech is connected with thought and illuminated by it. Word meaning is a phenomenon of verbal thought or of the meaningful word. It is a unity of word and thought. 

(p. 244)





 



The essential feature of word meaning that Vygotsky identifies and that he regards as a major discovery is that word meanings do not remain static but change in the course of development. What he means by the development of word meanings is not the external relationship between a sound and a particular referent that may change but the internal development of the word's meaning. This internal development relates to the generalizing property of words that does not happen all at once or once and for all but involves movement from ‘primitive forms of generalization to higher and more complex forms’. The basis for Vygotsky's insistence on the internal development of word meaning lies in his extensive investigations into concept formation that he discusses in the two previous chapters. But he also alludes to the ‘emergence of abstract concepts in the process of the historical development of language’ that alter the ‘very nature of the reflection and generalization of reality in the word’ (p. 245), a theme that he returns to in the very last part of the chapter. 



Word meaning develops
 


In section 2, Vygotsky expands and elaborates on the thesis that word meaning develops. He states that his leading idea is that the relationship between thought and word is not only a process but a developing process that changes as it ‘passes through a series of stages’ and this is captured in his contention that ‘Thought is not expressed but completed in the word’ (p. 250). What Vygotsky means by a process is that there is a movement from thought to word and from word to thought. Thought ‘unfolds’ as it ‘fulfills some function or resolves some task’ and an analysis of the process must trace the movement and ‘differentiate the planes through which thought passes as it becomes embodied in the word’ (p. 250). The first differentiation Vygotsky makes is between two planes of speech, an inner semantic aspect and an external auditory aspect, each of which is associated with different laws of movement. In its external aspect, children move from part to whole, first mastering a single word, then a few words in a phrase and then complex sentences, and so on. In its internal semantic aspect, the reverse takes place from whole to part, with children's first words expressing the meaning of a sentence with separate units of meaning occurring only later. For these two planes of speech movement occurs in opposite directions. Because the child's thought is undifferentiated and holistic, it can be expressed in a single word, and Vygotsky comments that ‘It is as though the child selects the verbal garment to fit his thoughts.’ But the structure of speech is not a mirror image of thought and cannot ‘be placed on thought like clothes off a rack’ (p. 251). The important point Vygotsky makes is that speech does not simply reflect fully formed thoughts but that a restructuring takes place when thought is transformed into speech and that this in turn influences thought. It is in the process of contrasting directions of movement that thought and speech form a unity. 

To demonstrate further the lack of correspondence between thought and word, Vygotsky refers to Piaget's findings that grammar and logic do not correspond, with children using the correct grammatical forms of conjunctions (because, although) before properly mastering their logical meanings. He goes on to show that there is also a lack of correspondence between the grammatical and psychological subject and predicate, a point that is further elaborated in the discussion about inner speech. In a situation in which one notices that a clock has stopped and is told that ‘The clock fell’, the grammatical subject (clock) and predicate (fell), and the psychological subject and predicate are the same. However, in a different situation in which one hears a noise and asks what fell, the same phrase, ‘The clock fell’, produces a different psychological subject (fell) and predicate (clock). Vygotsky concludes that not only is there an inner plane of speech ‘standing beyond words’ but also that verbal expressions cannot emerge in a fully developed form as semantic and verbal syntax does not correspond. Most important is that the child must differentiate between these two aspects of speech.  


In the child, we initially find a lack of conscious awareness of verbal forms and verbal meanings. The two are not differentiated. The word and its sound structure are perceived as a part or characteristic of the thing. They are not differentiated from its other characteristics. 

(pp. 253–4)





 



Vygotsky goes on to distinguish between the object relatedness and the meaning of words and argues that his experimental findings show that they do not coincide and that the indicative and nominative function of words must be distinguished from their signifying function. Initially there is only object relatedness and the word's function is indicative and nominative. Meaning and signification only arise later in development. Initially the child does not differentiate between word meaning and the object or between the meaning and the sound form of the word. It is only with the development of generalization and the formation of true concepts that differentiation between these aspects occurs. In this process of the differentiation between the two planes of speech, the syntax of meanings is transformed into the syntax of words.  


Speaking requires a transition from the internal to the external plane. Understanding presupposes movement in the reverse direction, from the external plane of speech to the internal. 

(p. 255)





 





Inner speech
 


Having distinguished between the external auditory aspect and the internal semantic aspect of speech, Vygotsky goes on to differentiate the internal aspect of speech further in section 3. Beyond the semantic plane of social speech is another kind of speech that does not have an external aspect at all, and Vygotsky refers to this as inner speech whose nature must be understood in order to clarify the relationship between thought and word. He begins his analysis with the thesis that inner speech ‘has its own unique nature’ and that in order to understand its relationship to thought and word, it is necessary to ‘clarify its unique function’ (p. 257) in relation to external or spoken speech. Vygotsky clearly elaborates his argument in the following passage:  


In our view, it is important in this connection that in one case I am speaking to myself and in the other to another. Inner speech is speech for oneself. External speech is speech for others. This is a fundamental difference in the two types of speech that will have inevitable structural consequences. In our view, then, it is incorrect to view the difference between inner and external speech as one of degree rather than of kind . . . The presence or absence of vocalization is not a cause that explains the nature of inner speech. It is the consequence of its nature. Inner speech is not merely what precedes or reproduces external speech. Indeed, in a sense, it is the opposite of external speech. External speech is a process of transforming thought into word; it is the materialization and objectivization of thought. Inner speech moves in the reverse direction, from without to within. It is a process that involves the evaporation4 of speech in thought. 

(p. 257)





 



In order to understand the function and structure of inner speech, Vygotsky traces its development through egocentric speech that serves as a transition between external and inner speech. The peculiar hybrid features of egocentric speech not only facilitate the transition from external to inner speech but also provide the methodological means for investigating hidden internal processes. On the one hand, egocentric speech is external in form, being speech that is spoken out loud, but, on the other hand, in its function it resembles inner speech that is addressed to oneself. Vygotsky argues that there is a developmental progression from external speech that is not functionally differentiated in terms of being directed at others and oneself, to egocentric speech that retains the vocal form of external speech by being spoken aloud but is directed at oneself, to inner speech that is exclusively for oneself and, consequently, has its own unique structure. Egocentric speech does not merely accompany the child's activity but is related in function to inner speech as it serves to facilitate ‘intellectual orientation, conscious awareness, the overcoming of difficulties and impediments, and imagination and thinking’ (p. 259). Vygotsky summarizes the developmental course as follows:  


Our data indicate that the structural and functional characteristics of egocentric speech develop along with the development of the child. At three years of age, there is little difference between egocentric and communicative speech. By seven years of age, nearly all the functional and structural characteristics of egocentric speech differ from those of social speech. In our view, this finding indicates the progressive differentiation of the two speech functions, the isolation of speech for oneself and speech for others from a general, undifferentiated speech function that fulfills both these tasks in the early childhood. 

(p. 261)





 



As the functions of egocentric speech become differentiated from social speech, its form and internal structure change accordingly. Vocalization is reduced and eventually disappears. Because we know what we want to say, there is no need for vocalization and, for the same reason, it is not necessary for inner speech to mirror the more elaborate structure of social speech. The structure of inner speech has its roots in egocentric speech and is discussed in the following section. 

It is a mistake to regard inner speech simply as speech without sound. Because inner speech has its own distinctive function as speech for oneself, it has a different structure and syntax to that of external social speech. Given the similarity in function, this structure is already manifest in egocentric speech and is characterized by fragmentation and abbreviation. However, these characteristics are not simply random with words being omitted to yield a telegraphic style. The abbreviation that occurs follows a structural pattern that Vygotsky refers to as predication in which the predicate is preserved while the subject is omitted. He argues that we can assume that in the case of inner speech this process of abbreviation and predication becomes absolute. To understand the nature of this predicative syntax better, he considers a situation where it also occurs in external speech. This happens when the subject is known to both interlocutors and is present in their thoughts. In the next section, Vygotsky expands the discussion of the structure of inner speech and compares it with other forms of speech, such as written speech, and also considers the characteristics of dialogue and monologue speech forms. 



Inner, external and written speech
 


In the final section of the chapter, Vygotsky completes his analysis of inner speech and then pushes the analysis further inward to the plane of thought and its source in the affective and volitional spheres of consciousness. Drawing on the feature of abbreviation as the dominant characteristic of inner speech, he argues that its significance becomes apparent when we compare inner speech, external speech and written speech. Referring to Wilhelm von Humboldt, Vygotsky treats writing as a particular kind of speech function with its own distinctive structure. The distinguishing feature of written speech is the absence of an interlocutor and this has consequences for its structure. Unlike external speech in which the subject may be present for both interlocutors, in written speech understanding by means of hints and predicative expressions is not possible. For this reason, written speech must be fully expanded and syntactically complex to compensate for the absence of an interlocutor and, in this respect, it represents the opposite pole from the fragmented and abbreviated structure of inner speech. Another defining feature of written speech is that it has a monological form in contrast to the dialogical nature of oral speech. Vygotsky argues that it is because of the dialogical nature of oral speech that abbreviation is possible, claiming that ‘Dialogue always assumes the interlocutors’ knowledge of the crux of the matter’ and that ‘Only in oral speech do we find the kind of conversation where . . . speech is only a supplement to the glances between the interlocutors’ (p. 271). In addition to the gestures that are possible in the course of dialogue, intonation also plays an important role in conveying meaning, and Vygotsky quotes a well-known passage from Dostoevskii in which a single ‘unprintable’ word is uttered by different speakers, in each case conveying a different meaning. In dialogue, then, two features facilitate abbreviation: shared knowledge of the subject and the transfer of meaning through intonation. Both of these features are absent from written speech and their place must be taken by the use of additional words and more complex syntax.  


In contrast to monologue, and written speech in particular, dialogic social interaction implies immediate expression. Dialogue is speech that consists of rejoinders. It is a chain of reactions. In contrast, written speech is connected with consciousness and intentionality from the outset. Therefore, the potential for incomplete expression is inherent in dialogue. 

(p. 272)





 



Vygotsky expands on the idea that written speech ‘is connected with consciousness and intentionality’ by pointing out that we frequently produce a ‘rough draft’ in thought before we write by saying to ourselves what we intend to write. Inner speech performs this role for both oral and written speech. The structure of inner speech and, hence, the rough draft, is predicative. As we have seen, in oral speech predicativity arises in certain situations, whereas in written speech it never arises. However, it is the only form of inner speech. ‘Inner speech consists entirely of psychological predicates’ and we find in it ‘absolute predicativity’ with the subject always being dropped and the predicate retained (p. 273). To the question of why the structure of inner speech is entirely predicative, Vygotsky answers that we must seek the explanation in a comparison with oral and written speech. The circumstances that sometimes produce predicativity in oral speech, such as shared knowledge and understanding between interlocutors, are always absent in the case of written speech and are always present in the case of inner speech, given that inner speech is a kind of internal dialogue in which speech is addressed to oneself.  


In inner speech, we always know what our speech is about; we always know our internal situation, the theme of our inner dialogue . . . In the same way, it is particularly easy to understand ourselves through hints and allusions . . . Moreover, we always have the capacity to express our thought in inner speech without clothing it in precise words. As we indicated above, the mental intimacy of the interlocutors creates a shared apperception that is critical for attaining comprehension through allusions, critical for the abbreviation of speech. This shared apperception is complete and absolute in the social interaction with oneself that takes place in inner speech. In inner speech, we never need to name the subject. We limit ourselves to what needs to be said of this subject, to the predicate. This is the source of the dominance of predicativity in inner speech. 

(pp. 273–4)





 



Returning to the role of egocentric speech in the development of inner speech, Vygotsky points out that as the function changes from social to egocentric speech, from speech for others to speech for oneself, so there is a progressive change in the structure of egocentric speech. Before it is transformed into inner speech, egocentric speech has become almost entirely predicative. The child speaks about what she is doing and what is before her and, consequently, is able to drop the subject and reduce speech to a single predicate. 

In addition to the predicative nature of inner speech that contributes to its abbreviated structure, there is also a reduction in its phonetic aspect. It is never necessary to pronounce words in inner speech and, as Vygotsky points out, ‘In our intention we already understand the word we will pronounce.’ With the phonetic and syntactic aspects of inner speech reduced to a minimum, ‘Word meaning advances to the forefront.’ In the same way that the phonetic and syntactic aspects of inner speech assume a different structure reflecting its altered function, distinctive changes occur in its semantic aspect. The most important semantic feature of inner speech is that there is a ‘predominance of the word's sense over its meaning’ (p. 275). In making this distinction, Vygotsky uses the term ‘meaning’5 to refer to the relatively fixed and stable referents of a word, whereas ‘sense’ is used to refer to the ‘aggregate of all the psychological facts that arise in our consciousness as a result of the word’ (p. 276). He illustrates the distinction by referring to a fable that ends with the word ‘dance’. This word has a constant meaning across contexts but in the context of the fable it also acquires the broader sense of ‘be merry’ and ‘die’. Vygotsky elaborates as follows:  


This enrichment of the word through the sense it acquires in context is a basic law of the dynamics of meaning. The word absorbs intellectual and affective content from the entire context in which it is intertwined. It begins to mean both more and less than it does when we view it in isolation. It means more because the scope of its meaning is expanded; it acquires several zones that supplement this new content. It means less because the abstract meaning of the word is restricted and narrowed to what the word designates in this single context. 

(p. 276)





 



Unlike its meaning, the sense of a word is fluid and never complete, constantly changing as our experience and understanding of the world changes. Whereas in oral speech we move from the more stable word meanings to the more fluid zones of sense, in inner speech there is an absolute dominance of sense. ‘The prevalence of sense over meaning, of the phrase over the word, and of the whole context over the phrase is the rule rather than the exception in inner speech’ (p. 277). 

Two additional characteristics of the semantic structure of inner speech arise as a consequence of the dominance of sense over meaning. These characteristics are like the flip-sides of a coin. On the one side, a kind of agglutination occurs that is similar to the way in which, in some languages, complex words are formed by the unification of words that express simple concepts. Something similar to this occurs in egocentric speech in which words become fused to express more complex concepts. The flip-side of this phenomenon is what Vygotsky refers to as ‘sense influence’ in which a word acquires all the sense content of the context in which it occurs, such as the titles of literary works. He cites the example of the words ‘Dead Souls’ used by Gogol in his works. Initially the words designated dead serfs who had not been removed from official lists, but as these words are used in various poems they acquire an expanded sense that includes not only the dead but still-counted serfs but also those who live but who are spiritually dead. Vygotsky uses the phrase ‘a concentrated clot of sense’ to capture this phenomenon of inner speech and points out that it would require expansion into a ‘whole panorama of words’ in external speech (p. 278). 

According to Vygotsky, the incomprehensible nature of egocentric and inner speech is a consequence of the above characteristics of the semantic structure of inner speech. If one does not know what a child is doing, it is impossible to understand the child's egocentric speech. Two factors provide an explanation for the incomprehensibility of inner speech. The first is the fact that inner speech has its own unique function that is reflected in all its structural features. It is speech for oneself and is not intended for communication. Vygotsky wryly comments that we should not be surprised by the fact of inner speech's incomprehensibility but rather by our expectation that it should be comprehensible. The second explanation is also related to the function of inner speech and under certain conditions may also occur in external speech. People who live in close contact and share a common life often develop their own idiomatic word meanings. In the case of inner speech, however, Vygotsky claims that meanings are always idiomatic and consist of individual meanings. 

Having described the characteristics of inner speech, Vygotsky now draws the various threads of his argument together. Inner speech has its source in social and egocentric speech. Under certain specific conditions that resemble the functions of inner speech, all the structural characteristics of inner speech can be found in social and egocentric speech and this demonstrates that ‘the word's nature permits the emergence of these phenomena’. According to Vygotsky, the characteristics of inner speech justify his thesis that ‘inner speech is an entirely unique, independent, and distinctive speech function, that is completely different from external speech’ (p. 279; italics in the original). From this it follows that the movement from inner speech to external speech cannot be compared to the translation of one language into another.  


The movement from inner to external speech is not a simple unification of silent speech with sound, a simple vocalization of inner speech. This movement requires a complete restructuring of speech. It requires a transformation from one distinctive and unique syntax to another, a transformation of the sense and sound structure of inner speech into the structural forms of external speech. External speech is not inner speech plus sound any more than inner speech is external speech minus sound. The transition from inner to external speech is complex and dynamic. It is the transformation of a predicative, idiomatic speech into the syntax of a differentiated speech which is comprehensible to others. 

(pp. 279–80)





 



Vygotsky concludes his analysis of inner speech by returning to the contrast between inner and external speech. Inner speech is not the internal aspect of external speech. The task for external speech is to transform thought into word and this involves the ‘materialization and objectivization of thought’. The reverse is the case for inner speech and again Vygotsky invokes the metaphor of speech ‘evaporating in thought’. But he emphasizes that ‘Inner speech is speech’, meaning that it remains connected to the word. ‘However, where external speech involves the embodiment of thought in the word, in inner speech the word dies away and gives birth to thought. To a significant extent, inner speech is thinking in pure meanings’ (p. 280). To clarify our understanding of inner speech further it is necessary to extend the analysis inwards to the plane of thought itself. 



The plane of thought
 


At this point it is necessary to pause and sound a note of caution. It appears that Vygotsky's purpose is more to clarify the nature of inner speech than the nature of ‘the plane [of] thought itself’ (p. 280). Even a close line-by-line reading of the text does not reveal with any clarity exactly what Vygotsky intends by a plane of pure thought or ‘thought itself’. In particular, it is difficult to distinguish in the text between acts of thought, such as generalization, and thought as an idea about something. In order to investigate the nature of thought, Vygotsky argues that it must be partitioned from the unity of verbal thinking where it is usually encountered. He points out that thought ‘strives to unite something with something else’ and continues as follows:  


Thought is characterized by a movement, an unfolding. It establishes a relationship with one thing and another. In a word, thought fulfills some function. It resolves some task. Thought's flow and movement does not correspond directly with the unfolding of speech. The units of thought and speech do not coincide. The two processes manifest a unity but not an identity. They are connected with one another by complex transitions and transformations. They cannot however be superimposed on one another. 

(p. 280)





 



In ‘fulfilling some function’ and in ‘resolving some task’ Vygotsky seems to be alluding to an operation or act of thought, but he goes on to illustrate the lack of correspondence between thought and speech by referring to situations in which thoughts cannot be expressed in words, and this suggests he is referring to ideas. Although he cites a fictitious character who struggles to find ‘the words to express a thought’ (p. 280), the situation he describes is a familiar experience. The fact that we all sometimes struggle to express our thoughts (or ideas) in words indicates that the transition from thought to speech is not always smooth. Elaborating further, Vygotsky refers to the theatre and the attempt by Stanislavskii to ‘recreate the subtext of each line in a drama, to reveal the thought and desire that lies behind each expression’ (p. 281). It should be noted that, in using this example, Vygotsky includes both thought and desire as constituting the subtext.  


Chatskii says to Sophia: ‘Blessed is the one who believes, for believing warms the heart.’ Stanislavskii reveals the subtext of this phrase as the thought: ‘Let's stop this conversation.’ We would be equally justified, however, in viewing this phrase as an expression of a different thought, specifically: ‘I do not believe you. You speak comforting words to calm me.’ It might express still another thought: ‘You cannot fail to see how you torture me. I want to believe you. For me that would be bliss.’ The living phrase, spoken by the living person, always has its subtext. There is always a thought hidden behind it. 

(p. 281)





 



We will need to return and give more attention to the above example, but before doing this it is useful to complete Vygotsky's argument. He returns to the previous discussion about psychological and grammatical subjects and predicates that do not necessarily correspond and points out that the same thought can be expressed in different words while the same words may express different thoughts (as illustrated in the above passage). Unlike speech, thought does not consist of separate words. Thought is always holistic and does not arise in separate units as in the case of speech. He gives the example of the thought ‘that I saw a barefoot boy in a blue shirt running down the street today’ and comments that although in speech each bit of the thought must be expressed in separate words, the thought itself ‘is always something whole’ and that ‘I see all this together as a unified act of thought’ (p. 281). In this example it is not clear what Vygotsky means by the phrases ‘see all this together’ or ‘unified act of thought’. The example suggests an image of a previous experience that is recalled and the ‘act’ he refers to could refer to the act of ‘seeing’ or to an act of unifying or bringing together the parts of the image. Using another example, he points out that an orator develops the same thought over time but that the ‘thought is contained in his mind as a whole’. On the basis of these examples, Vygotsky concludes that ‘What is contained simultaneously in thought unfolds sequentially in speech. Thought can be compared to a hovering cloud which gushes a shower of words’ (p. 281; italics in the original). 

The transition from thought to speech, then, involves the partitioning of the thought into words, but Vygotsky argues that behind our speech is always a hidden thought. He returns to the idea that thought is not expressed but is completed in the word and points out that sometimes it remains uncompleted. He draws a parallel with the situation in which we want to remember something but cannot. There is a sense in which we know but also do not know what we want to remember, in the same way that we can know and also not know what we think.  


Thought is not only mediated externally by signs. It is mediated internally by meanings. The crux of the matter is that the immediate communication of consciousness is impossible not only physically but psychologically. The communication of consciousness can be accomplished only indirectly, through a mediated path. This path consists in the internal mediation of thought first by meanings and then by words. Therefore, thought is never the direct equivalent of word meanings. Meaning mediates thought in its path to verbal expression. The path from thought to word is indirect and internally mediated. 

(p. 282)





 





Affect: the final ‘why’
 


The last step in the analysis or, as Vygotsky says, the final ‘why’ in the analysis of the internal plane of verbal thinking takes us beyond thought to ‘the motivating sphere of consciousness, a sphere that includes our inclinations and needs, our interests and impulses, and our affect and emotion’ (p. 282). The origin of thought does not lie in other thoughts but in these volitional and affective tendencies. Extending the metaphor of the cloud that ‘gushes a shower of words’, Vygotsky compares the wind that drives the cloud to the motivation that underpins thought and points out that to properly understand another's thought we need also to discover its affective-volitional basis. He again cites as an example Stanislavskii's interpretive method for the theatre. Whereas previously both thought and desire were sought behind the spoken words, Vygotsky now refers to the unspoken subtext as ‘parallel desires’. He identifies the underlying unspoken desire, such as ‘let's stop this conversation’ in the passage quoted earlier, as ‘the initial moment in any act of verbal thinking in living speech’ (p. 282). But the flow from thought to word is not always accomplished in a smooth trajectory from motive to external speech and on the way reverses and breaks are often the case. Vygotsky's purpose, however, is to explain the dynamic nature of the relationship between thought and word and to show how the relationship entails a process that culminates in the ‘completion and embodiment of the thought in the word’ (p. 283). This process is not fixed as a permanent uniform relationship between two static things but arises in the course of development. ‘The isolation of meaning from sound, the isolation of word from thing, and the isolation of thought from word are all necessary stages in the history of the development of concepts’ (p. 284). Hence, the relationship between thought and word is not cast once and for all as a primal connection but is a function of development in which thought and word are themselves transformed. It is a ‘vital process that involves the birth of thought in the word’ and without which ‘the word is dead’ (p. 284).6

Vygotsky returns briefly to the theme discussed in his earlier work of the relation between word and deed. The biblical account places the word at the beginning and this is turned around by Goethe's Faust, who proclaims that ‘In the beginning was the deed.’ Vygotsky concurs with this idea, provided that the emphasis is moved from the word deed to the word beginning, thereby implying an afterwards.  


The word did not exist in the beginning. In the beginning was the deed. The formation of the word occurs nearer the end than the beginning of development. The word is the end that crowns the deed. 

(p. 285)





 



With these words, Vygotsky completes his account of ‘Thought and word’ but adds a short afterword by way of a conclusion that goes beyond the problem of thinking and opens the door to the ultimate problem of consciousness. Vygotsky claims that throughout his investigations he has tried to study the relationship of the word to the object and to reality, and to show that reality is reflected differently in thinking and sensation. The distinguishing feature of the word is its generalizing reflection of reality and an understanding of this aspect of the word requires studying the relationship between the word and consciousness. Vygotsky maintains that sensation and thinking are different modes of reflecting reality and are different kinds of consciousness. ‘Therefore, thinking and speech are the key to understanding the nature of human consciousness’ (p. 285; italics in the original). If language is a constituent part of a consciousness that exists ‘for other people and therefore for myself’, then not just thinking but consciousness as a whole is connected with the word. Vygotsky's concluding sentence, written on the eve of his death, brings into sharp focus the work of his short lifetime: ‘The meaningful word is a microcosm of human consciousness.’ 



The plane of thought itself
 


Returning to the discussion about the plane of thought itself, it is interesting that commentators seem to gloss over or conflate it with the motivational and volitional plane or sphere of consciousness. For example, in the Afterword to The Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky in which ‘Thought and word’ appears, Luria (pp. 368–9), in commenting on the chapter, barely mentions the plane of thought itself and devotes only a few lines to the goal and motive that stand behind the spoken word. Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991) in their account of the chapter also tend to give the plane of thought itself short shrift. They discuss thoughts and motives together and they point out that Vygotsky, in effect, used the same examples from Stanislavskii to illustrate both planes, leaving the distinction between them ‘not sufficiently illustrated by example’ (p. 370). Despite an apparent lack of clarity about the nature of a plane of thought that stands behind verbal thinking, Vygotsky's complementary metaphors of ‘speech evaporating in thought’ and of ‘a hovering cloud which gushes a shower of words’ suggest some kind of holistic condensed meaning that stands behind verbal thought. The example of a subtext behind the text that he uses to illustrate this plane of thought, beyond or outside of verbal thinking itself, is problematic but at the same time provides a pointer to explore further. 

In the example (quoted above), ‘Chatskii says to Sophia: “Blessed is the one who believes, for believing warms the heart”’, Vygotsky comments that, according to Stanislavskii, the subtext of this phrase is the thought: ‘Let's stop this conversation.’ This is problematic for two reasons. The first is that the subtext thought seems to represent an alternative verbal thought of the same kind rather than a more condensed holistic ‘cloud’ of meaning. But it also presents a regression problem in that behind this subtext of ‘Let's stop this conversation’ there seems to sit yet another one, that is, a sub-subtext such as ‘you are not really listening’ or ‘your mind is already made up’. But if the regression is not infinite then the example, perhaps, can be rescued in the following way. Standing behind verbal thinking is understanding such that, in the example, the regression stops with the understanding that a meaningful conversation can only take place if the interlocutors are both willing to participate and this involves listening to one another. This understanding, then, is the bedrock of speech in all its forms, including inner speech. It is the taken for granted cloud of congealed meaning or sense that gushes the shower of words, ‘Let's stop this conversation.’ 

It is perhaps unfortunate that Vygotsky uses the notion of a subtext in exploring the plane of thought itself, given its verbal connotation and the fact that it may cloud the issue rather than serve to clarify his point. For example, in the following statement the reference to a subtext does not really add anything to the point Vygotsky is making. ‘There is always a background thought, a hidden subtext in our speech’ (p. 281). The other examples he gives, such as struggling to put our ‘thoughts’ into words or of an orator who develops and elaborates on a ‘thought’, illustrate the point that there is always a background thought hidden in our speech without any need to invoke the notion of a subtext. This conception of a ‘background thought’ does not only apply to speech but to any meaningful action. In referring to the distinction between sense and meaning, Vygotsky uses the expression a ‘concentrated clot of sense’ and we can borrow this expression to refer to a concentrated clot of understanding that is hidden behind all meaningful actions, including verbal actions. If I stand on a chair to reach an object, then my reason for the action is to obtain the object, but hidden behind the action and the reason or goal of the action is my taken-for-granted understanding that standing on the chair will elevate my position in space and enable me to reach the object. The ‘reason’ for a cat stalking a bird is the same as that of a human hunter readying a weapon and taking aim at an animal, but hidden behind the cat's stalking actions is a killer instinct beyond the ken or understanding of the cat. For the human, however, there is a clot of understanding hidden behind the performing of certain actions with the weapon, such that loading it and taking aim and pulling the trigger will cause a bullet to fire and move through the air and penetrate the body of the animal, leaving it either dead or incapacitated. As we have seen, the situation is no different for speech. If I ask someone to lend me some money, then hidden behind this ‘verbal action’ is not my reason for needing the loan but the clot of understanding that a loan is not a gift and that there is a direct obligation to repay a loan that is different to any indirect obligation occasioned by a gift. 

It is interesting that more seems to be made of Vygotsky's reference to a final motivating plane of consciousness than to his discussion of thought itself. All in all, he devotes about twenty lines of text to this discussion, part of which is a repetition of the previous point about the Stanislavskii approach to the theatre. Likening ‘The affective and volitional tendency [that] stands behind thought’ (p. 282) to the wind that sets the ‘thought’ cloud in motion, Vygotsky maintains that understanding another person's thought requires that we also discover its affective-volitional basis. The idea that thought is motivated by some need that is separate from the thought itself seems fairly pedestrian, but the claim that thought ‘is not born of other thoughts’ (p. 282) needs some qualification. It is significant that Vygotsky uses the same Stanislavskii-inspired example of ‘Let's stop this conversation’ to illustrate the plane of ‘thought itself’ and the ‘motivating sphere of consciousness’. In the former case it represents the plane of thought itself and in the latter case it represents ‘The affective and volitional tendency [that] stands behind thought’. This suggests that thoughts can indeed be motivated by other thoughts and also that motives may include thoughts. The fairly extensive list that Vygotsky includes in the motivating sphere of consciousness, such as ‘our inclinations and needs, our interests and impulses, and our affect and emotion’ (p. 282), does not seem independent of thought. In addition, in the broader context of Vygotsky's theorizing, primary needs and emotions themselves would be transformed by speech and thought. Perhaps Vygotsky's intention is to indicate that thought does not motivate itself but must be set in motion by a motive or need of some kind. If we substitute understanding for the plane of thought itself, then it does indeed seem that some motivating or volitional tendency is required to ‘set it in motion’. Standing on a chair to reach an object is set in motion by the need to obtain the object and firing a weapon at an animal is set in motion by the need to kill the animal for food or protection or sport. Vygotsky concludes his discussion of ‘Thought and word’ by commenting that ‘Understanding the words of others also requires understanding their thoughts’ (p. 283). How this is possible, given that thought or understanding is hidden behind the words of others, is the fundamental question for any theory of learning and teaching. 



The living drama of verbal thinking
 


In the introduction to this chapter, the point is made that ‘Thought and word’ presents Vygotsky in a different light that on the surface seems at odds with the standard way in which the theory is portrayed, in particular the emphasis on sociogenesis, the zone of proximal development and the use of tools as mediational means. Consider, for example, the following passage:  


In our analysis, verbal thinking has emerged as a complex dynamic whole where the relationship between thought and word is manifested as a movement through several internal planes, as a transition from one plane to another. We carried our analysis from the most external to the most internal plane. In the living drama of verbal thinking, movement takes the reverse path. It moves from the motive that gives birth to thought, to the formation of thought itself, to its mediation in the internal word, to the meanings of external words, and finally to words themselves. 

(p. 283; italics in the original)





 



It is interesting and, of course, not without significance that in this passage Vygotsky emphasizes in italics the phrase ‘In the living drama of verbal thinking’ as a phenomenon that should not be confused with a method and means of analysis. This unfolding drama is nothing other than the end point of his analyses that culminate in an explanation of adult human behaviour and consciousness. Accounts of Vygotsky's theory often seem to get stuck in the middle and attribute to ‘human’ behaviour features that are characteristic of children in the process of development, such as the use of auxiliary stimuli that serve as external aids in various kinds of memory and attention tasks. The point that is obscured is that as children develop into adults they discard their external auxiliary crutches and replace them with internal mental representations. In the above passage, sociogenesis has completed its work, with the functions that occur first between people having been internalized, leaving in their wake fully autonomous agents with motives ‘that give birth to thought’ in the absence of collaboration and cooperation with others. Indeed, as a stand-alone statement, the above passage captures the spirit of ‘cognitivism’ at its best or worst, depending on one's perspective. But the issue is not simply a matter of trickery, or the selective picking of words out of their context, with the intention of deliberately distorting the true and authentic Vygotskian gospel. At issue is how in his most mature work Vygotsky is able to write these words without any sense of contradiction or repudiation of all that had come before. 

It is necessary to point out that although ‘Thought and word’ includes some discussion about development, in particular in relation to the role of egocentric speech in the development of inner speech, it is an analysis, to use Vygotsky's words, ‘at the most extreme stages of phylogenetic and ontogenetic development’ (p. 243). This is unusual, as the bulk of his writings deal with developmental issues, with very little discussion about consciousness and behaviour in their mature forms. This may explain, in part, why some commentators seem to attribute to Vygotsky a view of people that is more reflective of late childhood than full-blown adulthood. But there is more to this story than immediately meets the reading eye and this includes what Vygotsky takes for granted, what is alluded to without elaboration, and what is assumed as a shared understanding that does not require further explanation. But, as he himself points out, people ‘who have fundamentally different perspectives often fail to achieve understanding’ (p. 269). What Vygotsky takes for granted and does not elaborate in this chapter is his distinctive ‘social perspective’ of a person, the self-same person who engages in ‘the living drama of verbal thinking’. This social perspective may originate between people but outgrows its source in interactions with others. He points out that the transition from external through egocentric to inner speech is an instance of the more general transition from intermental functions to intramental functions, with speech for oneself having its source in social speech for others. But this transition does not somehow diminish the individual and elevate the social but serves to incorporate the social into the individual person.  


Thus, the central tendency of the child's development is not a gradual socialization introduced from the outside, but a gradual individualization that emerges on the foundation of the child's internal socialization. 

(p. 259)





 



The comments in the above passage and, in particular, the notion of internal socialization should dispel interpretations of Vygotsky that cast the social in opposition to the individual or in interaction with the individual as a determining variable or as a surrounding, setting or context that enables or constrains behaviour. The notion of internal socialization is tied to speech and its various functions. In the passage about inner speech quoted earlier in the chapter, Vygotsky refers to a situation of shared apperception that exists between interlocutors and goes on to make a point that is crucial to our understanding of what he means by ‘internal socialization’.  


This shared apperception is complete and absolute in the social interaction with oneself that takes place in inner speech. 

(p. 274)





 



In this sentence it is clear that Vygotsky takes for granted the notion of ‘social interaction with oneself’ as this is a consequence of the function of inner speech for oneself in contrast to external speech for others. It is because we socially interact with ourselves that it is possible to speak of internal socialization as this simply amounts to the process of interacting with oneself. Returning to the living drama of verbal thinking, in which thought flows from internal motives through a series of internal planes en route to external speech, the thinker or person engaged in the drama is not ‘social’ because she is compelled, or constrained, or encouraged, or enabled to act in conformity with some external ‘social’ or ‘cultural’ or ‘historical’ force. Such forces may exist and certainly other people exist with whom we communicate and interact. But in verbal thinking, the social other is not out there but is part of the social interaction with oneself.7



The social individual and social practice
 


It is difficult to over-emphasize the importance of Vygotsky's conception of the person as a social individual. In the various bulleted lists that attempt to itemize Vygotsky's main theoretical contributions, such as the developmental method, mediation, psychological tools, sociogenesis, internalization, the zone of proximal development and so on, as well as in more expanded summaries, a major omission is his conception of social interaction with oneself that is the defining characteristic of human consciousness. This concept of the person as a social individual, a person who is socialized not from the outside but from within, a person for whom the other is also me, my-self, a person who does not live in opposition to society but who by living constitutes society, culture and history, stands at the very core of all his thinking and serves to unify the various strands of his theory. Social activity may originate in interaction with others but it culminates in an inner dialogue. The failure to grasp the distinctive meaning that Vygotsky attributes to the term ‘social’ is not simply an omission that renders a particular account or interpretation of Vygotsky incomplete. Instead, it represents a failure of understanding that results in a misunderstanding and distortion of the theory as a whole. 
For example, in an introduction to Thinking and Speech, in the English translation of Vygotsky's Collected Works, Minick (Vygotsky, 1987, pp. 17–36) discusses the development of Vygotsky's thought and argues that in the final phase of his thought, he adopted an explanatory framework based on social practice. Minick comments that, ‘Vygotsky began to insist in 1933 and 1934 that the analysis of the development of word meaning must begin with the analysis of the function of the word in mediating specific forms of social practice’ (p. 27). But Minick does not point out that one of the forms of ‘social practice’, if not the most important at least the most mature, that is mediated by the function of the word, is social interaction with oneself. Instead, the evidence Minick provides in support of his argument is a passage from the first chapter of Thinking and Speech in which Vygotsky makes the point that word meaning does not only represent a ‘unity of thinking and speech’ but also a ‘unity of generalization and social interaction, a unity of thinking and communication’. But these comments are made in the context of ‘the genesis of thinking and speech’ and in relation to ‘the child's cognitive and social development’.  


Only when we learn to see the unity of generalization and social interaction do we begin to understand the actual connection that exists between the child's cognitive and social development. 

(p. 49)





 



There does not appear to be anything particularly new in this statement that seems to restate the law of sociogenesis in the context of a discussion about word meaning. The problem with Minick's argument is not what it says but what it omits to say. The point is that, for Vygotsky, talking to oneself or inner speech is as much a social practice as talking to others, but this is by no means clear, let alone emphasized or explicated by Minick in his claim that Vygotsky adopted an explanatory framework of social practice in his final works. Unless explicitly stated, social practice does not immediately suggest inner speech and talking to oneself is not usually regarded as a common social practice. For these reasons, it is misleading to attribute to Vygotsky an explanatory framework of social practice without specifying the distinctive Vygotskian meaning of the term ‘social’. It almost goes without saying that speaking to oneself is a means of mastery over oneself, of self-instruction or regulation, if not the main means by which people exercise control over their behaviour. 



Society, history and culture
 


Vygotsky's conception of a person as a social individual stands as a negation of a conception that places the ‘individual’ and the ‘social’ in opposition or, to use Wertsch's expression, the ‘individual–society antinomy’ (1998, p. 10). In the following passage, Cole and Wertsch (1996, p. 253) attribute to Vygotsky (and others) a view that reflects their own approaches but seems to miss the very essence of Vygotsky's notion of a cultural-historical approach.  


For Vygotsky and cultural-historical theorists more generally, the social world does have primacy over the individual in a very special sense. Society is the bearer of the cultural heritage without which the development of mind is impossible. 





 



This statement begs all the questions that remain unanswered in their own work8 and conveniently seems to overlook that Vygotsky did not make the mistake of assuming the prior existence of a cultural heritage or of regarding society as a bearer of goods. This kind of language is so loose that its meaning gets lost and nothing seems to prevent the statement from being flipped over, with individuals having primacy in the very special sense of the development of culture being impossible without individual minds that create it in the first instance. The flip-side of human development is cultural development. When Vygotsky says that word meanings develop, he refers to their development in children but also to their historical development. Similarly, psychological and material tools have a history in the sense that they are created by people. 

This sense of history and culture as the products of human thought and action is absent from the interpretations of Vygotsky's uses of history discussed by Scribner (1985), who seems to believe that Vygotsky's view of history is as a place where changes happen to people as reflected in statements like ‘Because socially organized activities change in history . . .’ and ‘Changes in social activities that occur in history . . .’ (p. 122). The implication in these statements is that ‘history’ is both the cause and the effect of such changes. This is an important point that is crucial for our understanding of the nature of tools, to which we will return. In addition to the issue of the primacy of the social world over the individual and the implicit assumption that these are separate entities over which primacy can be had, in the above passage Cole and Wertsch also offer a conception of society as a load-bearing vehicle for a ‘cultural heritage’. In their formulation, then, ‘society’ is that which bears a cultural heritage. But in the example they provide of a newborn, it is not ‘society’ that creates a ‘developmental niche for the newcomer’ but the child's ‘parents and other members of the community’, who all sound very much like persons from whom the child will learn. In the process of learning through engagement with other people and then through engagement with oneself, the child becomes a social individual or person. If any primacy is involved, then it is the primacy of those persons who create the developmental niches for children and not a vehicle bearing cultural gifts. This is a regressive form of primacy but is not infinite, stretching back to the beginnings of culture with the early emergence of the species. This is the stretch that Vygotsky calls history and culture, with its tools and symbols which, unlike the apple, were not ready and waiting in the primal Garden of Eden. 

The fact that culture is a product of human endeavour, that it is made by people, not all at once or all together but gradually over time and by separate people who may or may not work in collaboration or cooperation with others, has important implications for how we understand and conceptualize the idea of culture. People make culture in two ways. First, culture is made in the sense of being invented or created. Second, culture is made not only in an original sense but in the sense of being expressed or brought to life by people, whether by using tools or engaging in speech or performing rituals or following conventional patterns of behaviour that prescribe social roles. In much the same way that Vygotsky speaks of a word without meaning as a dead thing (1987, p. 284), so culture remains inert in the absence of people whose thoughts and actions provide the form and substance of culture. The implications of both of these senses of making culture can be illustrated by using the example of a simple tool, such as a pair of scissors. 

If we follow a genetic-historical-developmental method, then the first question we must ask about any tool is from whence it came. How did it get to be the way it is? As in the case of Marx's architect, the starting point must be a plan inside a head attached to a person. Behind the plan of a tool there is, of course, a specific purpose; in the case of a pair of scissors, a particular kind of cutting action. With this purpose or intention in mind, the plan to make a tool to achieve this purpose involves a design that, in turn, determines the form or structure of the tool. In the case of a pair of scissors, two sharp blades are joined together by a central pivot with handles attached to each of the blades. The tool is now ready to do its job and this is usually considered the end of the story. The situation is depicted by V. P. Zinchenko (1985, p. 104) as follows:  


In reality, even though the external tool is the result of the transformation of something (previously either external or internal) through a subjective activity, the external tool itself does not contain so much as an ounce of mind. 





 



Before we rush to agree with what seems almost self-evident, we need to take care that we are not led astray by the words we use and need to question the ‘reality’ to which Zinchenko refers. What is the ‘reality’ of the external tool, a tool like a pair of scissors that sit on a desk or in a drawer waiting to be used? In tracing the outline of the genesis of the scissors, the point was made that their design determined the structure but the structure that satisfies the intention of cutting is the scissors’ functional structure and not their inert form. Cutting is achieved when the scissors work in accordance with their design. This means that it is the functional structure, the snip-snip of the scissors at work, that is their ‘reality’. The object at rest in a drawer is only a potential or virtual ‘scissors’ and it is this inert matter that ‘does not contain so much as an ounce of mind’. But a ‘real’ pair of scissors, that is a working pair of scissors, ‘contain’ in their functional structure more than ‘an ounce of mind’, with contributions from their users in both of the senses identified above. In a very real sense, when a pair of scissors cut they reveal the intention of their maker in their design. In another sense, and for another mind, the scissors must be made to work by the users who put them to work for a purpose and that cutting purpose inheres not in the material composition of the scissors but in their functional structure. All tools in their inert state are unfinished works that are only completed in their use in much the same way that Vygotsky says that thought is ‘completed in the word’. But it is not only tools whose reality resides in their functional structure. All artefacts, including books, computer programs, toys, DVDs and social structures or roles, only exist when they work and can only work when completed by the missing ounce of mind. In this conception of culture as a collection of functional structures, it is fundamentally misguided to place culture in opposition to mind. Mind is always and from the beginning in culture. Vygotsky makes this point in a particularly potent way.  


Could one imagine, in the context of human development, that when the most primitive man had only just appeared on earth, a higher final form already existed, a man of the future as it were and that this ideal form could somehow directly influence the first steps the primitive man was taking? One cannot imagine this. 

(1994b, p. 349)





 



Vygotsky goes on to point out that it is the peculiar characteristic of child development, however, that the ideal forms do exist so that, for example, the child's early primitive speech encounters the ideal form in dialogue with his mother. In this encounter, we can detach the speech from the mother and call it ‘culture’, and assert along with Cole and Wertsch (see above) that without it ‘the development of mind is impossible’. But if we leave the speech intact, as an integral part of the mother's engagement with the child, then the encounter involves a meeting of minds and the assertion that follows has a distinctively Vygotskian ring; the development of mind is impossible without an encounter with another mind. Culture does not sit on one side of the encounter with mind on the other, but is made in the encountering process.9 At the end of ‘Thought and word’ Vygotsky makes this very point: ‘In consciousness, the word is what – in Feuerbach's words – is absolutely impossible for one person but possible for two’ (1987, p. 285). 





1 For example, Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991), Minick (1987), Wertsch (2007). 





2 For a discussion of different phases in Vygotsky's work, see Minick (1987). 





3 Van der Veer and Valsiner (1991, p. 360) provide an alternative translation: I have forgotten the word I wanted to say and without flesh the thought flies back to its home of shadows. 





4 In Chapter 1 reference is made to the editor's footnoted comment about this statement. 





5 This usage by Vygotsky of the terms ‘meaning’ and ‘sense’ may be confusing for readers who are more familiar with the terms ‘sense’ and ‘reference’ both referring to aspects of ‘meaning’. 





6 This comment and that of the ‘isolation of meaning from sound’ are particularly relevant in the context of the discussion in the following chapters about the importance of the material aspects of words. 





7 Again, the two short but crucial passages quoted above should be borne in mind in the discussions of sociocultural activity approaches in the following chapters. 





8 See, for example, Cole and Gajdamaschko (2007); Wertsch (1998); and Chapters 7 and 8. 





9 ‘[T]he child is part of a living environment and . . . the environment is never external to the child. If the child is a social being and his environment is a social environment, then it follows from this that the child himself is a part of this social environment’ (Vygotsky, 1998, p. 293). This point is elaborated in relation to Ratner's commentary in Chapter 10. 





 



  




Part II
Vygotsky in America
 

  



7
Michael Cole: artefact-mediated action – setting the record straight
 

In concluding a chapter in which he introduces and summarizes the cultural-historical approach to psychology, Cole (1996, pp. 114–15) makes a revealing observation and poses a reflective question.  


American psychologists (myself included) have selectively attended to and borrowed from the ideas of Vygotsky and his followers. How much of what we have borrowed really is in the original? How is the original transformed in the process of translation and appropriation in new cultural-historical circumstances? 





 



Having alluded to and recognized the ‘selective attention’ of ‘American psychologists’, significantly including himself, Cole does not elaborate but leaves the reader to provide answers to his rhetorical questions. Of course, the very fact that he poses the question is itself suggestive of a kind of generalized admission of collective guilt. But the way in which the question is framed in terms of selective attention and borrowing is also a means of selectively directing attention away from a more serious kind of scholarly transgression. Problems of translation are well understood and the appropriation of ideas across generations of scholars is the stuff of scholarship, with well-established conventions regulating the acknowledgement and citation of ideas. Indeed, Vygotsky himself provides an excellent example of how to agree and disagree with thinkers from the past as well as with his contemporaries, especially Piaget, from whom he selectively borrowed as much as he discarded and explicitly rejected. But Cole's question, ‘How much of what we have borrowed really is in the original?’, points to a rather unusual problem. How do we borrow ideas that are not in the original? Even more intriguing is the question why? 

Despite the richness of our language, we do not seem to have a special word that expresses the practice of incorrectly attributing ideas to a person or of attributing one's own ideas to other people who, in fact, do not espouse these ideas. Of course, common words like ‘confusion’ or ‘misunderstanding’ could explain how this happens, but they do not cover situations in which there appears to be a deliberate attempt to tamper with the original, not by any act of commission but by the simple expedient of ignoring some ideas at the expense of others. When the ideas that are ignored are the fundamental and distinctive core of a theory while the ideas that are acknowledged are peripheral to that theory then, perhaps, we can coin the phrase misrepresentation by omission. Here the questions become how much of the original is acknowledged and included in our borrowings, and to what extent do we acknowledge our differences? 
To anticipate the argument that follows, it appears that in Cole's account of the Russian cultural-historical school, Vygotsky's most distinctive and definitive ideas, such as the crucial role of signs as psychological tools and their functional difference from material tools, are simply ignored. Although he adopts the term mediation from Vygotsky, Cole does not explicitly point out that his concept of artefact-mediated action differs fundamentally from that of Vygotsky's sign mediation; that artefact-mediated actions refer to actions carried out by people on the world using artefacts to better achieve their purpose whereas sign mediation refers to operations that are carried out internally on psychological functions such as attention and memory. An unsuspecting reader of Cole's version of the Russian cultural-historical school would have no way of knowing, let alone appreciating, that Vygotsky's term mediation referred to the use of signs as a means of mastering, controlling and regulating one's own internal psychological functions. This means that in terms of Vygotsky, we are given a partial story that sounds plausible because similar terms are used but is, in fact, a thoroughly distorted version of the original. This is a strong claim and the analysis that follows is an attempt to show that it is justified. 

A cultural-historical approach
 


In discussing the development of his ideas, Cole (1996) comments as follows:  


I came to adopt a ‘cultural-historical’ approach to cultural psychology. The notion of a cultural-historical psychology applies to the thinkers of many national traditions, but is commonly associated with the Russian scholars Alexei Leontiev, Alexander Luria, and Lev Vygotsky. It was in terms of their ideas that I came to formulate a cultural psychology. The resultant approach, which I have taken to calling cultural-historical activity theory, provides one productive way to overcome the dichotomy of Wundt's two psychologies while incorporating culture in mind. 

(pp. 104–5)





 



It is easy to gloss over the fact that embedded in the above passage is a gross misrepresentation that is compounded as Cole's story unfolds. Given the prominence of the term ‘history’ in Cole's formulation, it is not unreasonable to expect that the actual history of the Russian cultural-historical school would be respected and not bent out of recognition to accommodate a fundamentally different, if not opposite, set of ideas. At issue is the fact that the Russian cultural-historical theory was primarily developed by Vygotsky and to a considerable extent Luria, with whom he collaborated on a number of projects. Although it is true that Leont′ev initially worked with Vygotsky and conducted experiments within the framework of the cultural-historical approach, as Van der Veer and Valsiner point out (1991, p. 184), ‘he never co-authored a book or article with Vygotsky and was barely visible as a co-founder of the cultural-historical theory, at that time’. It is far more significant that Leont′ev moved away and severed his links with the cultural-historical approach and established his own brand, known as activity theory. This history is well documented and, as Van der Veer and Valsiner comment (p. 184), ‘the myth of the troika served the function of obscuring the very real differences of opinion and personal conflicts that would develop between Vygotsky and Leont′ev (and to some extent Luria) at a later stage’. 

The main concept that Cole adopts from the ‘Russian cultural-historical psychologists’ (1996, p. 118) is mediation and it is in terms of this concept that he formulates his own theory of artefact-mediated action. But by employing the device of linking together Vygotsky, Luria and Leont′ev, Cole creates the impression that they share the same views and developed a common approach to the concept of mediation. It should not go unnoticed that in creating this troika, Cole lists the members in strict alphabetical order (Leont′ev, Luria, Vygotsky), thereby removing from view the historical context of their collaboration and the fact that Leont′ev broke ranks with the cultural-historical school precisely over the issue of the nature of mediation and formed his own approach in opposition to Vygotsky, known as activity theory. Kozulin (1984, p. 111) provides a succinct summary of Leont′ev's differences with Vygotsky that turned on ‘the evaluation of the role of external actions in the formation of mental functions’.  


Zinchenko, Leontiev, and their colleagues claimed that in order to understand the development of the human mind, psychologists must center on the individual's practical, material activity, which through internalization gives birth to intellectual functions. Vygotsky's thesis of the psychological tool as a mediating point between objects of action and mental functions was replaced by a thesis that material activity mediates between the subject and the external world.1





 



In large measure, Leont′ev's differences with Vygotsky turn on the very issues that Cole skilfully manages to conceal, or avoid mentioning, or mentions only in passing: the central role of signs or word meaning as the psychological tools of mediation in the cultural-historical theory of Vygotsky, as distinct from material tools or artefacts that mediate the practical actions of people on the world.2 To ignore or minimize the role of signs as psychological tools in an account of the Russian cultural-historical theory is tantamount to discussing Freud without mentioning, or with only a passing reference to, the unconscious. 

It is immensely puzzling why Cole goes to considerable lengths to claim a mythical lineage with the Russian cultural-historical theory when he, in fact, either rejects or ignores the main tenets of that theory. By way of introducing his cultural psychology, Cole provides an account of what he refers to as the ‘Basic principles of cultural-historical psychology’ (p. 108). In the opening sentence he states the ‘central thesis of the Russian cultural-historical school ’ in a categorical tone that is not qualified by phrases such as ‘in my view’ or ‘based on my interpretation’.  


The central thesis of the Russian cultural-historical school is that the structure and development of human psychological processes emerge through culturally mediated, historically developing, practical activity. 





 



The above statement is not accompanied by any textual reference but carries the weight of its own apparent authority. While it could be argued that the above ‘thesis’ reflects Leont′ev's activity theory, the title alone of Luria and Vygotsky's text, Tool and Sign, should be sufficient to cast doubt on the veracity of Cole's definition of the central thesis of the Russian cultural-historical school. In the title Tool and Sign, the term ‘tool’ represents practical intelligence or activity and the central thesis of the book is that the kinds of practical activity associated with the use of tools are transformed when children incorporate signs into their activity. It is the use of signs, or what they call ‘psychological tools’, and not practical activity that occupies the centre stage of Luria and Vygotksy's theories. By means of signs, natural psychological functions are transformed into higher, distinctively human functions and, unlike animals, humans are able to exercise control over their own psychological functions by using psychological tools. Because words and other symbolic systems that constitute psychological tools are social and cultural products, the control and mastery of higher psychological functions is not vested in the biology of the species but in the historical development of culture. This thesis is not only expounded in Tool and Sign but is repeated in various ways throughout all Vygotsky's texts, including those written towards the end of his life. To omit to mention the central and dominant theme of signs or psychological tools as distinct from material artefacts, or to minimize their role in any way, is nothing short of a travesty. It is one thing to reject the emphasis that Vygotsky placed on the role of signs and to believe that practical activity and the use of artefacts holds the key to explaining human psychological functioning. But it is an entirely different and illegitimate matter to suggest or imply that these same views capture the ‘central thesis’ of the most prominent of the cultural-historical theorists. 

Having provided a thoroughly misleading account of the ‘central thesis of the Russian cultural-historical school’, Cole goes on to ‘summarize the key concepts’ and it comes as no surprise that the concepts in question reflect his own views and not those of Vygotsky. The first concept he discusses is Mediation through artefacts.  


The initial premise of the cultural-historical school is that human psychological processes emerged simultaneously with a new form of behavior in which humans modified material objects as a means of regulating their interactions with the world and one another. (It was common at the time to refer to such mediational devices as tools but I prefer to use the generic concept involved, artifact, for reasons that will become clear.) 

(p. 108)





 



The above statement is not an accurate account of a premise of the cultural-historical school. Three crucial bits of information are missing. The first is the distinction that the cultural-historical school made between natural or lower and higher psychological processes. The second and most distinctive aspect of their approach that Cole omits to mention is that the higher psychological processes emerge as a consequence of the incorporation of signs or psychological tools into psychological functions. The third missing bit is that the psychological tools are not used as a means of ‘regulating their interactions with the world and one another’ but, on the contrary, are used as a means of regulating themselves, that is as a means of mastering and regulating their own psychological functions. Having produced the above passage, Cole goes on to quote Luria, but he does not provide the full text and although he mentions that language was regarded as a tool, he does not mention that it was regarded as a psychological tool and as such was not involved with regulating ‘interactions with the world’. Cole states the matter as follows (p. 108):  


The consequence of tool creating/using for the basic structure of behavior is that ‘instead of applying directly its natural function to the solution of a particular task, the child puts between that function and the task a certain auxiliary means. . . by the medium of which the child manages to perform the task’. 

(Luria, 1928, p. 495) 





 


The quotation in the original continues as follows:  


If he wishes to remember a difficult series, he invents a conventional sign, and this sign, being wedged between the task and memory, assists in the better mastering of that task. The direct, natural use of the function is replaced by a complicated cultural form. 





 



By selecting only part of Luria's statement, Cole is able to maintain the fiction contained in his version of the initial premise of the cultural-historical school. As the complete statement makes clear, the task is not about ‘interactions with the world’ or with ‘one another’. The task involves the psychological function of memory and the sign is wedged between the task of remembering a series and the memory function and serves to better master the processes of remembering. Having misrepresented, or perhaps misunderstood, Luria and Vygotsky's central premise, Cole somewhat disingenuously now claims that ‘This idea of tool mediation is not original to the early Russian cultural-historical psychologists’ (p. 109) and goes on to cite Dewey, Bergson and Judd, who all talk about the making and using of tools to better cope with the environment. The puzzle remains why, with so many luminaries to draw on, Cole finds it necessary to consistently mask the fact that the fundamental premise of the Russian cultural-historical approach is the idea of sign mediation as a means of internal mastery and control over psychological functions. 

Cole discusses two more basic premises of the Russian cultural-historical approach and again we must take on trust his extraction of these premises from their texts, given that no references are cited to substantiate his claims. In fact, in discussing these premises he does not refer to any of the Russian cultural-historical psychologists. Under the heading of ‘Historical development’, he refers to the fact that culture is transmitted from generation to generation and rather oddly provides a quotation from Dewey to make the point. But Cole manages to go from the idea of the historical development of culture to stake a particular claim about the nature of culture such that ‘Culture, according to this perspective, can be understood as the entire pool of artifacts accumulated by the social group in the course of its historical experience’ (p. 100). Defining culture in this way, not as a way of engagement but as an accumulated pool of artefacts, Cole then goes on to claim for the Russian cultural-historical approach the premise that culture ‘is then seen as the species-specific medium of human development’ (p. 110). Again, this conception of culture as a medium within which people develop, rather like a medium for the cultivation of bacteria or mushrooms, may accord well with Cole's idea of ‘culture as helping things grow’ (p. 143) but is at variance with the fundamental premise of the cultural-historical approach that culture, through the operation of signs, permeates the functional structure of psychological functions and, as such, is constitutive of human consciousness. 
The third premise that Cole identifies is ‘practical activity’ and he claims that this premise was adopted from Hegel by way of Marx and entails that ‘the analysis of human behavior must be grounded in humans’ everyday activities’ (p. 110). As in the case of the other premises, Cole does not refer to any text or statement produced by the Russian cultural-historical psychologists and also does not elaborate beyond a single sentence on how Hegel and Marx treated the concept of practical activity. Suffice it to say that the notion of everyday activity is something of a mantra that is chanted by like-minded adherents of cultural-historical activity theory who seem to place a special value on activities that are carried out every day. The notion that practical activity and everyday activity amount to the same thing and that Hegel and Marx, therefore, argued that analyses of human behaviour must be grounded in everyday activities is something of an exaggeration. For some people, prayer, reflection and speculation are daily activities but seem to lack a practical edge. Conversely, many practical activities are only performed on rare occasions, such as the custom of slaughtering a beast to celebrate special occasions or the occasional changing of a flat tyre. It simply does not make sense or accord with the facts to claim that the Russian cultural-historical psychologists regarded practical and everyday activities as the ground for their analysis of human behaviour. Towards the end of his life, Vygotsky devoted considerable energy to an investigation of what he referred to as scientific (theoretical) concepts as distinct from everyday concepts, with the express purpose of trying to explain how such concepts develop. If anything, the entire thrust of Vygotsky's theory is to explain precisely how humans are able to rise above the practical pursuits of life and to transform them into theoretical and conceptual understanding. Cole may believe that the royal road to understanding human behaviour lies in the painstaking analyses of the humdrum of human existence and he may even be correct. But this is not a good reason to assume that his views were shared by the Russian cultural-historical psychologists and it is a very bad reason for making such claims. 


 

Culture and artefacts
 


In stark contrast to Vygotsky, for whom signs, word meaning and concepts constitute the core of culture, Cole places artefacts as the centrepiece of his conception of culture. As discussed, like many other theorists, Vygotsky of course recognized the mediating role of material artefacts such as tools and their role in the labour process and their transforming effect on objects in the world. To the extent that material artefacts, such as the notched sticks, knots and other devices that he mentions, have an impact on psychological processes, they represent an intermediate stage either in the history of the development of culture or in ontogenesis, where they are replaced by signs and symbolic systems. The higher mental functions that lie at the heart of Vygotsky's psychology3 are constituted by the mediation of signs that allow the subject to exercise control and mastery over her own functions, and it is this facility of self-control that is the distinctive feature of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory. In this conception, ‘culture’ does not stand outside of or separate from the person and it does not surround the person or provide a medium for a person's activity. As such, it also does not occupy a middle ground between persons and the world. The whole point and nothing but the point is that for Vygotsky, culture is constitutive of psychological tools and, as such, it operates from the inside out. The planning function that underpins not only the invention and construction of artefacts but also the organized activity of human labour is a function of the mastery by humans of the sign operations that make culture possible. It is revealing of his interpretation and selective attention to Vygotsky's work that Cole (and Gajdamaschko) can comment (2007, p. 211), ‘it is an oddity’ that Vygotsky ‘should have so little to say, explicitly, about his conception of culture’. But the oddity does not lie with Vygotsky. It is not only odd but truly remarkable that Cole can claim that his artefact theory of ‘culture in the middle’ derives from Vygotsky, with or without the Luria–Leont′ev connections, given the fundamental difference in their accounts of the process of mediation. 

Unlike Vygotsky, who recognizes both psychological tools or signs and material tools or artefacts, and carefully distinguishes between their respective roles,4 Cole subsumes language and material tools under the common heading of artefacts. According to Cole (p. 117), ‘an artifact is an aspect of the material world that has been modified over the history of its incorporation into goal-directed human action’ and ‘artifacts are simultaneously ideal (conceptual) and material’. While this seems a reasonable way of defining the material objects we typically refer to as artefacts, it is not immediately clear that it applies with equal reason to language as Cole claims.  


Defined in this manner, the properties of artifacts apply with equal force whether one is considering language or the more usually noted forms of artifacts such as tables and knives which constitute material culture. What differentiates the word ‘table’ from an actual table is the relative prominence of their material and ideal aspects and the kinds of coordinations they afford. No word exists apart from its material instantiation (as a configuration of sound waves, hand movements, writing, or neuronal activity), whereas every table embodies an order imposed by thinking human beings. 

(p. 117)





 


In creating an artefact such as a tool, a lump of matter must be ‘modified’ to accommodate its intended function, but it is by no means apparent how a clump of sound waves is modified to meet the function of language, especially given the fact that one of the defining features of language is the arbitrary nature of its material form. There seems to be a qualitative difference between the materiality of matter and the materiality of language. In constructing a tool, the properties of the material, such as hardness (hammer) or sharpness (knife), are a crucial component of its function. But there does not seem to be a parallel in the case of language where the properties of the sounds relate to their function.5 This applies with even greater force to Vygotsky, for whom the function of language includes not only representation but a means of self-control and self-regulation of higher psychological processes. 

The claim in the above passage that words (‘table’) and the things they designate (table) are differentiated on the basis of more or less material and ideal aspects seems to imply the following argument. Because a chair has lots of materiality it affords the coordination of sitting actions. In contrast, the word ‘chair’ does not afford the coordination of sitting because its material aspect is not sufficiently prominent and is only sufficient to support the coordination of thinking about sitting. But the reason that we cannot sit on words, or that they do not afford the coordination of sitting, surely is not because of the ‘relative prominence’ of the ideal over the material aspects of the word ‘chair’. Rather, it is because of the specific nature of the word's material aspect in relation to the material aspect of the chair-thing, irrespective of the prominence or otherwise of their ideal aspects. The material attributes of words, such as sound waves, hand movements, writing and neuronal activity that Cole mentions, do not afford the coordination of sitting and even words that are shouted very loudly or printed in very large fonts do not offer sitting affordances. Similarly, with respect to the role of thinking, if we compare a chair with a branch of a tree that affords a good seat for the proverbial monkey up the tree (or, for that matter, children sitting along a convenient branch of a tree), then the affordance common to both does not seem to require the imposition of ‘an order imposed by thinking human beings’. In short, Cole's claim that the properties of artefacts apply equally to language seems fraught with difficulties6 and his argument that artefacts and language can be differentiated on the basis of some measure of ‘relative prominence’ of material and ideal aspects between words and things is less than convincing. As Vygotsky pointed out,7 it is possible to draw a logical analogy between tools and language, but in terms of their psychological functions, they are very different entities. This is the crucial point that Cole and other like-minded cultural-historical activity theorists either fail to grasp or choose to ignore and, in so doing, render an account of Vygotsky that is at best misleading. 

Before leaving this discussion of Cole's conception of artefacts, it is important to take note of how he relates the material and the ideal as separate aspects of objects such as tables, knives and words. In his dual account, the material amounts to matter that is modified and the ideal refers to the purpose (or idea) for which and according to which matter is modified.8 But the point that Cole seems to miss is that the material and the ideal are not aspects or components of artefacts. A knife is not a sharp bit of matter mixed with the idea of cutting. The point about an artefact is that it has no independent existence as an artefact distinct from a lump of matter. Independent and separate from a user, an artefact exists only in a virtual or potential state. The ‘knife’ in the kitchen drawer is as dead as the nail in the door until it is brought to life or into being as a knife in the act of cutting. It is in its use or as a functional structure that the materiality and ideality of a knife combine to yield a cutting instrument. To conceive of artefacts as something in the middle between subject and object is to miss entirely or to misconstrue the very point about their inherent materiality and ideality. Unlike a horse whose horsiness does not depend on its rider, an empty saddle is just another piece of dead skin inconveniently tethered to its host. The notion of an artefact is not simply ‘something manufactured by a human being’ (p. 117). Equally definitive of an artefact is that it is something used by a human being and, strictly speaking, it is only in its use that it exists as an ‘artefact’. If we think of an artefact as something separate from, or independent of, or detached from a human agent then we construct an empty abstraction9 precisely of the kind that Hegel and Marx cautioned against and for which practical or concrete activity provided the antidote. 



Cultural-historical activity theory
 


At the heart of Cole's cultural psychology is a ‘basic mediational triangle’ that depicts what he rather enigmatically refers to as the ‘distinctive, triadic relationship of subject–medium–object’ where the intermediate term ‘medium’ refers to artefacts. As indicated in the diagram below (p. 119), the subject and object are ‘directly connected’ and also ‘indirectly connected through a medium constituted of artifacts (culture)’. 
[image: ]
 





Cole presents the diagram under the heading of ‘The special structure of artifact-mediated action’, a point not without significance to which we will return, and he introduces the topic as follows (pp. 118–19):  


The Russian cultural-historical psychologists used a triangle to picture the structural relation of the individual to environment that arises pari passu with artifact mediation. Simplifying their view for purposes of explication, the functions termed ‘natural’ (or ‘unmediated’) are those along the base of the triangle; the ‘cultural’ (‘mediated’) functions are those where the relation between subject and environment (subject and object, response and stimulus, and so on) are linked through the vertex of the triangle (artifacts). 





 



The above passage strikes an odd chord. It seems contrived to establish the provenance of the triangle by means of a specific but entirely vague and anonymous reference to ‘the Russian cultural-historical psychologists’. It is interesting that no particular person is mentioned and no indication is provided of where in their writings this particular triangle is to be found, but the impression is created that ‘they’ all wore it like a badge. Cole's triangle is illuminating because it demonstrates in graphic form the extent to which his views diverge from those of at least one of the Russian cultural-historical psychologists.10 It is true that Vygotsky did make use of the triangle to illustrate his point, but, alas, the point and the triangles are very different from that provided by Cole and depict a different set of factors from those identified by Cole. To return to the point made earlier regarding Cole's heading ‘The special structure of artifact-mediated action’, Vygotsky's diagram11 appears under the heading ‘The structure of sign operation’ (Vygotsky and Luria, 1994, p. 142) in which the essential feature of the structure is that the subject ‘is able to control his behavior from without’ (p. 145) by making use of auxiliary stimuli. Unlike Cole's triangle in which an artefact (axe) and an object (tree) are depicted along with a subject, Vygotsky's triangle (p. 144) shows a stimulus (S), an auxiliary stimulus (X) and a response (R) as follows: 
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The important point to notice is that Vygotsky's triangle does not depict the ‘distinctive, triadic relationship of subject–medium–object’ that Cole claims for his own. Of significance is that the subject seems to be missing in Vygotsky's diagram for the simple reason that the subject is not in the triangle but rather the reverse is the case. Vygotsky's diagram depicts the structure of the sign as it is used by the subject. Initially children make use of available auxiliary stimuli to help them exercise control over their psychological functions, such as attention and memory, and then these stimuli are replaced by signs. Far from Cole's artefacts that stand in the middle between the subject and the object and facilitate actions on the world,12 for Vygotsky (and Luria, p. 145) ‘the use of signs, which are at the same time a means of autostimulation, leads man to a completely new and specific structure of behavior, breaking away from the traditions of natural development and creating for the first time a new form of cultural psychological behavior’. In discussing the ‘Instrumental Method in Psychology’, Vygotsky (1997a, p. 86) also provides a similar triangular diagram to illustrate the relation between instrumental and natural processes. As illustrated in the following diagram, in the natural associative process a connection is established between two stimuli A and B. In the case of an instrumental act, two connections, A–X and B–X are established ‘by means of a psychological tool X (a knot in a handkerchief, a mnemonic scheme)’. 
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Discussing Cole's diagram, Wertsch (2007) seems to think that it is derived from the above triangle and comments that ‘It is no accident that this formulation bears striking similarities to the “basic mediational triangle” that Michael Cole (1996) places at the foundation of cultural psychology or to the elaborated set of triangles that Yrjö Engeström (1987) has employed in his writings’ (p. 179). But this Vygotsky triangle is essentially the same as the previous one and again depicts the structure of a sign operation and not a mediated action. Whereas for Cole, the handkerchief is an artefact that comes between hand and nose and mediates the action of blowing, for Vygotsky neither the handkerchief nor its knot functions as an artefact but as a sign by means of which the person is able to control or direct a given psychological function such as memory. In other words, in the sign operation the function of the knot is not to join together two objects in the world such as the two ends of a rope. Its function bears no relation to its material properties. It is to alert the subject to ‘act’ in a particular way where the action in question is not directed at objects in the world but at the operation of an internal psychological function. Vygotsky's triangles are not about actions with artefacts but are about mental functions, such as attention, memory, perception and so on. For this reason, it makes no sense to allocate a specific corner of the triangle to the ‘subject’ and another to an ‘artefact’ where the artefact in question is a sign that operates as an integral part of the subject's psychological functioning. Vygotsky makes this abundantly clear, as the following passage demonstrates:  


An external phenomenon (a stimulus) in one case can play the role of the object towards which the act of behavior is directed. This act strives to solve some problem facing the person (to memorize, compare, choose, assess, consider something, etc.). In another case, the external phenomenon can play the role of a means by means of which we direct and realize the psychological operations (memorizing, comparing, selecting, etc.) necessary for the solution of the problem. In these two cases the psychological nature of the relation between the behavioral act and the external stimulus is essentially and fundamentally different and the stimulus determines, causes and organizes the behavior completely differently, in a completely distinctive way. In the first case it would be correct to call the stimulus the object, but in the second case it is the psychological tool of the instrumental act. 

(1997a, p. 86)





 



One can only assume that in attributing the ‘basic mediational triangle’ to the Russian cultural-historical psychologists, Cole (and Wertsch) must have overlooked the above passage. Not only is there no ‘distinctive, triadic relationship of subject–medium–object’ lying dormant in the above passage but it conveys in the strongest of terms (‘essentially and fundamentally different’, ‘completely differently’, ‘completely distinctive way’) a message that is very different, if not the very opposite, from that of Cole's ‘artifact-mediated action’. In this regard, Valsiner and Van der Veer provide an interesting perspective: 


Oftentimes, the names of Lev Vygotsky, George Herbert Mead, and others are used to emphasize the social nature of human psychological functions. Declarations of faith are, of course, often made in conjunction with evoking an authority figure: ‘as X (e.g., Vygotsky, Mead, Tom Sawyer,13 Marx) showed, the mind is A (e.g., social), and not B (e.g., biologically determined)’. 

(2000, pp. 3–4)





 



If we put aside, for the moment, the question of the origins of the so-called ‘basic mediational triangle’ and consider it on its own merits, a number of difficulties spring to mind, the most obvious of which concern the term ‘subject’. Although we are provided with definitions and explanations of the ‘artefacts’ that sit at the apex of the triangle, the ‘subject’ is never defined or explained. In Cole's ‘triadic’ conception there are three entities that interrelate, but it is not clear that these entities are separate and independent. As Cole points out (1996, p. 118), there is a debate whether culture should ‘be located external to the individual, as the products of prior human activity, or should it be located internally, as a pool of knowledge and beliefs?’. Cole discusses schemas and scripts as examples of internal knowledge structures and points out that they ‘fit comfortably with the internal notion of culture as meanings, which become unmoored from their material instantiation’ (p. 128). He then draws the following conclusions:  


Interpreted in this light, the notion of schema is incompatible with the notion of artifact-mediation I have been seeking to develop. The solution, of course, is to say that scripts are not uniquely inside-the-head phenomena but, like all artifacts, participate on both sides of the ‘skin line’. 





 



But, of course, this is no more a solution than is cheese in relation to the moon. (It also does not help Cole's argument for him to invoke the name of Bartlett and the psychology of the 1920s to justify a view that schemas are both inside and outside the head.) The crucial point is that to the extent that schemas do participate as artefacts inside the head, they remove any sensible distinction between artefact and subject. If the subject's head is filled with artefacts, like scripts and schemas, then a diagram showing this relationship of inclusion would collapse the artefact apex of the triangle into the subject and the distinctive triadic relationship would be lost. In fact, the resulting state of affairs, with ‘signs’ operating inside the head, seems to resemble the very point that Vygotsky was at pains to make and Cole at even greater pains to ignore. 
The point about the subject is even stronger than a relationship of inclusion between the subject and the schemas and scripts inside the subject's head. The relation between a subject and schemas and scripts is one of identity. In this sense, a subject is not merely an object with a head that among other things contains schemas and scripts. The subject is constituted by schemes and scripts. If the term ‘subject’ is used in relation to another term ‘object’, then the suggestion is that there is more to a subject than its object-like being. But if we do not include in the category ‘subject’ the very things that make the subject a ‘subject’, such as knowledge structures and beliefs, then we are left with a subject-less object no different from any other material object in the world. In other words, by placing artefacts that include internal knowledge structures and beliefs at the apex of the triangle, the ‘subject’ in the corner is in fact reduced to an ‘object’ no different in principle, or in matter, to that of the ‘object’ in the opposite corner. This is simply because if the very stuff that constitutes the being of a subject is removed and transferred elsewhere then what remains is nothing other than an object. 

As pointed out, in the same way that internal knowledge structures and beliefs cannot be separated from any meaningful concept of a ‘subject’, the notion of a subject is an essential and constitutive component of an artefact. An artefact that is not in use is only a virtual or potential ‘artefact’ and, as such, is a lump of matter no different to the ‘object’ in the corner of Cole's triangle. In other words, when an artefact is not being used, the apex of the triangle collapses into the ‘object’ in the right-hand corner and, when it is being used, it collapses into the ‘subject’ in the left-hand corner and becomes an extension or part of the subject no different in principle to the hand, eyes or brain of the subject. (Notice that this is very different from arguing in the opposite direction that attributes of the subject, such as mind, consciousness and thinking, cross over and become properties of artefacts.) In short, to treat subjects, artefacts and objects simply as things that exist alongside one another like person, axe and tree, to use Cole's example, serves to entrench common sense as does their arrangement into a triangular pattern that begs all the essential questions relating to its structure. Cole's vision of a ‘distinctive, triadic relationship of subject–medium–object’ seems to fray at the corners and does not resonate with the most distinctive ideas of the Russian cultural-historical psychologists, at least if we include the most prominent members of that group. As Cole himself points out, the idea of ‘artifact-mediated action’ is a very well-worn idea that can hardly be regarded as an original or distinctive contribution of the Russian cultural-historical psychologists. That people make and use tools 
in the execution of their actions was not the focus of their concern as much as the fact that chimpanzees also manage this feat. In their concern to understand the difference between the practical achievements of tool-using apes and the distinctive human achievement of culture, they sought an explanation not in artefact-mediated activity but in sign-mediated consciousness. Whereas, for Cole, culture is exemplified in the notion of artefacts, for Vygotsky (1999, p. 64) culture is a function of human consciousness.14 


[T]he most primitive man prepares a digging stick even when he is not directly preparing to dig, when the objective conditions for using the tool are not realized in any kind of perceptible way. The fact that he provides himself with a tool in advance is undoubtedly connected with the beginning of culture. 





 



Cole acknowledges that his mediational triangle reflects the ‘minimal mediational structure’ and that it requires elaboration and expansion. In the process of expanding the model, it becomes clear that the ‘basic mediational triangle’ has a very tangible origin not in the mists of Russian cultural-historical psychologists but much closer to home as the top slice of a diagram that has assumed emblematic proportions for an approach called cultural-historical activity theory or, referred to by its acronym, CHAT. It turns out that Cole does not really elaborate or expand his basic triangle but that he adopts ‘Engeström's expanded model of mediation and activity’ (1996, p. 248). It is probably fair to say that no other diagram in the history of psychology has been reproduced as frequently and as uncritically as this one. Cole's version of the model (p. 284) is presented in the context of an approach to the teaching of reading called Question-Asking-Reading (Q-A-Reading or QAR) and the diagram depicts the ‘overall system of activity represented by QAR’. 
[image: ]
 




As is evident from the above figure, the top half of the diagram represents Cole's mediational triangle. In this expanded version, all the problems associated with Cole's smaller version are also expanded. It is unclear, if not entirely opaque, why particular labels, such as ‘Community’ or ‘Rules’, are attached to the diagram at certain points or whether their placement is random. ‘Individual’ and ‘Community’ occupy separate points as do ‘Artifacts’ and ‘Rules’ despite the fact that communities are constituted by individuals and that rules, being created by people, are also artefacts. In the diagram, the individual reader is located at some distance from the reading group of which each individual reader is a constituent part. If each individual reader is placed outside the group, then the label becomes a meaningless and redundant abstraction. Similarly, having elaborated at length on the fact that artefacts include schemas and scripts as well as material instruments, the rules of Q–A–Reading are not included as part of the mediating artefacts, which are limited strictly to material items. Located between ‘Artifacts’ and ‘Division of labor’ are ‘Objects’ but the link (line) between them is entirely mysterious. In the diagram ‘reading for meaning’ becomes an object, and although a mediating artefact like a text has a bearing on reading, it is not clear how reading for meaning activity relates to roles in a division of labour. Although an impressive number of embedded triangles and other geometric forms (quadrilaterals) are generated by the joining of lines between the labels, the structure itself does not seem to convey a meaning, let alone reflect a coherent theory. Taken on their own, the labels represent something to do with human activity, and no doubt other labels,15 such as geographical and climatic conditions, could be added that would further expand and elaborate the ‘model’. But the particular configuration of labels does not seem to be driven by any compelling logic. For example, swapping the labels of ‘Community’ and ‘Rules’ would seem to yield a more meaningful structure by placing ‘Community’ on the same side as ‘Individual’ and ‘Rules’ on the same axis as ‘Artifacts’. But given that this diagram seems to be presented more as an article of faith than as a theoretical model from which some explanatory value can be extracted, there is not much point dwelling on possible interpretations. It is, however, worth dwelling on the fact that the diagram did not emerge as an expansion of the basic mediational triangle and that some of the key elements in the expanded model derive from an altogether different source. 

If we adopt a historical-genetic approach to an analysis of the activity model, then we need to follow the development of this model as discussed by Engeström, who provides a step-by-step account of its formation. Contrary to Cole's source in the Russian cultural-historical psychologists, in developing his model, the first triangle that Engeström presents (1987, p. 33) depicts the ‘general mode of biological adaptation as the animal form of activity’. 
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Apart from a short quotation from Lewontin (1982), pointing out that organisms construct their environments, Engeström provides no explanation for the diagram. It is left to the reader to fathom how (why?) individual members of a species are depicted in a corner of the triangle separately from the ‘population’ that contains ‘other members of the species’ at the apex of the triangle, with the ‘natural environment’ occupying the remaining corner. On each side of the triangle Engeström provides labels, and again it is left to the reader's imagination to decide on the meaning of the terms ‘being together’ and ‘doing together’ of biological organisms. What does it mean for donkeys to be together and do together as distinct from doing alone? With this ‘general structure of animal activity’ in full triangular view, Engeström then comments as follows:  


On higher levels of animal evolution, we witness ruptures in each of the three sides of the triangle depicted in the figure. The uppermost side of ‘individual survival’ is ruptured by the emerging utilization of tools, most clearly demonstrated by anthropoid apes (see Schurig, 1976). The left side of ‘social life’ is ruptured by collective traditions, rituals, and rules, originating at the crossing of adaptation and mating. The right-hand side of ‘collective survival ’ is ruptured by division of labor, influenced by the practices of breeding, upbringing and mating, and appearing first as the evolving division of labor between the sexes. 

(p. 34)





 



This is a truly astonishing passage. Here, at the very point of germination of his model, Engeström indulges in the most extravagant of claims without even an attempt to justify or support them. He writes as if there is some kind of reality implicit in the sides of his triangle and that the ruptures of which he speaks are simply there for all the world to bear witness. It is anyone's guess what it means to claim that ‘“individual survival” is ruptured by the emerging utilization of tools’ and it is certainly noteworthy that, unlike rituals and rules that emerge from the rupture of ‘being together’, the emergence of tools is tied to ‘individual survival’ and ‘doing alone’. In terms of a genetic or historical approach and on the basis of this triangular account, tools and rules do not share a common origin and this would seem to run counter to Cole's claim that they belong together under the common heading of artefacts. Even more bizarre are the claims that follow. The statement that ‘“social life” is ruptured by collective traditions, rituals, and rules’ suggests that the very social practices that constitute social life at the same time serve to tear it apart. The further idea that these practices originate at ‘the crossing of adaptation and mating’ leaves a reader entirely in ignorance of where this enchanted place may be. Best is left for last where ‘breeding, upbringing and mating’ combine to rupture ‘collective survival’ by means of the division of labour. Within this orgy of ruptures occurring on all sides, Engeström (p. 34) manages to discern the outline of yet another emergent triangular ‘Structure of activity in the transition from animal to man’ and comments that ‘This stage of “ruptures” is actually the still quite dim transformational field between animals and man’ and he depicts it in the following diagram: 
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From the transitional structure depicted in the above figure it is but one small step to the full-blown final figure that represents the ‘whole structure of activity’ (p. 36). Before presenting the figure, Engeström provides a quotation and this, presumably, is intended as the rationale for the final form of the emergent embedded triangles as shown in the figure below.16
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In considering the transition across the three triangles, a number of changes occur in the labels, some of which are subtle and others less so, but Engeström does not seem to believe that any explanation for these changes is required. For example, what starts off as an ‘individual member of the species’ lands up as a ‘subject’, and a ‘population’ consisting of ‘other members of the species’ turns into a ‘community’. Does this mean that subjects replace individual members of the species or that individual members of the species somehow become subjects? Similarly, do populations grow into communities or do communities outgrow populations? The terms ‘population’ and ‘species’ are not equivalent to ‘community’ and it is deeply misleading to substitute one for the other. Even more confusing is how the initial label ‘natural environment’ is supplemented in the transitional stage of ruptures by something called an ‘artificial environment’, which is also different from tools or instruments, and is finally replaced by an ‘object’ attached to an arrow that points at an outcome. None of these questions seem to concern the practitioners of this triadic art form,17 least of all Cole, who believes that it represents an extension of his basic mediational triangle that, in turn, harks back to the Russian cultural-historical psychologists. 

Perhaps the most intriguing question confronting cultural-historical activity theory is the apparent fascination with things ‘triadic’. Of all the geometric shapes, the one that least conveys a sense of ‘activity’ is the triangle, whose attribute of stability and fixity seems to convey the very opposite of the sense of flow or movement associated with action. Engeström (p. 8) refers vaguely to ‘Hegel's insistence on the culturally mediated, triadic or triangular structure of human activity’ and seems to have an affinity for theorists of a triadic persuasion such as Peirce and Popper, among others. Cole appears to share this predilection for things that come in triplicate and also subscribes to a ‘distinctive, triadic relationship of subject–medium–object’. But in expanding his basic mediational triangle into Engeström's eruption of triangular forms, Cole seems to do a grave injustice to his own theoretical position. In the expanded activity system model, the three corners of the triangle bear labels that in Cole's terms amount to the very same thing. At the apex of the triangle are ‘artifacts’. In the corner on the left are ‘rules’ and, as pointed out, these are by Cole's own insistence also artefacts. In the opposite corner on the right we find the ‘division of labor’ that, in turn, is simply a specific set of rules that apply to the organization of labour and, hence, fall into the same overall category of artefacts. Given that the three corners of the triangle all refer to the same thing, it makes good sense to draw them together and, in so doing, the triangle implodes on itself. In other words, Cole's expanded triadic structure of activity pushed to its logical conclusion seems to disappear into its own artefactual fundament. 



The advent of Mind in Society
 


If we now return to Cole's reflections, quoted at the beginning of the chapter, about how ‘American psychologists (myself included) have selectively attended to and borrowed from the ideas of Vygotsky and his followers’, we can formulate some tentative answers to the questions he poses. As mentioned, his question, ‘How much of what we have borrowed really is in the original?’, is logically inconsistent and signals that something may be rotten in this state of affairs. The problem is less about ‘selective attention’ or borrowing from Vygotsky thoughts that he never had, and more about deflecting attention away from his core ideas while retaining the semblance of a common theoretical framework. To the further question Cole poses, ‘How is the original transformed in the process of translation and appropriation in new cultural-historical circumstances?’, we can answer that it has not been transformed because the original, in both senses of the word, has largely been ignored. Instead, key terms have been borrowed from Vygotsky, such as mediation and psychological tools, and used to produce a theory that begs all the fundamental questions that Vygotsky's theory tried to address. In the case of Cole's artefact-mediated activity theory, the ground was prepared with the publication of Mind in Society,18 in which a lopsided account of Vygotsky's theory is presented by the canny technique of the editors carefully selecting bits of texts and arranging them in the form of a book that purports to tell the whole story but whose covers in fact exclude as much as, if not more than, they contain. 

Whatever its limitations, the publication of Mind in Society in 1978 provided the impetus for the recognition and spread of Vygotsky's ideas in the English-speaking world. Glick (2004, pp. 345–57) raises the interesting question of why the impact of this book was so much greater than that of the earlier (1962) publication of Thought and Language19 and we will discuss this question in some detail in Chapter 10. However, anticipating this discussion, the editors paved the way by providing an explicit, ready-made and familiar interpretive framework for understanding and assimilating Vygotsky's ideas. In the introduction to Mind in Society, Cole and Scribner (1978, p. 7) comment on Vygotsky's indebtedness to Marx and Engels and quote the latter's well-known words relating hand and tool to human labour. 

 


The specialization of the hand – this implies the tool, and the tool implies specific human activity, the transforming reaction of man on nature. 

(1940, p. 40)





 


 


[T]he animal merely uses external nature, and brings about changes in it simply by his presence; man by his changes, makes it serve his ends, masters it. 

(1940, p. 291)





 



Before we consider how Cole and Scribner continue, it is important to attend to who is doing what to whom. We start with the human hand, a notable universal structure, that is specialized for the specific human activity of using tools, another universal functional structure, that allow ‘man’ to transform nature. Unlike animals, ‘man . . . makes it serve his ends’ and in this way ‘masters it’. Clearly, the active agent is ‘man’, and the active function is ‘mastery’ achieved by the use of tools. Given that neither Marx nor Engels was averse to using the concepts of ‘society ’ and ‘culture’, their absence from the above passage is hardly an oversight. Commenting that Vygotsky extended these ideas, Cole and Scribner continue (p. 7) and summarize Vygotsky as follows:  


Like tool systems, sign systems (language, writing, number systems) are created by societies over the course of human history and change with the form of society and the level of its cultural development. 





 



The obvious point to notice is the disappearance of ‘man’ and the introduction of ‘societies’ that are now the active agents that not only create tools and sign systems but also manage, if not miraculously then at least inexplicably, to change them. The passage continues as follows:  


Vygotsky believed that the internalization of culturally produced sign systems brings about behavioral transformations and forms the bridge between early and later forms of individual development. Thus for Vygotsky, in the tradition of Marx and Engels, the mechanism of individual developmental change is rooted in society and culture. 





 


From societies creating tools and signs, we now encounter culture producing sign systems whose internalization ‘bring(s) about behavioral transformations’ in individual development. Gone is ‘man’ making nature serve his ends and in his place is society or culture, stimuli, producing the signs whose internalization leads to behavioural transformations, responses, rather than the internal structural changes that transform lower natural mental functions into higher cultural mental functions that serve the ends of mastery or self- consciousness. But this slippage from ‘man’ to ‘society’ and ‘culture’ is not of Vygotsky's making. Towards the end of Tool and Sign, Vygotsky states very clearly (1999, p. 63) who is doing the making, what is being made, and for what purpose.  


Man created not only the tools for work with the help of which he subjected to his will the forces of nature, but also the stimuli that induced and regulated his own behavior, subjecting his own powers to his will. 





 



It seems that the editors of Mind in Society
missed this passage and the bits before and after that elaborate the point. Thus, by a process of gradual conceptual morphing, Vygotsky, together with Marx and Engels, is transformed into a familiar fellow20 whose theory confirms what in America has been known all along: that mind is a concept psychology can well do without because you can always instead find it in Society. 

It cannot be an accident or slip of the pen that towards the end of the introduction to Mind in Society, Cole and Scribner, in elaborating the point that Vygotsky was not an a stimulus–response learning theorist, refer to ‘mediated behavior’ and ‘higher forms of human behavior’ rather than using Vygotsky's term ‘higher mental functions ’ where higher means mediated by signs. It is not behaviour that is the product of mediation but the mental functions that in turn provide the bridge between early and later development. The change in terminology employed by Cole and Scribner produces a thoroughly mixed, not to say confused, message, with mental functions being replaced by behaviour, and this continues in the living legacy of Mind in Society. No one who had read and understood Thought and Language
could make the sweeping claim about Vygotsky in the following statement by Cole, Hood and McDermott (1982, p. 373):  


Consider . . . that cognitive activities are engaged in not as an end in themselves, but as a means to some transformation on the environment (getting the cakes baked, seeds sprouted, friendships established) as Vygotsky suggests. 





 


As pointed out previously (in Chapter 4), Vygotsky did not seem particularly interested in how skills such as baking cakes, sprouting seeds, riding bicycles, typing and making friends are achieved or how changes are effected in the world.21 Mediated (scientific) concepts of the kind Vygotsky discusses are not about the practical activities referred to in the above passage, all of which are well served by everyday concepts. The fact that the scholarly convention of citing a page reference is ignored in the above quotation suggests that this view of Vygotsky is so well established that, like references to Freud and the unconscious, or Piaget and assimilation–accommodation, none is necessary. That this statement is made by the cobbler of Mind in Society
is not surprising and provides insight into where like-minded commentators draw their inspiration in citing the eating of lunch and making of friends as abiding concerns of Vygotsky and illustrations of how his theory can be put to work.22

According to Vygotsky, mind finds its way into society during the course of history and the development of culture. Tools embody in their design or functional structure the intentions of their makers, as do signs and symbolic systems. The development of culture through ages of stone, bronze and silicone, from notches cut in wood, to pictographs, to writing and mathematics, from hunting and gathering, to agriculture, to manufacturing and industry, is a story of ‘the transforming reaction of man on nature’. Vygotsky read this book about mind in society but did not write it. The book he wrote is its companion: Society in Mind. Running through all Vygotsky's writings is the idea that human development entails a movement from without to within; external auxiliary devices are replaced by internal signs; social speech for others is transformed into egocentric speech on the way to inner speech for oneself; intermental functions are followed by intramental functions; social relations are internalized with other-regulation becoming self-regulation. In short, Vygotsky wrote about the cultural development of people, about how each human mind becomes a social mind, about ‘society’ participating in the construction of mind.23





1 Kozulin points out that in 1956 Leont′ev asserted that Vygotsky's emphasis on signs as psychological tools was transitory, but this claim, as Kozulin elaborates in some detail (1984, pp. 111–20), is negated by Vygotsky's texts. 





2 A good example of passing mention is contained in a paper by Cole and Wertsch (1996, p. 252), in which they quote the following sentence by Vygotsky (1982): ‘The central fact about our psychology is the fact of mediation.’ They then immediately point out that ‘Language was the form of mediation that preoccupied Vygotsky above all others’ and that he also included other symbolic systems in a category of psychological tools. But here the story stops short, with no mention of the crucial point that Vygotsky carefully distinguished between the form and function of mediation by means of signs or psychological tools and mediation by means of material tools dismissing the latter as having little psychological relevance. (See Chapter 2.) 





3 ‘[T]he historical origin and development of the higher psychological functions of man, and the higher functions of memory in particular, provide the key to the understanding of their nature, composition, structure, form of activity, and at the same time the key to the whole problem of the psychology of man’ (Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 127). 





4 See Chapter 2. 





5 The exception is onomatopoeia. 





6 Not the least of the difficulties is the inconvenient fact that there is more to language than words. 





7 Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 62. 





8 Cole (1996, p. 117) attributes the ‘dual material-conceptual nature of artifacts’ to Ilyenkov (1977, 1979) and goes on to comment as follows: ‘In Ilyenkov's system, ideality results from “the transforming, form creating activity of social beings, their aim-mediated, sensuously objective activity” (quoted in Bakhurst, 1990, p. 182).’ (The reference to Bakhurst, 1990 seems to refer to 1991.) 





9 Ilyenkov (2007a, p. 33) refers to ‘abstract knowledge in the worst and most precise sense of the word, in the sense of empty, isolated from life, from reality, from practice’. 





10 Given that Tool and Sign was written by Vygotsky and Luria, it is probably more correct to refer to at least two of the Russian cultural-historical psychologists. 





11 Given the importance Cole attaches to the ‘mediational triangle’, it is interesting that the diagrams are not provided in the text of Tool and Sign in the Collected Works. 





12 Cole (1996, p. 119) uses the example of axe (artefact) and tree (object). 





13 The inclusion in this list of Tom Sawyer without any explanation is intriguing. The reader is left wondering whether this is not an oblique reference to Engeström, who refers to The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in his account of Learning by Expanding. It is interesting that in their book The Social Mind (2000), Valsiner and Van der Veer do not refer to Engeström at all, even in their account of activity theory. They do provide a short summary of Cole's work but do not mention his adoption of Engeström's triangular model in his theory. 





14 Cole does comment on the ‘double world’ of humans and provides a quotation from Luria. But he seems to believe that the double world of humans is a product of his artefact-mediated actions. ‘A great deal more can and will be said about this basic mediational conception and the peculiar form of consciousness to which it gives rise’ (1996, p. 120). 





15 For example, drawing on Burke's ‘pentad’, Wertsch (1998, pp. 11–17) refers to Act, Scene, Agent, Agency and Purpose. 





16 Engeström claims (1987, p. 35) that the palaeoanthropological ideas of Leakey and Lewin correspond to the philosophical points made in the following quotation by Ruben (1981, pp. 128–9): ‘Every social system is faced with the analytical problem of dividing the total product into necessary and surplus product. And the regulations created for the distribution of these products provide the norms for “justice” in each system. So the existence of a surplus of labour beyond necessary labour is given a priori in every system of labour, and one can say that sociality, in contrast to individuality, is perceivable exactly in this surplus product . . . It is the struggle for the surplus product that constituted sociality!. . . Thus, a social mechanism that is especially a mechanism of political domination . . . does not serve as a genetical precondition for bringing about the surplus product, but as a means for its quantitative expansion.’ 





17 In the space of seven pages, Daniels (2008, pp. 138–44) manages to reproduce the embedded triangular diagram twelve times, suggesting that the more often it is repeated the more potent its explanatory power becomes. 





18
Vygotsky, 1978. 





19
Vygotsky, 1962. 





20 Burgess (1993, p. 13) refers to Bruner's (1986) essay on Vygotsky (in Actual Minds, Possible Worlds) and comments on the ‘subtle transformation’ that takes place in which ‘Marxism disappears’ and Vygotsky's account of tools and signs ‘is related to Bacon but not to Engels’ and where the stress falls ‘above all on scaffolding’ and the zone of proximal development. 





21 Vygotsky, 1987, pp. 200 and 212. 





22 See the discussion of Stetsenko's commentary in Chapter 10. 





23 In this respect Wertsch (1985a) got it right with his title Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind. 





 




  



8
James V. Wertsch: cultural tools and mediated action – getting it wrong
 

Getting to grips with Wertsch's sociocultural approach (1991, 1995b, 1998) is no easy matter. The difficulty is to pin down the object of this approach or what exactly the approach is designed to explain. Despite the fact that two of his books open with statements about ‘human mental processes’1 or ‘mental functioning’,2 Wertsch is concerned with the phenomenon of action or mediated action as reflected in the titles of his texts: Voices of the Mind: A Sociocultural Approach to Mediated Action (1991); ‘The need for action in sociocultural research’ (1995b); and Mind as Action (1998). The task of understanding Wertsch's arguments is complicated by the fact that he attempts to ground his approach in Vygotskian concepts and uses terminology derived from Vygotsky but in ways that seem to differ fundamentally from the meanings that Vygotsky attributed to these terms, in particular ‘mental functions’, ‘psychological tools’, ‘internalization’ and ‘mediation’. In contrast to Wertsch's emphasis on action, the subtitle Mind as Meaning3 could be appended to Vygotsky's Collected Works. It is this contrast between mind as action and mind as meaning that sets Wertsch apart from Vygotsky and nothing illustrates the gulf between their theories better than Wertsch's repeated use of the example of pole vaulting to illustrate his concept of mediated action and its properties. In this activity, an individual uses a pole in order to vault over a crossbar and Wertsch regards this as illustrative of mediated human action because the vaulter's action is mediated by the pole and both the pole and the person are necessary components of the activity. To capture the idea that mediated action always requires a means and an actor, Wertsch coins the compound term ‘individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means’ (1991, p. 12). 
Foundations: consciousness versus action
 


As unlikely as the activity of pole vaulting may be as a suitable candidate for explanation in terms of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory, Wertsch, nevertheless, claims that ‘Vygotsky's analysis of higher mental functioning provides a foundation for a sociocultural approach to mediated action’ (1991, p. 46). Before discussing in any detail the way in which Wertsch elaborates his sociocultural approach, it is important to examine his alleged indebtedness to Vygotsky, as it throws considerable light on the way in which he uses and, it will be argued, misuses Vygotsky's concepts. Given that his focus is on human action, it is surprising that Wertsch does not attribute the foundations of his sociocultural approach to Leont′ev, whose psychological theory of activity seems to have a closer affinity with his own emphasis on mediated action and the notion of individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means. Wertsch (1995b, p. 11) cites Zinchenko (1995), who he says ‘has provided what is perhaps the clearest exposition to date of the relationship between Leont′ev's and Vygotsky's ideas’. In discussing this relationship, Zinchenko quotes directly from Leont′ev himself, who comments that ‘The problem of consciousness is the alpha and omega of Vygotsky's creative path’ (Leont′ev, 1983, p. 23). Zinchenko goes on to paraphrase Leont′ev and comments that, for him, the problem of activity is the alpha and omega of his approach, and he summarizes the differences between the cultural-historical and activity approaches as follows:  


The main difference is that for cultural-historical psychology, the central problem was and remains the mediation of mind and consciousness. For the psychological theory of activity, the central problem was object-orientedness, in both external and internal mental activity. Of course, in the psychological theory of activity the issue of mediation also emerged, but while for Vygotsky consciousness was mediated by culture, for Leont′ev mind and consciousness were mediated by tools and objects. 

(p. 41)





 



Zinchenko points out that it was specifically Vygotsky's focus on mind or consciousness mediated by culture (signs, words, symbols, myths) that provided the foundation for the reproaches of idealism, including his own, against Vygotsky. But by attributing the foundations of his sociocultural approach specifically to Vygotsky rather than to Leont′ev, Wertsch is making a statement to the effect that the foundations of his approach lie in the very features that serve to distinguish Vygotsky from Leont′ev, despite the fact that it is precisely this focus on mind and consciousness that distinguishes Vygotsky from Wertsch, for whom mediated action takes centre stage as is the case for Leont′ev. Whereas for Vygotsky, consciousness is the culturally mediated whole that constitutes the problem of psychology and for which word meaning is the appropriate unit of analysis, for Wertsch, action is the mediated whole and he identifies the individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means as the appropriate unit of analysis for his sociocultural approach. Given these differences between the whole, the unit of analysis, and the nature and role of mediators, and the fact that Wertsch recognizes and endorses these differences,4 the notion that Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory could provide a foundation for Wertsch's sociocultural approach seems a recipe for wholesale confusion and misrepresentation born of a misguided allegiance to the wrong founding father. 

The question arises of why (or how) Wertsch would think that Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory of higher mental functions could provide a foundation for his own sociocultural approach to mediated action. The answer may well lie in the fact that Wertsch appears to invert the interpretative process by using his own conceptual framework of mediated action as a foundation for understanding Vygotsky so that the latter becomes a shadow cast by the former. This inversion becomes clear from the following three basic themes that Wertsch (1991) identifies to summarize Vygotsky's work that reveal more about Wertsch than about Vygotsky.  


Three basic themes run through Vygotsky's writings: (1) a reliance on genetic, or developmental, analysis; (2) the claim that higher mental functioning in the individual derives from social life; and (3) the claim that human action, on both the social and individual planes, is mediated by tools and signs. These themes are closely intertwined in Vygotsky's work, and much of their power derives from the ways in which they presuppose one another. 

(p. 19)





 



The most salient feature of the themes Wertsch identifies is that they include what is most general and omit what is most distinctive in Vygotsky's writings. Missing from the list is any mention of consciousness, word meaning, inner speech, and two lines of development, the natural and the cultural. It is certainly valid to regard a genetic or developmental method as a dominant theme in Vygotsky's work but this was hardly an original or innovative contribution on Vygotsky's part. As Wertsch himself points out (p. 19), Piaget and Werner also employed a genetic method, as did a host of other theorists notably Baldwin and Freud. It is significant that despite claims about Vygotsky's influence on his sociocultural approach, Wertsch's central concept of individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means is presented full-blown as a fait accompli, without any consideration given to the question of how the action in question is acquired, a point to which we will return for a more extended discussion.5 However, the remaining two themes that Wertsch identifies do not adequately capture Vygotsky's core ideas. 

It is simply misleading, if not incorrect, to state that ‘higher mental functioning in the individual derives from social life’. According to Vygotsky, higher mental functions are a product of the transformation of natural functions by means of the introduction of signs into their functioning so that, for example, attention and memory are transformed into voluntary attention and voluntary memory. Here, the important point is that a claim to the effect that mental functions derive from social life is so vague as to be virtually meaningless. The third theme is the most problematic because it creates a misleading impression of what Vygotsky actually had to say about tools and signs. It leaves unsaid that Vygotsky's focus was not on tools or human action and, in fact, at times he was dismissive of practical activities such as the riding of bicycles,6 and that his seminal contribution involved signs and the mediation of mental functions or consciousness, as attested to by none other than his colleague and critic Leont′ev. On balance, Wertsch's selection of the three themes that capture the core of Vygotsky's thought miss virtually everything that is distinctive in Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory. For example, the idea that by means of inner speech people are able to communicate with themselves and in this way internalize social relations that were previously external is a fundamental Vygotskian theme that provides an explanation for how social and cultural factors participate in the making of mind or the functioning of consciousness. Even when Wertsch discusses Vygotsky's concept of psychological tools and the role of sign systems, and mentions that his focus was on ‘psychological tools as opposed to technical tools’ (p. 28), he manages to fudge the central point that it is mental functions, rather than actions, that are mediated by signs.  


Vygotsky approached language and other sign systems in terms of how they are a part of and mediate human action7 (thus his association with the term mediated action). 

(p. 29)





 


As we have seen, associating Vygotsky with the term ‘mediated action’ is like associating Freud with consciousness. It is a convenient half-truth that serves to obscure that fact that Vygotsky's central concern is word meaning and the mediation of mental functions. In the discussion that follows from the above passage, Wertsch discusses Vygotsky's emphasis on verbal mediation without even mentioning his emphatic point that sign mediation results in internal changes in the person using the signs as opposed to external changes in the world brought about by mediated actions involving the use of tools.8 Instead of referring to Janet,9 to whom Vygotsky explicitly acknowledges his debt in relation to the self-regulatory function of speech, its planning function and role in the generation of culture, Wertsch resorts to a stereotypical ethnic argument to the effect that Vygotsky's preference for verbal forms of mediation derive from his cultural background growing up in ‘an intellectual Russian Jewish family where the verbal formulation and resolution of problems was highly valued’ (p. 30). Perhaps elements of this argument could also explain Freud's ‘talking cure’, but given that Vygotsky was inspired by Janet and Piaget, among others, in formulating his ideas about the relation of speech and thought, the intellectual-Jewish connection seems to be up against a formidable but gentile Franco-Swiss intellectual persuasion. 

The second reason Wertsch gives for Vygotsky's emphasis on verbal mediation is that he was heavily involved in the ‘formal instruction of literacy’ and that ‘one of the hallmarks of formal instruction is, again, a strong preference for using verbal mediational means to represent and resolve a wide range of problems’ (p. 30). Given that verbal mediation is not only the hallmark of orality but its defining feature and that literacy is about the written rather than the spoken verbal word, it is difficult to follow Wertsch's reasoning. This becomes even more convoluted when Wertsch goes on to claim an ‘ethnocentric bias, which underlies the ideas of Vygotsky’ (p. 31). The more usual argument is that placing an undue emphasis on literacy reflects an ethnocentric bias, given that literacy is not a universal phenomenon, and to invert this argument and claim that an emphasis on talking or verbal mediation reflects an ethnocentric bias pushes the limits of credibility. The point that Wertsch consistently overlooks even when he discusses Voices of the Mind (1991) is that, for Vygotsky, it is the silent voice of inner speech that makes culture possible and defines the human condition. The three themes that Wertsch identifies in Vygotsky's writings and his commentary on them admirably suit his purpose in providing a foundation for his own preoccupation with individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means but leaves Vygotsky's opus impoverished and stunted, with his most imaginative and creative ideas replaced by vapid generalities about social life and a commonplace notion of the mediation of action by means of cultural tools. 


 

Mediated action: individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means
 


As the foregoing discussion has attempted to show, the roots of Wertsch's sociocultural approach and its associated concepts are not planted in fertile Vygotskian soil but in a specially adapted version of Vygotsky that owes more to terminological similarities than matters of substance. Bearing this in mind, the ground is prepared for a more detailed investigation of Wertsch's ideas. In the opening lines of the first chapter of his book entitled Mind as Action (1998, p. 3), he states the following:  


The task of sociocultural analysis is to understand how mental functioning is related to cultural, institutional, and historical context. 





 



This statement seems straightforward. On the one hand, we have mental functioning and, on the other hand, we have cultural, institutional and historical context. The task is to understand how these things are related. Wertsch does not provide a definition or explanation for mental functioning and, instead, goes on to discuss the shortcomings of approaches that focus only on one or other of the two sides. With mental functioning unexplained and undefined, in the second chapter of the same book Wertsch shifts his ground and claims that his ‘proper focus is human action’ and that ‘action may be external as well as internal, and it may be carried out by groups, both small and large, or by individuals’ (p. 23). It is indeed puzzling why Wertsch did not introduce human action from the outset as the focus of his approach rather than starting with the concept of mental functioning. But in making the change, it is important to notice that Wertsch does not explain or justify the change and simply states that he is including mental functioning under a more general category of human action.  


Given that my focus has now expanded from mental functioning to a more general category of human action, I need to revisit my original formulation of sociocultural analysis. In the previous chapter, I stated that the task of sociocultural analysis is to understand how mental functioning is related to cultural, institutional, and historical context. This formulation could now be revised to read: the task of a sociocultural approach is to explicate the relationship between human action, on the one hand, and the cultural, institutional, and historical contexts in which this action occurs, on the other. 

(p. 24)





 



As is evident in the above passage, although Wertsch revises his terms from mental functioning to human action, the form of the task of sociocultural analysis remains the same. On the one hand, there is something called human action and, on the other hand, there is something called cultural, institutional and historical contexts and the task is to explicate the relationship between them. The difficulty with this formulation, however, is that it is not clear what Wertsch has in mind when he distinguishes between human action, on the one hand, and cultural, institutional and historical contexts, on the other hand. Devoid of human actions, the concepts of culture, institution and history are abstract analytical categories. In other words, the concept of a ‘school’ as a context that is something separate from the actions of learners and teachers engaged in the process of learning and teaching is an empty abstraction. Following the logic of the above passage, if the one hand consists of the actions of learning and teaching carried out by learners and teachers, of what does the other hand consist and how would we go about ‘explicating the relationship’ between these two hands? Similarly, on the other side of the relational equation, if culture, institution and history are removed from human actions in order to provide a context, setting, surround or ‘ “container” within which agents act’ (p. 14), then what remain are acts that are devoid of their humanity.10

This separation between human action, including mental functions, on the one hand, and culture, institution and history, on the other hand, with the quest for revealing the relationship between them, is deeply entrenched in Wertsch's sociocultural approach. He claims that some of Bakhtin's constructs, such as dialogicality, social language and speech genre, ‘make it possible to clarify some of the links between inter-mental and intra-mental functioning on the one hand and cultural, historical and institutional settings on the other’ and also that they ‘can provide the sociocultural grounding called for by Vygotsky the methodologist but not provided by Vygotsky the psychologist’ (Wertsch and Smolka, 1993, p. 77). Wertsch cites military commands as an example of a speech genre and it is instructive to consider the institutional setting that is related to this speech genre. The difficulty is that it does not seem possible to identify a common situation, context or setting within which military speech genres occur as these vary between battlefields, barracks, naval vessels such as an aircraft carrier, aeroplane cockpits, tanks and so on. Given the diversity of the settings in which the military speech genre occurs, Wertsch's argument is difficult to follow.  


As noted earlier, the essence of a speech genre is to be associated with a particular set of cultural, historical, and institutional settings. It is such settings that provide the ‘typical situations of speech communication’ mentioned by Bakhtin (1986). Since speech genres are also the mediational means that shape inter-mental and intra-mental processes in this view these processes are inherently shaped by the sociocultural setting in which they occur. 

(Wertsch and Smolka, 1993, pp. 80–1) 





 



Rather than mental processes being inherently shaped by the settings in which they occur through the mediational means of speech genres, it would appear that it is the settings that are shaped by the speech genres. What the diverse military settings have in common is the use of a speech genre that is constitutive of the setting and that, in turn, reflects the implicit understanding of the givers and receivers of commands that tents away from home mean war and not a family camping trip. 

By placing human actions in one hand and cultural, historical and institutional settings in another hand, with the explicit intention of investigating the relationship between the hands, Wertsch casts his sociocultural approach in direct opposition to the very essence of Vygotsky's dialectical intuitions as reflected in his use of the term perezhivanie11 to indicate that ‘we are always dealing with an indivisible unity of personal characteristics and situational characteristics’.  


An emotional experience (perezhivanie) is a unit where, on the one hand, in an indivisible state, the environment is represented, i.e. that which is being experienced – an emotional experience (perezhivanie) is always related to something which is found outside the person – and on the other hand, what is represented is how I, myself, am experiencing this, i.e., all the personal characteristics and all the environmental characteristics are represented in an emotional experience (perezhivanie); everything selected from the environment and all the factors which are related to our personality and are selected from the personality, all the features of its character, its constitutional elements, which are related to the event in question. 

(Vygotsky, 1994b, p. 342; italics in the original) 





 


In attempting to relate cultural, institutional and historical context to action, Wertsch points out that he is specifically interested in what he calls ‘mediated action’, which ‘involves focusing on agents and their cultural tools – the mediators of action’ (1998, p. 24). According to Wertsch, ‘An appreciation of how mediational means or cultural tools are involved in action . . . forces us to go beyond the individual agent when trying to understand the forces that shape human action’ (p. 24). In place of the individual agent, Wertsch substitutes as a unit of analysis the concept of ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’ and argues that ‘It [mediated action] provides a kind of natural link between action, including mental action, and the cultural, institutional, and historical contexts in which such action occurs’ (p. 24). It is worth noting from the outset that this concept of ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’ is different from the Vygotskian concept of an agent constituted by mediated mental functions. Likewise, conceptualizing human action as something separate from cultural, institutional and historical settings with which it stands in some kind of relationship, runs counter to the way in which Vygotsky conceptualizes the role of society, culture and history in understanding human action and, in particular, mental functioning. The crux of the matter revolves around the meaning that Wertsch attributes to the concept of human action, on the one hand, and the background, backdrop or contextual role that is assigned to culture, institution and history, on the other hand. In Vygotsky's cultural-historical approach, higher mental functions are constituted by social and cultural forms,12 while culture, institutions and history are constituted by human actions. 

Although the change from mental functioning to human action may appear to involve only a minor change, more is at stake than a shift in terminology from a narrower to a broader set of phenomena. The concept of human action is not simply a more general or inclusive concept than mental functioning, even if it is conceded that mental functions would qualify as human and as actions. Human action is a theoretically loaded term that conveys a variety of meanings. Without engaging in the vast literature that surrounds this term, at the very least it can be said that it is usually used to convey a meaning different from that of movement or function and, significantly for psychology, different from that of behaviour. Unlike these latter terms, human action is infused with the idea of purpose, reason, goal direction or, in general, intentionality. To speak of human action is to imply that the acts or activities in question are meaningful and are carried out by agents who can produce reasons for their actions. But there is another and, in a sense, divergent meaning that attaches to the concept of human action and this involves moving to a different level of analysis. To borrow an apposite example from Bhaskar (1979, p. 45), ‘we do not suppose that the reason why garbage is collected is necessarily the garbage collector's reason for collecting it’. As will become evident, not only does Wertsch fail to distinguish these different levels of analysis in his discussion of human action but he conflates them in the examples and arguments he provides in support of his approach. 



Some illustrative examples
 


In order to better grasp the concepts of ‘mediated action’ and ‘individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means’, it is helpful to consider some of the examples Wertsch uses to illustrate his ideas. As mentioned previously, he draws on the mediated action of pole vaulting13 to illustrate many of his theoretical points and he describes the activity as follows:  


The modern event of pole vaulting involves the vaulter racing down a 125-foot runway with a pole in his14 hands, planting the pole in a vaulting box at the end of the runway, and using the pole and his momentum to lift himself off the ground and over a bar that is held up by two uprights. 

(1995b, p. 65)





 



Wertsch provides an outline of the history of this activity, focusing on the technological changes involved in the materials used for the poles, from wooden to bamboo to aluminium and fibreglass, and discusses how the materials influenced the heights the vaulters were able to achieve and the records that were set. He also discusses the controversies that arose about how the new materials influenced the performances of the athletes. He points out that this activity provides an excellent example of the irreducibility of this unit of analysis, because the action of pole vaulting cannot be understood in terms of the pole (means) or the individual in isolation, and he elaborates as follows:  


On the one hand, the pole by itself does not magically propel vaulters over a cross bar; it must be used skilfully by the vaulter. On the other hand, a vaulter without a pole or with an inappropriate pole is incapable of participating in the event, or at best can participate at less than an optimal level of performance. 

(p. 66)





 



The problem with the above passage is that it is not clear who Wertsch is addressing. The suggestion is that there are indeed theorists who believe one or the other of the above propositions and make concerted efforts to show that vaulting without poles is a good idea or that poles do indeed possess magical properties. But in the absence of any serious attempts to punt for either of the above hands, Wertsch's point seems gratuitous. The very notion or meaning of ‘mediated action’ entails an actor and a means; without an actor, action is not possible; without a means, mediation is not possible. Wertsch concludes this illustration by commenting that ‘the major point of interest here is that mediated action can undergo a fundamental transformation with the introduction of new mediational means’ (p. 67). But nothing in his example seems to justify the claim that the mediated action of pole vaulting underwent a fundamental transformation with the introduction of new materials. When a caterpillar turns into a butterfly we can speak of a fundamental transformation but in Wertsch's account of pole vaulting, the form of the activity, in which a pole is used as a means of vaulting over a bar, seems to be perfectly preserved. In terms of the activity, the changes are all quantitative and refer to the heights that can be achieved using different materials and techniques. Alas, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the changes Wertsch describes are neither fundamental nor transformations. Before turning to the next illustration, it is worth noting that Wertsch's examples of mediated actions do not include any reference to how the action was acquired or the mental processes involved in its execution. 

The second illustration deals with the action of speaking in sound bites. Here the speech genre of a ‘sound bite’ is the mediating means of the action. Citing the work of Hallin (1992), Wertsch traces the changes that occurred in the length of the sound bite from an average of 60 seconds in 1968 to less than 9 seconds in 1988. Various factors are cited to explain the decrease, including economic factors shaping the television industry. The point that Wertsch makes in relation to his concept of mediated action is that ‘there are parallels that allow us to make a similar set of points about speaking in sound bites and pole vaulting’ (p. 70). Among others, the parallels concern the contention that changes in the mediating means bring about transformations in the mediated action. Given that the example of pole vaulting does not support the claim about a transformation in the nature of the action, the same can be expected in the case of the sound bite, and indeed this is precisely the case. The changes that occurred concerned the length of the sound bites and Wertsch himself points out that, ‘Hallin used quantitative measures to report his empirical findings’ (Wertsch, 1995b, p. 70). Wertsch's argument that this does not preclude a claim about qualitative transformations taking place is simply superfluous given that he does not demonstrate that such changes have, in fact, taken place. In fact, the very example seems to militate against the possibility of qualitative transformations taking place because for this to happen, the ‘speech genre’ itself would have to change from a sound bite to some other kind of sound or other kind of bite. 

The final parallel that Wertsch draws between pole vaulting and sound-bite speaking is that the impetus for the transformations in the mediated actions comes from the ‘outside’. In the case of the sound bites, Wertsch refers to ‘institutional forces that gave rise to the sound bite genre’ and concludes that, as in the case of fibreglass poles, ‘the new mediational means in this case did not emerge as a part of a reflective process designed to improve the practice at hand’ (p. 70). But in the case of the poles, Wertsch does not explain or even mention the ‘forces’ that brought about their changes. Instead he simply refers to the ‘introduction of steel and aluminum alloy poles’ (p. 65) and to the ‘evolution of pole vaulting’, claiming that the ‘impetus for change came from the “outside”, in the form of new mediational means’ (p. 67). It is not immediately clear what Wertsch means by the ‘outside’, but presumably he means outside of a particular person using a particular mediational means so that the person who uses a fibreglass pole or a 9-second sound bite is not necessarily responsible for the changes that brought these mediational means about. But this does not mean that the changes in question ‘did not emerge as a part of a reflective process designed to improve the practice at hand’. On the contrary, to assert that poles undergo an internal evolution is hardly a convincing argument but remains the only possibility if ‘reflective processes’ are ruled out. Similarly, the argument that ‘institutional forces’ are responsible for changes in mediational means is no less ‘magical’ than the notion of poles propelling vaulters over a crossbar. To support his argument that the changes in the mediational means did not involve ‘a reflective process’, Wertsch introduces yet another misguided argument to the effect that because the new poles were a ‘spin-off’ of other developments in the technology relating to fibreglass, ‘the new mediational means did not originally emerge in the service of the particular form of mediated action at issue’ (p. 67). But the example of a ‘spin-off’ seems to illustrate the very opposite point from the one Wertsch is making. Surely a ‘spin-off’ is only possible by means of the intervention of a reflective process. In plain language, if it did not occur to someone that the new fibreglass material had properties that could be exploited ‘to improve the practice’ of pole vaulting then the spin-off could not have happened. 

Wertsch pursues his argument about spin-offs and pushes it to a point where he makes astonishing and largely unsubstantiated claims.  


Such accidents [the appearance of fibreglass vaulting poles] and unanticipated spin-offs may be the norm rather than the exception when it comes to cultural tools used in mediated action. Such a claim has some quite striking implications. Among other things, it means that most of the cultural tools we employ were not designed for the purposes to which they are being put. Instead, they often emerge in response to forces that have nothing to do with the ideal design of a mediational means. In a sense, one could say that we are in a position of always ‘misusing’ poles, words, patterns of speaking and thinking, and so forth in carrying out our actions. Indeed, in many cases we may be trying to speak, think, or otherwise act by employing a cultural tool that, unbeknownst to us, actually impedes our performance. 

(1998, p. 59)





 



It is difficult to know where to start a critique of the above passage. A moment's reflection casts serious doubts on the credibility of Wertsch's assertions. Could it remotely be true that accidents and spin-offs are the ‘norm’, that ‘most’ of the cultural tools we use were designed for some other purpose and that we ‘always’ misuse our cultural tools in carrying out our actions?15 What could this possibly mean and what kind of a world would it entail? Our world is replete with cultural tools, such as knives, forks, spoons, plates, cups, cookers, fridges, washing machines, brooms, mops, buckets, tables, chairs. This represents a glimpse into a tiny corner of the domestic world. Did these tools come about by accident or as a by-product of something else? When we use these implements, do we in fact misuse them because they were designed for some other purpose? When I drink from a cup and cut with a knife, am I actually impeding my drinking and cutting without knowing this? The questions are rhetorical and reflect the fundamental absurdity of the claim. But it is not simply a matter of empirical verification along the lines of showing that most, and in fact the vast majority, of the tools that exist in the world were in fact designed for the very purpose for which they are used and that we are seldom in a position of misusing them in the sense of using them for a different purpose. Beyond these empirical considerations, Wertsch's claims are also incomprehensible. If it is the norm for cultural tools to appear by accident then by definition they are not the products of design. This means that we could not in most cases use tools for purposes for which they were not designed simply because they were not designed at all and happened by accident. For the same reason, it is not possible to misuse a tool that happens by accident. To leave out of account or even to minimize the critical role of consciousness (or conscious reflection or plain thinking) is not only to misrepresent history but to eliminate it in any meaningful sense of the word. Material changes, such as geological and biological changes, that occur over time in the absence of any kind of conscious intervention or reflection are not called historical for this very reason. Even when it is possible to show that an object or event may have happened by accident or in the absence of any kind of conscious intention, as in the case of the accidental discovery of penicillin, such an accidental occurrence only becomes ‘historical’ when it is recognized as such and this recognition requires conscious reflection.16
In another example to illustrate what he means by mediated action with cultural tools, Wertsch (1998, p. 28) discusses long multiplication, such as 343 × 822. He argues that we solve the multiplication problem by using a particular syntax or structure whereby it is broken up into three separate simple operations arranged in vertical columns and then simple addition of the rows produces the answer. This of course is the system we are all taught at school. Wertsch then continues as follows:  


From the perspective of mediated action, the question to ask in such a case is, Was it really you (i.e., the isolated agent) who solved the problem? (After all, you said ‘I multiplied . . .’) To see the force of this question, consider what we would do if asked to make one small change in the procedure. Namely, consider what you would do in response to the request to multiply 343 by 822, but without placing the numbers in the vertical array used above. Most of us would be stumped at this point, and even if we could solve this problem, others involving larger numbers would probably be impossible if we could not rely on the procedure of placing one number above the others, as in the illustration. 

(p. 29)





 



It is difficult to find the ‘force of the question’ or even the point of the example simply because most of us would not be stumped provided we understood the basic principles governing multiplication and did not solve the problem in a mechanical and meaningless way. These principles do not necessitate the vertical array, as is evident from the fact that the problem is simple to solve as follows:  
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Having solved the problem in this way, it would be reasonable to reply to Wertsch that it really was me who solved the problem, but whether it makes sense to call me an isolated agent seems to beg the question of my isolation. Wertsch continues with the example and produces an astonishing argument in which he attributes some of the thinking involved to the syntax (vertical array) employed and claims that because we could not solve this problem without using the method of vertical columns, we must accept that ‘In an important sense, then, this syntax is doing some of the thinking involved’ (p. 29). There is no sense, let alone an important one, in which it makes any sense to attribute thought processes to the vertical array of columns. This is merely playing with words and, in the process, no real contribution to our understanding is achieved. Far from a temporary lapse or taking liberties with language, Wertsch repeats the assertion in different words, suggesting ‘that when asked who carried out such a problem, the more appropriate answer might be, “I and the cultural tool I employed did”’ (p. 29). It borders on the trivial to point out that the answer could and should be rephrased to replace ‘and’ by ‘with’ to yield the answer ‘I with the cultural tool I employed did’.17 There is no doubt that the tools we use play an important part in our thought and action and that we need adequate theories to explain the role they play. But to introduce fanciful notions of tools that become sentient and engage in thinking does not seem productive. Without belabouring the point, the fact that someone else's thought processes are converted into a tool that can be used by all, such as the syntax for long multiplication or a knife for cutting, simply means that we humans are good at capturing our own and other people's thoughts and turning them into tools that we can then use without thinking. 

Contrary to the misgivings about mediated means engaging in mental actions expressed above, Wertsch (1991) makes it very clear that he has a different conception of what is meant by ‘mental functions’.  


A second claim concerns the definition of higher mental functions (such as thinking, voluntary attention, and logical memory). The definition involved here is quite different from what psychologists usually have in mind when they speak of mental functions. Specifically, it assumes that the notion of mental function can properly be applied to social as well as individual forms of activity. This is the first of the two senses I referred to in chapter 1 in which mind ‘extends beyond the skin’. From this perspective, it is appropriate to predicate of dyads and other groups terms such as ‘think’ and ‘remember’. 

(p. 27)





 



Wertsch seems to believe that his views about mental functions extending beyond the skin and applying to social activity are derived from Vygotsky.18 He borrows an example (from Tharp and Gallimore 1988, p. 14) to illustrate his argument, in which a six-year-old child has lost a toy and asks her father for help. The father then asks her a number of probing questions such as ‘where she last saw the toy’, to which the child replies that she can't remember. He then follows up with questions about specific locations such as ‘in your room’, ‘outside’, ‘next door’, ‘in the car’. In reply to the last question, the child answers positively and then goes to get the toy. Based on this example, Wertsch draws the following conclusions:  


In such cases one cannot answer the question ‘Who did the remembering ?’ by pointing to either one person or the other. Instead, it is the dyad as a system that has carried out the function of remembering on the intermental plane. This same general point has been made in connection with other aspects of mental functioning, such as problem solving. 

(p. 28)





 



Contrary to Wertsch, in such cases it seems that we have no alternative other than to point to one person in reply to the question of who did the remembering and the reason seems to involve some elementary logic. Only the person who did the forgetting can do the remembering. In the above example, the father cannot possibly be party to the mental function of remembering because he has nothing to remember. The toy was never in his possession and, therefore, he cannot remember what he has never known. Consequently, the claim that it is the dyad that carries out the function of remembering on the intermental plane seems spurious. It is certainly reasonable to say that the problem or action of finding the lost toy was solved by both parties, but problem solving must be distinguished from mental functions, such as those Wertsch mentions in the passage quoted above, like thinking, attention and memory. As is well illustrated in the example, problem solving is an activity that makes use of mental functions such as attention, selection, memory and so on. Recall the earlier point that Wertsch's shift from mental functions to human actions involved more than a broadening of focus. By conflating mental functions with problem solving, as in the above passage, Wertsch is able to extend mind ‘beyond the skin’, but in so doing, he misses the very essence of the ‘kind of phenomena Vygotsky had in mind’ (p. 27). 

As with the other examples Wertsch provides, this example seems to illustrate the opposite of what he is saying about mind extending beyond the skin. From the example, it is reasonable to assume that an adult confronted with the problem of remembering the location of a lost item would not go beyond the skin and ask someone else or a group of others to try to remember where he had left the item. It is more likely that an adult would employ the very strategies used to help the child, such as systematically directing his own attention at possible locations where the item may have been left. In other words, an adult is able to exercise voluntary control over mental functions and achieves this by using signs or, in plain language, by talking to himself. In this case, the kind of phenomena Vygotsky had in mind included inner speech and the processes of internalization, conscious awareness and volition rather than extensions of mental functions beyond the skin. According to Vygotskian principles, having remembered where to find the toy by means of her father's directives, the child would then internalize these directives and use them herself on subsequent occasions when mislaying an item. Subsequently, having mastered this technique, as a mother she may use it to direct her child to find lost objects. In Vygotsky's terms, then, memory does not become social because it extends beyond the skin and becomes a group activity.19 It becomes social because instructions that were previously communicated to a person from the outside by another person are internalized and incorporated into a process of internal communication directed at the self. 

The above example also demonstrates a very crucial distinction about speech that Vygotsky makes and Wertsch steadfastly ignores. In its usual form, speech is a means, a mediational means if you will, of social communication and is directed outwards towards others. In this sense, speech brings about changes in the world in the same way as any other mediational means or tool. In the case of speech, changes occur in the minds of the others to whom the speech is directed. In the case of a tool, such as a pair of scissors, the action of cutting also brings about changes in the world. For example, when applied to a single sheet of paper, cutting results in two smaller sheets of paper. But speech, especially in the form of inner speech, also has another function that is unrelated to changes that occur in the world and it is this special function of speech that concerned Vygotsky. When speech is turned inward and is used by the speaker as a means of self-control or self-regulation then the result is not a change in the outside world but an internal change to the speaker. The important point to notice is that in cutting a sheet of paper in two, the cutting action may be shaped by the nature of the cutting instrument but the person doing the cutting does not change. But in the case of speech directed at oneself, the person doing the speaking undergoes the change. In the above example, the difference between a child and an adult engaged in the act of locating a lost object does not reside in the act of recall, in the sense that the memory function changes in the way that the material of a pole or the size of a sound bite changes. The difference also does not lie in the use of different words, as the same words can be used to direct others or oneself to act in particular ways. What this example illustrates very clearly is that it is the agent, or the properties of the agent, that determines the course and outcome of the action. 

At this juncture, we need to pause and take stock. For the most part, Wertsch's claims in the examples he discusses do not stand up to scrutiny. Instead of fundamental transformations taking place due to the introduction of new means we find quantitative
changes. The argument that changes are not due to reflective processes does not stand up under interrogation and the same is the case for the claims that the mediational means employed in a task do some of the thinking. Similarly, the notion that mental functions like remembering extend beyond the skin seems to defy simple logic. Far from explicating the ‘relationship between human action, on the one hand, and the cultural, institutional, and historical contexts in which this action occurs, on the other’ (p. 24), Wertsch's examples simply confirm the commonplace and common sense understanding that in performing an action (drinking), the means we use (hand, cup, straw) influence how the action is carried out. A common feature of all the problems encountered in the examples is that Wertsch seems to have his own way with words. He also has his own way with Vygotsky, transforming his distinctive ideas into pale copies of his own as illustrated in the following passage:  


The kind of action that concerned Vygotsky has been termed ‘mediated action’ (Wertsch, 1991; Wertsch, Tulviste, & Hagstrom, 1993; Zinchenko, 1985). This is action interpreted as involving an irreducible tension between mediational means and the individuals employing these means. 

(1995b, p. 64)





 



As this commentary will attempt to show, to the extent that Vygotsky was ‘concerned’ with action, it was not of the kind claimed by Wertsch in the above passage. Wertsch's concept of mediation refers to the fact that tools, such as vaulting poles, intervene between the agent and the world and, for this reason, action that involves the use of tools is called mediated action. But, for Vygotsky, in accordance with his overall genetic framework, mediation is not simply tied to the tools or the means of action but to the source and acquisition of action. In this framework, mediated actions are those that arise as a result of mediated learning or learning that involves another person. The action is ‘mediated’ because initially it is driven by the intentions (or purpose, or will, or understanding) of someone other than the person who performs the action and who is instructed or guided in its performance by an informed other. The action is mastered when it can be performed independently, but because such actions do not have an independent origin and are dependent for their development on the assistance and direction of others, they are called mediated actions. This view of mediated action is poles apart from the rather banal idea that tools provide an intermediate link between hand and world. Although the term ‘mediated action’ suggests a close kinship with Vygotskian ideas, the way in which Wertsch uses the concept of mediation indicates that he has lost the Vygotskian plot despite his use of Vygotskian terminology and the quoting of passages from Vygotsky's writings. This becomes apparent in his extended discussion of the properties of mediated action. 



Mediated action: agent and tool
 


Wertsch (1998) identifies and discusses ten properties of mediated action that are determined by his particular conception of mediated action and especially the relationship between agent and tool. This relationship constitutes the first property of mediated action that Wertsch discusses and he refers to it as the ‘irreducible tension between agent and mediational means’ (pp. 25–6). He argues that the agent and the cultural tool represent two elements that together constitute mediated action. He points out that mediated action cannot be reduced to explanations about either the agent or the tool. He claims that although it is legitimate to focus on one or the other for analytical purposes, an explanation will always necessitate the two elements acting together as ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’ (p. 24). Wertsch seems to believe that the property of an ‘irreducible tension between agent and mediational means’ is a self-evident truth and the only justification he provides is the following:  


Any attempt to reduce the account of mediated action to one or other of these elements runs the risk of destroying the phenomenon under observation. But from time to time it may prove productive to abstract these moments, or aspects, as part of an analytic strategy, and this is what I often do. While we might isolate one element for an analysis, we need to keep in mind that these elements are phenomena that do not really exist independently of action. 

(p. 25)





 



Given the examples Wertsch provides and the claims he makes about mediated action in the context of the examples, the above passage seems fraught with problems. He states explicitly and claims it as ‘a major point of interest’ that ‘mediated action can undergo a fundamental transformation with the introduction of new mediational means’ (1995b, p. 67). In his examples, Wertsch is intent on removing as much as possible from the agent, particularly any reflective processes from the head of the agent, and making them part of a setting or context. As we have seen, to achieve this goal, the syntax of long multiplication becomes imbued with thought processes, and people who have never lost an object miraculously are able to participate in acts of remembering where to find it. All this sounds very much like attempting to reduce an explanation for mediated action to one of its elements. But most important is the last comment that agents and mediational means ‘do not really exist independently of action’. This statement is certainly true but only if we understand that Wertsch's agent-acting-with-mediational-means is not an agent at all but an ‘actor’ or ‘moment’ in an abstract analysis. The real agent who engages in pole vaulting or long multiplication does not cease to exist when the vaulting action is over and he goes to the pub for a beer with his friends. The point is that the agent-person does really have an independent existence separate from the mediational means. In other words, the pole vaulter's existence is not dependent on the existence of the pole any more than the existence of a pilot depends on an aeroplane or a garbage collector's existence depends on garbage. The problem is that there is an irreducible confusion in the way in which Wertsch uses the term ‘agent’ to refer, on the one hand, to real people acting in the world, and, on the other hand, to an abstract concept of an actor or user of mediational means. The concepts of a ‘pole vaulter’, ‘pilot’ and ‘garbage collector’ depend on the concepts of ‘aeroplane’, ‘pole’ and ‘garbage’ such that one cannot speak of one without the other. Similarly, the mediated actions of which Wertsch speaks are conceptualizations that depend for their coherence on the concepts of ‘mediational means’ and the ‘users’ of these means. This confusion between flesh and blood agents who use various means to achieve specific ends and the abstract concept of an ‘actor’ whose role is user of a mediational means is captured in the following passage with which Wertsch concludes his discussion about the irreducible tension between agent and cultural tool.  


Indeed, in and of themselves, cultural tools such as poles in pole vaulting and the forms of syntax used in solving multiplication problems are powerless to do anything. They can have their impact only when an agent uses them. 

(1998, p. 30; italics in the original)





 



If, instead of ending and rounding off his discussion with this passage, Wertsch had started his discussion of the properties of mediated action by making the points expressed in the passage, it would have been difficult to sustain an argument to the effect that there is an irreducible tension between agents and mediational means. If it is correct that tools ‘can have their impact only when an agent uses them’, then it follows that tools can and must be reduced to the power of agents to use them. This power that agents possess and tools lack becomes obvious when, following Vygotsky's methodological prescriptions, we introduce a genetic or generative analysis of the relationship between agent and tool. In this analysis a very different set of relationships between agents and mediational means is revealed. Instead of taking both agents and tools for granted, as entities that already exist in the world, a genetic analysis begins with the question of origins and asks where they come from, how they arise, how they are formed. With reference to agents, Vygotsky's answer is well known. The higher mental functions that define the human condition of agency originate through the actions of others and not simply as a consequence of the child's experience of objects and events in the world. As already pointed out in connection with the Vygotskian meaning of mediation, this is a core theorem that underpins the distinctive Vygotskian framework and we will return later to discuss it in greater detail. As regards tools, any consideration of their origin would need to start with the fact that they are created by people. This obvious fact has important ramifications for the way in which we understand not only the properties of tools but also their relationship with agents. 

If tools are understood in terms of their genesis, then the relationship between agents and tools cannot be cast as an irreducible tension. Tools do not make agents. People acting as purposive agents make tools and in this process tools are indeed reducible to the intention and design of their makers and, in their functional structure, the intention and design are reflected. When a tool works, the actions it accomplishes (hammer hammering, scissors cutting, computer computing) are those envisaged by the agent whose design of the tool is specifically intended to produce those actions. Expressed differently, cultural tools are the external objective embodiment of mental functions or, in plain language, of thinking and planning, irrespective of whether the tools are cast in stone, wood, clay or the abstract propositions of logic, mathematical theorems and scientific theories. For this reason, tools cannot be conceptualized as elements that are in a relationship of irreducible tension with agents. Similarly, the very concept of an agent, as distinct from an actor, is imbued with the notion of tools that enable the agent to plan and execute all kinds of complex operations. In many cases, tools are simply extensions and modifications of bodily parts that, like the hand, function no differently from tools that are not parts of the body. In the action of drinking, it makes no qualitative difference whether a cup is used or the hand is cupped to hold the water. 

If we attempt to construe an agent as an entity that is tool-less and, hence, separate from and independent of tools, then not only would we be left with a mangled dysfunctional body but the agent also would be stripped of the ability to function as an intentional agent. Of course, it remains true that when an agent engages in an action using a tool of some kind, such as a vaulting pole or a particular method for long multiplication, the efficacy of the action and the outcome will be affected by both the agent and the means employed. But this fact does not add up to an irreducible tension between agent and tool. As Bakhtin points out (1981, p. 293), the words of our speech are always half someone else's and the same is true of our mediated actions. In terms of a genetic or developmental analysis, in using a tool, the action is not shared between the agent and the tool, as Wertsch maintains, but between two agents: the user and the designer of the tool. It is the hidden hand and mind of the other in the form of the original designer–user that is concealed in what Vygotsky called ‘fossilized’ forms of behaviour, and throughout his writings he is at pains to reveal the role of this concealed ‘other’ in the formation of higher mental functions. The point that Wertsch and others seem to miss when they speak approvingly of Bakhtin and Vygotsky's notion that human action (speech and thought) never belongs entirely to the acting agent and is always half someone else's, is that this does not diminish the concept of agent or reduce the contribution of the agent by locating the reason, purpose or motive for action on the outside beyond the skin as part of a setting or context. On the contrary, the powers of the agent to think and speak, to plan and direct and execute action are enhanced precisely because other agents are part and parcel of the very means that are used to engage in the process of thinking and acting. 

It is instructive that Wertsch does not seem to appreciate, and certainly does not indicate, that there is a profound difference between his sociocultural approach and that of Vygotsky. The difference is the more striking because Wertsch begins his discussion of the ‘irreducible tension between an agent and mediational means’ by deferring to Vygotsky and quoting at length Vygotsky's well-known text in which he uses the analogy of analysing water in terms of its elements of hydrogen and oxygen. Vygotsky's point is that the properties of the elements, hydrogen and oxygen, are not only different from the properties of water but are opposed to them in relation to combustion. The appropriate unit of analysis for water is the molecule that captures and reflects in its structure the properties of the whole, and Vygotsky argues that breaking a complex whole into its elements serves to destroy the essence of the whole. The passage ends with Vygotsky's admonition that we ‘will never succeed in explaining the characteristics of the whole by analyzing the characteristics of its elements’ (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 45). It must be noted that Vygotsky's comments about the need to avoid analyses based on elements are made in the context of advocating a genetic or developmental method that examines how actions are generated. Having deferred to Vygotsky, Wertsch goes on to elaborate his view of the irreducible tension between agent and mediational means in terms of the following argument that astonishingly is based on an analysis of the elements of pole vaulting that runs contrary to the very passage he quotes from Vygotsky that warns against precisely the very kind of argument he produces.  


In this case, as in others, to recognize the irreducible tension between an agent and mediational means is not to conceptualize mediated action as an undifferentiated whole. Instead, it is to conceptualize it as a system characterized by dynamic tension among various elements. It is important to keep sight of the elements within this system for at least two reasons. First, many of the analytical strategies for examining mediated action are made possible by the fact that one can isolate its elements. Among other things, such isolation allows various specialized perspectives to bring their insights to bear, and it also is often the key to understanding how change occurs in mediated action. Of course action must be carried out with an eye to how the pieces fit together in the end, but it cannot really get off the ground if mediated action is treated as an undifferentiated whole. 

(Wertsch, 1998, p. 27) 





 



The use of terms, such as ‘system’ and ‘dynamic tension’, which are not explained does nothing to replace the elements with a unit that has properties different from the elements. These terms could equally be applied to water as ‘a system characterized by dynamic tension’ between the elements of hydrogen and water. Wertsch's account in the above passage is as good an exposition of an analysis based on elements as could be offered, extolling the virtues of ‘isolating its elements’ and allowing ‘specialized perspectives to bring their insights to bear’. Wertsch falls headlong into the very trap that Vygotsky warns against: actions that have already been acquired (such as pole vaulting and long multiplication) in their accomplished performance mask the underlying processes entailed in their formation. Agents and tools can only be regarded as separate irreducible elements if the concept of tool is removed from that of agent and the concept of agent is removed from that of tool. But to repeat the point made earlier, agents and tools from the outset are mutually constituted and the ideas of tool-less agents and agent-less tools that somehow fit together and make up mediated action are not convenient analytical contrivances but are misleading and theoretically spurious fictions. By conceptualizing what he calls mediated action as consisting of two separate entities, agents and tools, that are related by means of an ‘irreducible tension’, the very phenomenon that Wertsch identifies as ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’ is destroyed and cannot be reconstituted by fitting the pieces back together with hyphens. In the above passage, the fundamental Vygotskian point that Wertsch misses or fails to understand is that the issue is not ‘how the pieces fit together in the end’ but how they are fitted together in the beginning. 



Mediated action: development
 


In relating his version of sociocultural analysis to the Vygotskian emphasis on development, Wertsch (1998) proposes another property of mediated action. He argues that ‘mediated action is situated on one or more developmental paths’ and claims that this ‘is an elaboration of the general assertion that mediated action is historically situated’20 and he goes on to comment as follows:  


Agents, cultural tools, and the irreducible tension between them always have a particular past and are always in the process of undergoing further change. This set of issues is what led Vygotsky (1978, 1987) to employ a genetic, or developmental method (Wertsch, 1985). Vygotsky's genetic method was motivated by the assumption that we can understand many aspects of mental functioning only if we understand their origin and the transformations they have undergone. Like theorists such as Piaget and Werner, Vygotsky placed genetic analysis at the very foundation of the study of mind. 

(p. 34)





 



The above is, at best, a diluted account of what led Vygotsky to employ a genetic or developmental method and, at worst, seems to miss the crucial point, which is not that agents and tools have a past and undergo change. Vygotsky's advocacy of a genetic or developmental method is driven by his understanding that psychological processes require an explanation of their origins or genesis. Although the terms ‘genetic’ and ‘development’ are often used as synonyms in psychological discourse, there is a subtle difference in their meanings. The term ‘genetic’ relates to the idea of genesis or origins whereas the term ‘development’, while referring to change, does not necessarily emphasize the origin or genesis of the phenomenon undergoing change. Claims of an affinity with Vygotskian ideas pale against the absence of any analysis in Wertsch's conception of ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’ that specifically addresses how mediated actions arise, how they are generated, and how they are formed, and the same applies to the sociocultural context in which the actions are embedded. Because in Wertsch's analysis culture and society do not constitute mediated actions but are conceptualized in terms of a context or setting that is separate from such actions, and within which or against which they occur, the mediated actions are viewed as being ‘historically situated’ rather than being historically generated. 

Wertsch's notion of ‘historical situatedness’ seems to miss the point, at least the Vygotskian point, about the ‘historical’ nature of human action. The point that is missed is that mediated action is historically generated and not merely situated. Tools are not simply out there as part of a setting, like apples on a tree, waiting to be used by people whose actions are then enabled or constrained by the nature of the tool. Tools are cultural or historical because they originate not in nature but as products of the human mind. Tools have a history not because over time they may change their shape or constitution but because they are invented and designed for a purpose by a person. Unlike natural products that have their uses and whose design may happen to be useful to humans (like apples on trees), tools are designed specifically for a purpose such that their intended use determines their design. The ‘historical’ dimension of tools does not inhere in the fact that they may undergo changes and become more refined but in the fact that their form, design and refinements reflect a human consciousness. 

The reason for Vygotsky's insistence on the developmental or genetic method is to reveal how this happens and to show that ‘history’ or ‘culture’ or ‘society’ must not be understood simply as something external to and separate from the minds of the people who generate action. Given Wertsch's particular take on a sociocultural analysis that treats the social and cultural as the context or setting for action, it is not surprising that he advances his own ‘notion of development’.  


From the perspective employed here, ‘development’ is a term that applies to mediated action. This is simply one implication of the earlier claim that mediated action is the relevant unit of analysis for sociocultural studies, and it contrasts with claims or assumptions that what develops is the mind of the individual or some other element of mediated action considered in isolation. 

(1998, p. 35)





 



Of course, Wertsch is perfectly entitled to define development as he pleases but less so if he wishes to claim or imply that this view of development, as applied to mediated action but not to the mind of the individual, is somehow related to that of Vygotsky. We need to remind ourselves that, for Vygotsky, and in general in the discipline of psychology, the term ‘development’ is used to refer to changes that occur across the lifespan of people and, in particular, but not exclusively, to changes that occur during the formative course of childhood. This is certainly how Vygotsky uses the term in his studies of concept development and the development of scientific concepts. But, of course, one can also speak of the development of aeroplanes, or automobiles, or washing machines and, like Wertsch, we can ask ‘what develops?’ and provide answers about changes in the manufacturing processes that have nothing to do with the people involved. As improbable as it may sound in the context of citing Vygotsky, Wertsch is intent on removing mind or mental functioning from his notion of development, as is evident from the illustrative example he uses. He points out that whereas previously many people using a wide variety of different tools were needed for the design of a new aeroplane, nowadays the same task can be accomplished by a single computer operator using specially designed hardware and software. He then argues that, ‘The relevant issue to address in such cases is, “What developed?”’ (1991, p. 35). As in the example of solving multiplication problems where he claims that the syntax shares in the thinking process, in this example intelligence is removed from the head of the agent to become an attribute of the ‘system’ consisting of the computer operator and the computer hardware and software. Wertsch argues that what has developed ‘cannot be grounded solely in an account of the increased intelligence or skill on the part of the individuals involved’ and continues as follows:  


Indeed, some might be tempted to argue that the single computer operator today needs less intelligence or skill than what was required of the engineers using slide rules, complex mathematical formulas, and other instruments several decades ago. What the illustration does suggest is that the intelligence involved is an attribute of the system created by the irreducible tension between agent and mediational means. 

(p. 35)





 



Again, it is necessary to point out that the system of lone computer operator and machine represent Vygotskian ‘fossils’ that conceal the development in the minds of countless people of the new ideas upon which information technology has been designed and built. Unless we wish to change the meaning of words like ‘thought’ and ‘thinking’, ‘intellect’ and ‘intelligence’, then they are best left where Vygotsky found them, as part and parcel of what we mean by mind or mental functions. Artificial intelligence, as the term suggests, is another story with its own history and mediational means. The fact that a new generation of aeroplanes can be flown by autopilots using artificial intelligence as mediated means does not mean that aeroplanes are now more ‘intelligent’21 than previously or that pilots and engineers22 are less so. 



Mediated action: mastery as internalization
 


Continuing with his discussion of the properties of mediated action, Wertsch (1998) provides two accounts of internalization, one based on the concept of mastery and the other on the concept of appropriation. He comments that the term ‘internalization’ has multiple meanings and is used differently in various theories, such as those of Piaget and Freud, and that its ‘definition is closely bound up with particular phenomena and examples, and thus [it is] a term that takes on a variety of interpretations’ (p. 48). Wertsch clarifies his position as follows:  


In this connection, it is important to remember that the present discussion of internalization is embedded in an analysis of mediated action. Hence my comments focus on internalization as it applies to the use of cultural tools. This is not to say that the internalization of mediated action must serve as a representative anecdote for everyone. 

(p. 49)





 



It is certainly legitimate for Wertsch to frame and apply his account of internalization to mediated action and cultural tools. However, in order to understand and evaluate Wertsch's arguments, we need to remind ourselves of how he explains the concepts of mediated action and cultural tools. Crucially important for a discussion about internalization is that Wertsch (pp. 23–4) regards action as ‘external as well as internal’ and that his concept of mediated action includes ‘mental functioning’. This means that an explanation of human action would need to include an explanation of how internal mental actions arise and how they develop, assuming that they are not fully formed from the outset. We also need to remember that Wertsch attributes to Vygotsky the notions of mediated action and mediated means or cultural tools that he adopts.23 The reason for bearing the above points in mind is that in formulating his own theory of internalization as mastery, Wertsch's argument takes an extraordinary turn in which he seems to question and cast doubt on the very existence of internal actions, or at least to suggest that in most instances of mediated action we could get along fine without them. Furthermore, by replacing the concept of ‘internalization’ with a concept of ‘mastery’, Wertsch, in effect, negates Vygotsky's concept of internalization and, in so doing, undermines the very foundations of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory that, in turn, he claims as the foundation for his own sociocultural approach. 

In order to provide a context for a discussion of Wertsch's concept of internalization as mastery, it is useful to place up-front the various related claims that underpin his arguments. 

 


[T]his term [internalization] can be misleading . . . it encourages us to engage in the search for internal concepts, rules, and other such mental entities. 

(p. 48)





 




 


The notion of internalization I have in mind can be termed ‘mastery’. When speaking of mastery, I have in mind ‘knowing-how ’ (Ryle, 1949) to use a mediational means with facility. 

(p. 50)





 




 


The terms ‘mastery’ and ‘knowing-how’ . . . [make] it possible to avoid some unneeded conceptual baggage that comes with the term ‘internalization’. Many forms of mediated action are, and indeed, must be, carried out externally. 

(p. 50)





 




 


It may not be a necessary entailment of the term but ‘internalization’ suggests an image in which processes that were once carried out on an external plane come to be executed out of sight on some kind of internal plane. This is the kind of image encouraged by discussions such as those by Vygotsky . . . 

(p. 50)





 


 


What is striking in this regard is that many, and perhaps, most, forms of mediated action never ‘progress’ toward being carried out on an internal plane. 

(p. 50)





 



The common theme that runs through all of the above statements, as reflected in terms such as ‘misleading’, ‘conceptual baggage’, ‘some kind of internal plane’ and the quotation marks around ‘progress’, is that, for Wertsch's concept of mediated action, the Vygotskian concept of a process of internalization from an external to an internal plane is largely redundant and superfluous. Perhaps nowhere is the difference between Wertsch and Vygotsky more acute or profound than in Wertsch's substitution of a concept of mastery as ‘knowing-how’ for internalization. We only need to bear in mind that in the performance of all kinds of intricate and elaborate actions, animals admirably demonstrate mastery of the ‘knowing-how’ kind without any need of recourse to an internal plane. But for reasons that will be elaborated, it seems incomprehensible for a ‘sociocultural’ explanation of human action to be grounded in a conception of ‘knowing-how’ that replaces internalization and its conceptual baggage. Contrary to Wertsch, as the following passage eloquently indicates, Vygotsky (Van der Veer and Valsiner, 1994, pp. 155–6) places internalization (interiorization) at the very heart of his cultural-historical theory.24
 


As a result of the process of interiorization of the higher psychological operations, we have a new structure, a new function of formally applied methods and an entirely new composition of psychological processes . . . Actually, as a result of the ‘interiorization’ of the cultural operation, we find a qualitatively new combination of systems that sharply distinguishes human psychology from the elementary functions of animal behaviour. 





 



Wertsch (1998) eases us into his argument by suggesting that the term ‘internalization’ can be misleading.  


As I have argued elsewhere (Wertsch, 1993, 1995a), this term can be quite misleading. For starters, it encourages us to search for internal concepts, rules, and other such mental entities that are quite suspect in the eyes of philosophers such as Wittgenstein (1972; see also Williams, 1985) and cognitive scientists such as Clark (1993, 1997). The construct of internalization also entails a kind of opposition, between external and internal processes, that all too easily leads to the kind of mind–body dualism that has plagued philosophy and psychology for centuries. 

(p. 48)





 



In the above passage, the word ‘suspect’ is evasive and, apart from expressing some kind of disapproval, it is not clear whether Wertsch is arguing that concepts, rules and other such mental entities are simply fictions that should be discounted or something akin to a health hazard that should be avoided. In any event, it remains unclear what exactly it is that he is saying. Presumably, both Wittgenstein and Clark must have relied on some kind of ‘mental entities’ to formulate and express their opinions and they did not simply flow from the ink of the pen or pulse of a keyboard that may have served as a cultural tool in the mediated action of writing down their ideas. It is difficult to conceive of a philosophy or science, let alone a cognitive science, that is devoid of concepts or, in plain language, of internal thought processes that generate philosophical arguments and scientific theories. Invoking Wittgenstein and Clark to cast suspicion on ‘mental entities’ seems particularly counter-productive given Wertsch's explicitly stated views about human action entailing internal actions and mental functioning. The leap from the fact that internalization implies a distinction between internal and external processes to a centuries-long plague in philosophy and psychology seems contrived to create an impression of profundity around a fairly straightforward matter. As every schoolboy knows, making love and thinking about making love is not quite the same thing and, depending on the circumstances, both may be ‘quite suspect in the eyes of philosophers’. 

By identifying his concept of mastery with Ryle's (1949) notion of ‘knowing-how’, Wertsch at the same time excludes Ryle's complementary notion of ‘knowing-that’. Whereas ‘knowing-how’ captures a kind of knowing-in-action, ‘knowing-that’ refers to propositional knowing or knowing of a reflective kind such that I know how to drive a car and I know that I know how to drive a car, as well as knowing that a car is a means of transportation, requires fuel and oil for its operation, and so on. Whereas Wertsch specifically excludes ‘knowing-that’, for Vygotsky, ‘knowing-that’ captures the essential idea of ‘conscious awareness’ such that people are not only able to engage in acts of memory, attention or concept formation but also know that they have these abilities and know that they can exercise a degree of control over the way these functions operate. This is what Vygotsky means by higher mental processes that are uniquely human. Knowing-that is the kind of knowledge that constitutes human understanding and it is this aspect or dimension of human action that Wertsch discounts with his concept of mastery in the sense of knowing-how. Without the kind of reflective understanding that is entailed by knowing-that, no conception of the future or of planning is possible and it is inconceivable that culture could emerge from a condition of knowing-how. Nevertheless, this is precisely what Wertsch would have us believe when he claims (Wertsch, 1998, p. 50) that ‘the metaphor of internalization is too strong in that it implies something that often does not happen’. 

To illustrate what does not happen, Wertsch returns to his example of pole vaulting and comments that, ‘It is unclear what it could mean to talk about carrying out this form of mediated action on an internal plane’ (p. 50). But from a Vygotskian perspective it is, indeed, crystal clear what it would mean. But before we clarify this, it is instructive to remind ourselves of the parallel example of a sound bite that Wertsch discussed and to ask what it could mean not ‘to talk about carrying on this form of mediated action on an internal plane’. Short of a parrot doing the talking, a sound bite expresses a compacted thought of the speaker, a few seconds worth of knowing-that on the part of a person who wishes to communicate this understanding with others. The point is that we are not born with sound bites ready made and available in our mouths. There is a process in which we are taught to perform this verbal trick and the same is true of all the other forms of utterances that humans produce. The same, of course, is also true of pole vaulting. For Wertsch, the rub lies in the fact that for him ‘It is unclear what it could mean to talk about carrying out this form of mediated action on an internal plane’, and this demonstrates how distant his understanding is from the core of Vygotsky's thinking. For Vygotsky, the essential point about internalization is that it is a necessary moment in the process of acquiring human actions, in particular those that Wertsch calls mediated actions with cultural means. Despite all his many references to Vygotsky, the point that Wertsch persistently seems to miss is that mediated action requires an explanation of its genesis. Vaulting is not something that comes naturally like crawling, chewing or breathing. The concept of internalization is needed as part of an explanation for how vaulting is acquired in the first instance and not for how it is executed after the necessary learning has taken place, and this applies to all of the examples provided by Wertsch, including the navigation of large vessels into a harbour, the design of aeroplanes using computer imaging and long multiplication. It is precisely because he fails to take a genetic or developmental approach to the understanding of mediated action that Wertsch can talk of internalization implying ‘something that often does not happen’ and engage in a kind of double talk where internalization comes to mean the opposite of what it says by being converted into a common sense notion of mastery or proficiency in the use of material tools. 

The reason Wertsch can afford to be dismissive about action carried out on ‘some kind of internal plane’ is precisely because his conception of mediated action and his unit of analysis consisting of individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-means are devoid of any element of genetic explanation. The examples Wertsch uses to illustrate his arguments exemplify Vygotsky's notion of ‘behavioral fossils’ as he elaborates in the following passage:  


[I]n psychology we often are confronted with processes that have already become solidified, that is passed through a very long historical development and were converted into a kind of fossil. Behavioral fossils most often are found in the so-called automatic or mechanical mental processes. These processes, which as a result of long functioning are perfected in the millionth repetition, become automatic and lose their initial appearance, and in their external form indicate nothing about their internal nature; they seemingly lose all traits of their genesis. Due to this kind of automatization, they create enormous difficulties for psychological analysis . . . Consequently, what must interest us is not the finished result, not the sum or product of development, but the very process of genesis or establishment of the higher form caught in a living aspect. 

(1997b, p. 71)





 



Wertsch confuses the ‘historical development’ of psychological processes with the changes that occur over time in the materials and manufacture of vaulting poles. We can, of course, speak about the ‘historical development’ of poles from wood through to fibreglass and even of the ‘historical development’ of vaulting as a result of changes in the material of the poles, but to do so is to profoundly miss the Vygotskian point. Again, Vygotsky explains the basis of the misunderstanding as follows:  


Thus far, many are still inclined to present the idea of psychology in a false light. They identify history with the past. For them, to study something historically means necessarily to study some fact or another from the past. This is a naïve conception – seeing an impassable boundary between historical study and the study of present forms. Moreover, historical study simply means applying categories of development to the study of phenomena. To study something historically means to study it in motion. Precisely this is the basic requirement of the dialectical method. To encompass in research the process of development of some thing in all its phases and changes – from the moment of its appearance to its death – means to reveal its nature, to know its essence, for only in movement does the body exhibit that it is. Thus, historical behavior is not supplementary or auxiliary to theoretical study, but is a basis of the latter. 

(1997b, p. 71)





 



When Wertsch introduces his example of pole vaulting he provides a short summary of what actions are required to accomplish the task, such as placing the pole in a box at the end of a runway and using it to lift oneself over a bar. In order to acquire this skill, some form of instruction is needed, such as where to hold the pole, where to place it, how fast to run and so on. If the instruction is provided by a teacher then, unless the teacher is always on hand to call out the instructions on each vaulting occasion, the learner must have some way of representing these instructions to himself in the absence of the teacher. Of course, the same holds true for the tying of shoelaces, driving of cars, flying aeroplanes, navigating ships, operating computers, long division and multiplication. It is this process that Vygotsky called internalization and this is what it means to talk of ‘mediated action on an internal plane’. The idea is not that we somehow are able to insert the pole into ‘some kind of internal plane’ or substitute vaulting in the world for vaulting in our heads. The problem does not lie with Vygotsky's concept of internalization but with Wertsch's concept of mediation. 

Wertsch dispenses with Vygotsky's concept of internalization by citing (1998, p. 50) the single example of how counting on fingers is internalized and replaced by mental functions. This, however, is a very truncated and inadequate account of how Vygotsky used this crucial concept, but it does serve to illustrate Wertsch's misunderstanding of the essence of the concept. Internalization may involve a process in which external actions are replayed in the head, as in the case of mental arithmetic in relation to external aids such as fingers or written numbers. But this is not even half the story because, as in the case of pole vaulting, internalization does not necessarily refer to a repetition of the external actions in our heads. In learning to tie shoelaces, children do not first learn to tie the laces in their shoes and then to tie them in their heads. For the concept of internalization, the transition from initially using external aids, such as fingers for counting or picture and colour cards for solving memory and attention tasks, is only a step towards mastery of counting, memory and attention functions. With development, the external aids of fingers for counting or colour cards that children use to help them attend to or remember specific colours are replaced by internal signs or words that represent colours and numbers. But the process of internalization is only completed when we become consciously aware of our ability to count or remember or attend and are able to invoke and regulate these functions at will. It is this final step in the process that Vygotsky refers to as mastery. In this Vygotskian conception, internalization is the concept that underpins self-regulation and is a necessary moment in the transition from external to internal action or from other-regulation to inner or self-regulation. Contrary to Wertsch, for Vygotsky mastery is a function or outcome of a process of internalization and not a substitute for that process as Wertsch contends. In a nutshell, for Wertsch, internalization as mastery refers to the actions that constitute mediated action, like riding a bicycle or vaulting with a pole, whereas for Vygotsky, mastery does not refer to these outcome actions but to the ‘instructions’ or ‘operations’ that generate, guide and direct the actions. 

Although Wertsch acknowledges that his account of internalization as mastery is different from Vygotsky, he does not seem to appreciate that internalization is not an optional extra that can be added to or removed from the body of the theory. In Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory, the concept of internalization is the glue that binds mental processes with culture and history. It is not, as Wertsch seems to imply, a concept that we can do without because, without it, the entire Vygotskian edifice collapses. The concept of internalization is implicated in all of Vygotsky's distinctive ideas, such as the use of psychological tools, conscious awareness, reflection, the law of sociogenesis, the formation of higher mental functions, inner speech and the zone of proximal development.25



Mediated action: internalization as appropriation
 


Having cast suspicion on a notion of internalization that relies on internal concepts, mental entities and an internal plane, even to the point of invoking connectionist models of computer simulation26 to persuade us of the virtues of knowing-how and the unnecessary evil of knowing-that, Wertsch now produces an argument in support of ‘Internalization as Appropriation’ (1998, p. 53). The difficulty is that a rather spectacular feat of conceptual virtuosity is required to align the concept of ‘appropriation’ with agents who know ‘how’ but not ‘that’ and whose heads are filled with connectionist networks that provide an explanation for mediated action. Wertsch seems entirely oblivious of any clash or even mild tension between his arguments in support of internalization as mastery and a concept of appropriation that ‘means something like to bring something into oneself or make something one's own’ (p. 53). Far from expressing any of his previous suspicions or doubts about a process of bringing ‘into oneself’, presumably from the outside to somewhere on the inside, Wertsch seems to embrace this idea of internalization despite the fact that it undermines virtually all of his previous arguments in support of a mastery version of internalization in which ‘knowing-how’ obviates the need for an internal plane of reflective understanding. For example, in an earlier account of Bakhtin's (Volosinov's) contribution,27 Wertsch provides the following quotation in which all the conceptual baggage his mediated action with cultural tools is designed to eliminate again rises to the surface.  


For each word of the utterance that we are in the process of understanding, we, as it were, lay down a set of our own answering words. The greater their number and weight, the deeper and more substantial our understanding will be. Thus each of the distinguishable significative elements of an utterance and the entire utterance as a whole entity are translated in our minds into another active and responsive context . . . Understanding strives to match the speaker's word with a counter word. 

(Volosinov, 1973, p. 102) 





 



What is striking about this passage is that it seems to be dealing with something that bears little, if any, similarity to a vaulting pole or the action of pole vaulting or knowing-how and with much of the action happening ‘in our minds’. Clearly, for Bakhtin, words are about understanding and understanding is about meaning. In another passage from the same source that resonates with Vygotsky's cultural-historical conception of mind and word meaning as its unit of analysis, Bakhtin identifies the ‘inner world’ as the locus for the implementation of meaning.  


Psychic experience is something inner that becomes outer and the ideological sign, something outer that becomes inner. The psyche enjoys extraterritorial status in the organism. It is a social entity that penetrates inside the organism of the individual person. Everything ideological is likewise extraterritorial in the socioeconomic sphere, since the ideological sign, whose locus is outside the organism, must enter the inner world in order to implement its meaning as a sign. 

(Volosinov, 1973, p. 39) 





 



The above two quotations are but a tiny sample of a multitude of passages that could be selected from Bakhtin's texts that demonstrate that, like Vygotsky, his conception of mind is as a ‘social entity that penetrates inside the organism of the individual person’. None of Bakhtin's core concepts such as addressivity, dialogicality and multivoicedness have any applicability to cultural tools such as bicycles, vaulting poles, computer imaging programs or the vertical array of long multiplication. As Vygotsky points out, word meanings entail abstraction and generalization and, as such, they tell of knowing-that, leaving knowing-how interned in the flesh. If Wertsch were to ask of words as he does of vaulting poles, ‘what it could mean to talk about carrying out this form of mediated action on an internal plane’, then he need look no further than to Bakhtin for an extensive answer. 

Apparently undeterred by any such considerations, Wertsch launches from ‘The compatibility I have outlined between connectionism and analyses of mediated action’ in terms of mastery (p. 53), straight into his account of internalization as appropriation as follows:  


In addition to being characterized by level of mastery, the relationship of agents to mediational means may be characterized in terms of ‘appropriation’. In most cases, the processes of mastering and appropriating cultural tools are thoroughly intertwined, but as I illustrate here and in subsequent chapters, this need not be the case. The two are analytically and, in some cases, empirically distinct. 





 



Before considering Wertsch's claims about the processes of mastery and appropriation being ‘thoroughly intertwined’ but also ‘analytically and, in some cases, empirically distinct’, we need to grasp what he means by the term ‘appropriation’ in relation to internalization. Unlike the case of mastery, in which internalization ‘implies something that often does not happen’, he points out that the term ‘appropriation’ refers to a process that happens whenever we speak. Wertsch adopts Bakhtin's concept of appropriation and he explains that it is intended to convey the meaning of ‘taking something that belongs to others and making it one's own’ (p. 53).28 Wertsch cites a well-known and fairly substantial passage from Bakhtin in which he elaborates on the concept of appropriation and explains that ‘not all words submit equally easily to this appropriation’.29 


The word in language is half someone else's. It becomes ‘one's own’ only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention . . . And not all words for just anyone submit equally easily to this appropriation, to this seizure and transformation into private property: many words stubbornly resist, others remain alien, sound foreign in the mouth of the one who appropriated them and who now speaks them . . . Language is not a neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the private property of the speaker's intentions; it is populated – overpopulated – with the intentions of others. Expropriating it, forcing it to submit to one's own intentions and accents, is a difficult and complicated process. 

(Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 293–4) 





 



If we take Bakhtin at his word, then Wertsch's adoption of the term ‘appropriation’ itself entails an act of appropriation and, as becomes evident, Wertsch does indeed ‘forc[e] it to submit to [his] own intentions’. That Wertsch is contributing his own accent to the concept of appropriation is evident in a number of ways, as indicated in his comment (p. 54) that, ‘In the more general terminology I am employing, Bakhtin's point was that cultural tools are often not easily and smoothly appropriated by agents.’ Of course, Bakhtin did not speak of ‘cultural tools’ and a strong case could be made that, like Vygotsky, he would not have lumped signs together with knives, forks and bicycles. Be that as it may, with the greatest of ease Wertsch very smoothly manages to make Bakhtin's ideas his own, or rather manages to turn his ideas into those of Bakhtin by the simple device of putting his words into Bakhtin's mouth. It is also interesting that Wertsch chooses to focus on the resistance of words to being appropriated rather than the equally compelling point that despite the resistance offered by words, speakers do overcome the resistance even though this is a ‘difficult and complicated process’. Wertsch does acknowledge that Bakhtin ‘endows the agent with clear powers of volition’ and couples this with an unfortunate metaphor in which the agent's powers are not involved in the making of meaning but in the borrowing and renting of words.  


In actuality, just as fibreglass poles do not sling ‘human projectiles’ over crossbars, languages do not make agents speak. Bakhtin clearly recognized this and left room for the agent in several respects. When borrowing, or ‘renting’ (Holquist, 1981), the words of others, Bakhtin viewed those words as being only ‘half someone else's’. 

(p. 56)





 



In the above passage, the expression ‘left room for the agent’ vividly captures, not Bakhtin's intentions and accents, but those of Wertsch. ‘Leaving room’ suggests an afterthought, what we do for dessert following the main dinner course, or for a spare change of underwear in one's hand luggage. It does not do justice to the vital role of the agent in the process of appropriation, and the idea that the word is half someone else's does not mean that appropriation is also half someone else's. But it is the metaphors of ‘borrowing’ and ‘renting’ words that are most revealing of how Wertsch appropriates the concept of ‘appropriation’ to accord with his view that words are cultural tools having properties in common with all other kinds of material tools. 

The idea that appropriation can be understood in terms of borrowing or renting words seems at odds with the basic idea of making something one's own. The point of borrowing and renting is precisely to avoid ownership. When renting a car or borrowing a book, we do not thereby acquire temporary ownership of the car or book with the right to make changes as we please for the duration of the rental contract or period of the loan. On the contrary, we are required to refrain from making any changes to the car or book and to return them in the same condition we received them. Renting and borrowing allow us the use of cultural tools for their intended purpose. Car rental companies frown on the use of their cars as mobile toilets and libraries prefer their books to be read and not used to prop up bits of furniture. Bakhtin's point about words seems to be the very opposite of all that is implied by renting and borrowing. The reason words need to be appropriated is precisely because, unlike tools of various kinds, they cannot be borrowed or rented. When we appropriate a word and give it meaning or understanding, we make it our own not by possessing it but because it becomes part of us and changes who we are. Understanding is not something we borrow or rent and it is not something we can undo and give back the way we return a book to the library with all the ‘words’ intact ready for another round of agent-acting-with-mediational-means. When returning the book, both the reader and the book may be a bit older and worse for wear but only the reader is wiser for the experience. This is the very point that Vygotsky is at pains to make when discussing the difference between signs and tools and it is the point that Wertsch either fails to understand or chooses to reject by lumping them together under the generic label of cultural tools. 

Having provided an outline of internalization as appropriation, Wertsch returns to ‘the issue of how mastery and appropriation are related’ and points out that although higher levels of mastery may often be correlated with appropriation, this is not necessarily the case, and he elaborates as follows:  


Indeed, some very interesting forms of mediated action are characterized by the mastery, but not by the appropriation of, a cultural tool. In such instances of mediated action, the agent may use a cultural tool but does so with a feeling of conflict or resistance. When such conflict or resistance grows sufficiently strong, an agent may refuse to use the cultural tool altogether. In such instances we might say that agents do not view that cultural tool as belonging to them. 

(p. 56)





 



To illustrate the independence of mastery and appropriation, and to show how a high level of mastery can be accompanied by a low level or no level of appropriation, Wertsch embarks on an example that is instructive not only because it appears to demonstrate the very opposite point that he is making but, more importantly, because it provides a graphic illustration of how, by treating ‘words’ as similar in kind to material tools, his explanatory concepts such as mastery and appropriation lead into a blind alley. 

Wertsch (p. 57) quotes a passage from Gamoran, who writes about how non-Christian children participate in the celebration of Christmas in America. Gamoran recalls how as a child he learned the Christmas songs and how he would stop singing these familiar songs when reference was made to Jesus as a way of confirming his own Jewish identity. He claims that the response of stopping singing set him apart from the Christian children and in this way confirmed his different identity as a Jew. Given the content of Christmas songs, he must have spent considerable time biting his tongue over the festive season while silently affirming his Jewishness. Using his concepts of mastery and appropriation, Wertsch interprets Gamoran's example as follows:  


For my purposes, the interesting point about the example Gamoran cites is that the problem in performing the action (i.e., of singing the religious song) is not that the agent has not mastered the text. Indeed, it seems that the agent in this case knew the text quite well. Instead the issue is whether the text that has been mastered is something with which the agent identifies and is willing to rent. In Gamoran's example, the answer is clearly no, and this is precisely what caused the problems for him as he sang (or did not sing) the song. 

(p. 57)





 



According to Wertsch's analysis, then, the child's familiarity with, and singing of, the Christmas songs illustrates the notion of mastery of this cultural tool, the song with its words and tune. This is a relatively simple skill in which words and melodies are mastered by the child who produces them in the action of singing. In this sense, we can speak of the child knowing-how to sing the song and it is important to note that the same would apply to the singing of meaningless songs of a kind that children often sing in a foreign language without understanding their meaning. When the child stops singing, Wertsch claims that this indicates a refusal to use the cultural tool and, therefore, the absence of appropriation. This interpretation of appropriation is consistent with the idea of renting and borrowing tools so that when a tool is used by an agent it is appropriated and when it is not used it is un-appropriated. 

In this situation of singing punctuated by not-singing, the question that arises is how to explain the silence when it occurs. Given that a situation of not-singing represents an agent-NOT-acting-with-mediational-means, mastery or knowing-how become empty explanations in a situation in which a cultural tool is defined by its absence and action by inaction. We need to bear in mind that the great virtue that Wertsch attributes to knowing-how is that it dispenses with the need for inside-the-head-stuff and, hence, the appeal of connectionism that he advocates. With mastery out of the running to account for the silence, we are left with appropriation to provide an explanation, but this possibility is pre-empted by the fact that, according to Wertsch, it is the absence or lack of appropriation that produces the silence. With both mastery and appropriation excluded, we appear to reach a state of conceptual deadlock. This state of affairs arises because Wertsch does not make any distinction between the singing of the song and the meaning of the song, as is evident in the above passage in which he asks ‘whether the text that has been mastered is something with which the agent identifies and is willing to rent’. The point is that in Wertsch's terms, it is thoroughly misleading to talk of a text that has been ‘mastered’, given that his unequivocal use of this term refers to ‘knowing-how’ and this term, in turn, specifically excludes reflective understanding of the ‘knowing-that-I-am-Jewish’ variety. To rent or not to rent is a decision that is contingent not on the mastery involved in producing the words and melody of a song but on an understanding of the meaning of the song: in Gamoran's case, turning on the Christian message associated with the name of Jesus. 

Understanding the meaning of the song in relation to one's own identity is precisely what Bakhtin meant by ‘appropriation’, as expressed in his words, ‘forcing it to submit to one's own intentions and accents’. As Bakhtin would be the first to point out, the word ‘Jesus’ does not have the same meaning30 for everyone and is understood differently depending on who is doing the talking and listening. Contrary to Wertsch's interpretation, it is because Gamoran had appropriated the meaning of the song's text that he stopped singing and the example is a telling illustration of the strength and effectiveness of appropriation and not, as Wertsch would have it, indicative of the absence of appropriation. Here, it is the silence that is pregnant with meaning and the act of stopping singing is mediated by knowing-that Jews don't stand up for Jesus. 

From a Vygotskian perspective, Wertsch's account of internalization as exemplified in the examples he uses, both in terms of mastery and appropriation, is essentially descriptive (what Vygotsky called the product or phenotypic analysis). The problem lies in his failure to look beyond the surface of mediated actions and to probe how they are generated (what Vygotsky called processes or genotypic analysis). As pointed out previously, from this generative perspective, actions that are initiated and generated from the outside by a parent, teacher or any informed other can be called mediated actions where the term ‘mediation’ does not refer to the use of an intervening tool but to the way in which the action is acquired. The action is mediated because it originates not in the understanding of the actor who carries it out but in the understanding of some other who directs the actor to perform in a particular way. In this sense, the action initially is shared between the person who is instructed to carry it out and the person who understands its purpose and does the instructing. Here, the term ‘mediation’ refers to the fact that the action does not originate with the actor but is acquired through the agency of another person. It is this feature that above all others marks the originality of Vygotsky's approach and provides its distinctive theoretical stamp. It is here that the solution to the problem of an adequate unit of analysis must be found and it is here that the theoretical basis for a sociocultural analysis must be laid. 



Mediated action: the materiality of mediational means
 


Another property of mediated action that Wertsch identifies is what he calls the ‘materiality of mediational means’ (1998, p. 30) and he states categorically that ‘materiality is a property of any mediational means’ (p. 31). This is an extraordinary claim, as is his argument that acoustic ‘sign vehicles’ provide language with its materiality. It may be true that word sounds are material entities, but it is highly questionable whether it is word sounds that constitute the mediational means for human action. In terms of mediational means, one would think that it is the meaning conveyed by the word rather than the acoustic vehicles that would constitute a cultural tool. This confusion between molecules and meaning31 on Wertsch's part is illustrated in his claim that ‘the external, material properties of cultural tools have important implications for understanding how internal processes come into existence and operate’ (p. 31). Following through with this argument, we arrive at the conclusion that the acoustic material properties of language have important implications for understanding how internal processes come into existence and operate. Of course, the simple reply to this proposition is that it is dead wrong. The acoustic material properties of language do not have any important implications for understanding anything about how internal processes come about and operate. It hardly seems necessary to point out that the arbitrary nature of word sounds, that is their external material properties, precludes understanding of the genesis and operation of internal processes in these terms. In the first chapter of Thinking and Speech, Vygotsky specifically discusses ‘the relationship between sound and meaning in the word’ and points out ‘that when sound is divorced from human thought it loses the characteristics that makes it unique as a sound of human speech; it is placed within the ranks of all other sounds existing in nature’. He goes on to state that ‘the basic characteristic of sound in human speech is that it functions as a sign that is linked with meaning’ (1987, p. 49; italics in the original). 

Wertsch's argument that other sign systems such as ‘maps and mechanical drawing have a clear cut materiality in that they are physical objects that can be touched and manipulated’ (1998, p. 30) seems profoundly to miss his own point about mediational means being cultural tools. It is not the ink and paper or any of its material properties that make a map a mediational means. Without understanding the meaning of the physical features contained in the map, the various kinds of lines, contours and shapes, it has no mediational value at all. In the case of the schematic map of the London underground train routes, its material spatial features have led many an unsuspecting visitor to get hopelessly lost above ground. When Wertsch argues that physical objects such as maps and drawings ‘continue to exist across time and space’ (p. 30) he unwittingly undermines his case and opens the way for the kinds of logico-mathematical mediational means that Piaget investigated, starting with the understanding of object permanence and moving on to understanding that a means serves to mediate a goal. Of course, it could be argued that they too are underpinned by material processes in the brain. This of course would undermine the notion that mediational means are cultural tools and would support the kind of centralized control mindset that Wertsch criticizes. Bearing in mind that Vygotsky defined higher mental processes such as those involved in the development of scientific concepts precisely by their non-material properties and distance from material objects and events, we must conclude that, despite the use of similar terms such as ‘units of analysis’, ‘sociocultural’ and ‘mediation’, as well as lip service to Vygotsky's ideas, Wertsch is proposing a set of very different ideas using the same terminology. 

To round off the discussion about the materiality of mediational means, Wertsch refers to the skill in riding a bicycle and points out that ‘developing the skills required to ride a bicycle or bicycles in general does not seem to foster skill in carrying out other forms of action with other material objects’ (p. 32). Indeed, this is Vygotsky's point about the difference between psychological and technical material tools and it is the reason why he insisted that the two should not be conflated or confused. It is also the reason why he is dismissive about the acquisition of skills such as swimming, cycling and playing golf for ‘the general development of the child's mind’ (1987, p. 200). The point about conceptual thought is that it is conceptual and is not tied to specific material objects. Wertsch's point is no different from that made by Thorndike many years ago and Vygotsky's criticism32 applies now as it did then. Contrary to Wertsch's emphasis on the materiality of mediational means, Vygotsky approaches the matter differently.  


A more sophisticated analysis of this problem and of related issues concerning the processes of understanding and their development in childhood has led to an entirely different understanding of the matter. It turns out that just as social interaction is impossible without signs, it is also impossible without meaning. To communicate an experience or some other content of consciousness to another person, it must be related to a class or group of phenomena. As we have pointed out, this requires generalization. Social interaction presupposes generalization and the development of verbal meaning; generalization becomes possible only with the development of social interaction. The higher forms of mental social interaction that are such an important characteristic of man are possible only because – by thinking – man reflects reality in a generalized way. 

(1987, pp. 48–9; italics in the original)





 





Mediated action: multiple simultaneous goals
 


The final property we will discuss33 is the claim that mediated action ‘has multiple simultaneous goals’ that ‘are often in conflict’ and that ‘in most cases mediated action cannot be adequately interpreted if we assume it is organized around a single neatly identifiable goal’ (Wertsch, 1998, p. 32). To illustrate his claims, Wertsch turns to two familiar examples. He argues that the goal of getting the right answer to multiplying 343 by 822 may not be sufficient because what we really mean is getting ‘the right answer within the confines of a particular way of setting up the problem (i.e., using Arabic numerals, using the syntax of multiplication outlined, not using a calculator, and so forth)’ (p. 33). But most of the time this is not what we mean at all. What we mean is that the goal of multiplication is to get the right answer irrespective of the means used. Because of his fixation on the materiality of mediational means, Wertsch overlooks the fact that the meaning of arithmetical operations does not reside in calculators, syntax or the abacus and that the goal of an action is primarily related to its meaning and not its means.34 To clinch his argument that ‘the process may often be more adequately formulated in terms of multiple goals’, Wertsch argues (p. 33) as follows:  


Thus, if asked to multiply the numbers, but to use Roman instead of Arabic numerals, the goal of the agent and the affordances of the mediational means come into conflict. 





 



Unless we equate the goals of the agent with the affordances of the means, this statement has nothing to do with multiple goals. If the request to multiply the numbers was addressed to a Roman there would be no conflict at all and the Roman schooled in the ways of multiplication using Roman numerals would produce the answer.35 Of course, the same Roman would have difficulty if asked to use unfamiliar Arabic numerals and would also have difficulty addressing the Senate in Sanskrit. If my goal is to walk on water and I do not succeed this is not because of conflicting multiple goals. 

In the second example, Wertsch (p. 33) returns to pole vaulting and explains as follows:  


At one level, it would seem to be obvious that the goal of pole vaulting is to clear a cross bar, but this goal can only be envisioned as being part of a larger picture. For example, a pole vaulter may be motivated by the goal of impressing a particular audience, by the desire to overcome a feeling of failure in life, by an irrational hatred of an opponent, and so forth. 





 



In the above example, at least the pole and its affordances are not confused with the goals of the action. Here, we encounter a different issue that is of fundamental importance for Wertsch's concepts of mediated action and agent-acting-with-mediational-means. The goals mentioned in the example are not all cut from the same cloth but represent different levels of analysis as indicated by the references to ‘pole vaulting’, on the one hand, and to ‘a pole vaulter’, on the other hand. We would be hard pressed to argue that the goal of pole vaulting is ‘to overcome a feeling of failure in life’ but it is a plausible explanation for a particular pole vaulter to get going with a pole. The point, however, is that ‘impressing a particular audience’, ‘to overcome a feeling of failure in life’ and ‘an irrational hatred of an opponent’ are not connected in any essential or dialectical or systemic way with the pole. In terms of these goals, the ‘irreducible tension between agent and mediational means’ evaporates, as do the hyphens holding together the ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’. When the pole vaulter is done with the pole, the irrational hatred of his opponent does not let up and neither does the need to impress or the feeling of failure. Following Wertsch, if we ask ‘who is engaged in irrational hatred or feelings of failure?’ the answer is not the ‘agent and his pole’. It is precisely because impressing others, irrational hatred or feelings of failure are not related in an irreducible tension with mediational means that they can become the focus of our understanding. In fact, as a package they provide grist for a psychoanalytic explanation in which tinkers, tailors, soldiers and sailors all put aside their distinctive mediational means and embrace the couch in order to better understand the motives and goals that direct their actions. The point, then, is not that there are multiple goals of action but that there are different kinds of goals that are applicable at different levels of abstraction or generality. Failing to recognize different analytical levels or conflating them does not lead to conflict between goals for an agent but to conceptual confusion on the part of the analyst. Wertsch's mediated actions seem to float freely across levels of generality, creating conceptual havoc in their wake. 



Back to some basics
 


In the introduction to his sociocultural approach, Wertsch (1998) cites a number of problematic issues and prevalent conceptual errors in the social sciences for which his account of mediated human action is intended as a solution or, at least, as a corrective measure. Of particular concern to Wertsch are the following issues: fragmentation in the social sciences; methodological individualism; a focus on the individual in isolation; the antinomy between the individual and social; and, above all, the fact that the individual pole ‘has come to dominate contemporary discussions in the human sciences to such a degree that it deserves special critical attention’ (p. 17). It is interesting and instructive that, writing at about the same time, Archer (2000) expresses the opposite concern, citing ‘sociological imperialists’ who have ‘laboured long and hard with a vacuum pump on humankind, sucking out the properties and powers of our species-being, to leave a void behind to be filled with social forces’ (p. 316). According to Archer, the void is filled with ‘social fittings’ and ‘We become “cultural artefacts” whose every property is begged or borrowed from society’ (p. 316).36 Although sharing some of Wertsch's concerns, in particular the impoverished conception of a person as a ‘lone, atomistic, and opportunistic bargain-hunter’ (p. 4),37 Archer is critical of both upward and downward forms of conflation in which the powers of people are held to explain society and, conversely, the powers of society or social structures are held to explain people, respectively. But unlike Wertsch, who believes that the threat comes from the dominance of the individual person pole, Archer provides quotations from Lévi-Strauss, Baudrillard, Foucault, Gergen, Lyotard and Rorty to substantiate her claims about the ‘death of man’, with the death certificate reading ‘asphyxiation by social forces’ (pp. 18–19). Again, unlike Wertsch who attempts to balance the individual and social poles by redistributing mental functions between them, Archer rejects ‘a scenario on which humanity grows weak so that society can grow strong’ (p. 306) that she claims as the currently dominant view. 

As pointed out previously, the term ‘human action’ is ambiguous in that it can refer to activities that happen irrespective of the nature of the agents who produce the actions that constitute an activity, or it can refer to actions as a direct consequence of an agent's intentions. When the concept of human action is used across disciplinary boundaries and levels of abstraction, the issues begin to blur because different disciplines focus on different objects of interest. The difference between human action as a ‘sociological’ concept and as a ‘psychological’ concept is very well captured by the previously mentioned example of garbage collecting in which the reason garbage is collected is not the same as the garbage collector's reason for collecting it. Hygiene and health that underpin the institution of garbage collecting and provide its rationale are unlikely to explain why a particular person engages in the activity of collecting garbage, where the explanation is probably not very different from that of other workers who trade their labour for wages. A history of garbage collecting would probably include the development of urbanization, migration from the country to the city, the spread of diseases, and so on. But this history would not include the biographies of the collectors of garbage let alone be constituted by the totality of the life stories of all the garbage collectors. The crucial point that Wertsch seems to miss is that different disciplines do not merely provide different perspectives about some whole but focus on different levels of generality and in so doing provide different kinds of answers about different kinds of phenomena. 

Vygotsky was very clear about what he wished to explain and, consequently, about the form this explanation should take. It is not the primary task of psychology to explain the how, why, where, when, who of human actions such as garbage collecting (or pole vaulting, or computing, or ship navigating).38 Likewise, it is not the task of history or sociology to explain how particular people are able to execute the actions that constitute activities such as garbage collecting (or pole vaulting, or computing, or ship navigating) and the mental functions involved in the process. This does not mean that real world problems respect disciplinary boundaries. In solving the problem of garbage disposal, the reason for garbage collection and the garbage collectors’ reasons for collecting the garbage are both important considerations. For health reasons, particular kinds of mediational means may be required, such as plastic containers and rubber gloves. But, if the collectors refuse to collect the garbage because they are unhappy with the pay for the job, then the process will grind to a halt. Although problems do not present themselves in ‘pre-sliced disciplinary pieces’, as Wertsch correctly points out (1998, p. 3), it does not mean that their solution lies in pre-packed hyphenated compounds. Commenting that psychology has made some contributions in understanding brain functioning and infant development, Wertsch (p. 6) continues as follows:  


However, when it comes to psychology's contribution to issues typically taken up in disciplines such as sociology or political science, there is a marked lack of a common language that would make discussion and synergy possible. 





 



The point that Wertsch seems to overlook is that disciplines such as sociology and politics tend not to welcome psychological explanations for the phenomena they study and often for good reasons and not the petty institutional and bureaucratic reasons that Wertsch mentions. Very little, if anything, is added to our understanding of the holocaust, for example, by invoking Hitler's irrational hatred of opponents or his feeling of failure in life or his fondness for dogs. It is interesting that Wertsch seems less concerned about the failure of sociology and politics to contribute to the issues taken up in psychology and we could speculate about their possible contribution to attention, perception, memory, concept formation, abstraction and generalization. Wertsch seems to take it as self-evident that psychology should make a contribution to other disciplines and that what is lacking is ‘a common language that would make discussion and synergy possible’. A different perspective was provided by Geertz some years back.  


The establishment of a common language in the social sciences is not a matter of mere coordination of terminologies or, worse yet, of coining artificial new ones; nor is it a matter of imposing a single set of categories upon the area as a whole. It is a matter of integrating different types of theories and concepts in such a way that one can formulate meaningful propositions embodying findings now sequestered in separate fields of study. 

(1975, p. 44)





 



It is the formulation of meaningful propositions that is missing from Wertsch's litany of psychology's person-centred sins, and his concept of mediated action with its various properties does not seem to produce useful or particularly significant propositions. Integrating different types of theories and concepts means recognizing that they operate at different levels of generality and focus on different kinds of phenomena. His analogy with the three blind men who feel different parts of the elephant and then claim the truth for their particular versions of the beast seems more of a parody than a serious proposition. Instead of different perspectives of some undifferentiated whole, Bhaskar (1979, p. 46) argues that there is an ‘ontological hiatus’ between society and people and refers to the need for a ‘linking science of socio-psychology’.  


I want to distinguish sharply, then, between the genesis of human actions, lying in the reasons, intentions and plans of people, on the one hand, and the structures governing reproduction and transformation of social activities, on the other; and hence between the domains of the psychological and the social sciences. The problem of how people reproduce any particular society belongs to a linking science of ‘socio-psychology’. 

(pp. 44–5)





 



Bhaskar's conception of a ‘socio-psychology’ neatly seems to encapsulate Vygotsky's project in creating a cultural-historical psychology. But this is a very different conception from that of Wertsch, who argues as follows:  


As long as we give ‘mental functioning’ and ‘sociocultural setting’ or ‘individual’ and ‘society’ this kind of ontological interpretation, sociocultural research is likely to be confused about its agenda . . . An alternative that makes it possible to avoid this confusion is to keep in mind that these terms are hypothetical constructs or conceptual tools (tools that may be of only temporary use) in our process of inquiry. 

(p. 11)





 



If we take Wertsch at his word, then the problem is not that ‘sociocultural research is likely to be confused about its agenda’ but that it is more likely to be devoid of any agenda at all. If ‘mental functioning’, ‘sociocultural setting’, ‘individual’ and ‘society’ are nothing but temporary hypothetical constructs or tools, then we must ask of what does the ‘process of inquiry’ consist? To what end is the inquiry directed? If these conceptual tools do not refer to anything real or permanent, then the agenda of a sociocultural approach to understand and explicate the relationships between mental functions or more broadly mediated actions, on the one hand, and sociocultural settings, on the other hand, is not only confused but deeply misguided. If disease and poverty and oppression and even depression are real conditions, then the people who suffer from these conditions need to be understood not as conceptual tools or hypothetical constructs but as real, sensuous, embodied beings. Conceptual tools, useful as they are, do not suffer from anything except a possible fate of irrelevance. 

Overton (2008) provides an alternative ‘relational’ approach that coalesces around the concept of embodiment as a form of lived experience.39 He argues that, ‘Embodiment is a concept of synthesis, a bridge that joins broad areas of inquiry into a unified whole (e.g., the biological, the phenomenological, the sociocultural and environmental) as relative standpoints that together constitute the whole’ (p. 3). According to Overton, the ‘relational stance’ resists Cartesian split-offs that privilege one part of the whole, and he cites as an example Cole and Wertsch's (1996, p. 251) argument of the ‘Primacy of cultural mediation’.40 Although recognizing the biological, sociocultural and environmental standpoints in relation to embodiment, Overton points out that the phenomenological person-centred standpoint is a ‘necessary vantage point for understanding embodiment as a whole’ and that it is this standpoint that ‘rescues psychology generally, and developmental psychology specifically, from becoming a mere adjunct to biology, or to culture, discourse, narrative, or computer science’ (pp. 6–7). Unlike Wertsch, who substitutes mediated action for the psychological subject, Overton cautions that if psychology is not to lose its mind again, as it did under the dark cloud of behaviourism, then ‘keeping the psychological subject as the centre of action is a necessary guard against explanatory reductionism to biology, culture, discourse, and so forth’ (p. 7). 



Wertsch and Vygotsky
 


At the outset of this discussion, Wertsch's claim (1991, p. 46) that ‘Vygotsky's analysis of higher mental functioning provides a foundation for a sociocultural approach to mediated action’ was questioned in light of his focus on mediated action. Throughout his account of the properties of mediated action, significant and substantial differences emerge between his and Vygotsky's approaches, in particular in relation to the role of cultural, institutional and historical factors. In the following passage, Wertsch expresses fairly strong reservations about these aspects of Vygotsky's approach and, again, his interpretation of Vygotsky's limitations is equally revealing of his own.  


Yet in certain essential respects he did not succeed in providing a genuinely sociocultural approach to mind. In particular, he did little to spell out how specific historical, cultural, and institutional settings are tied to various forms of mediated action. 

(p. 46)





 



The point that is obscured in Wertsch's judgements about Vygotsky is that they are predicated on his own view of what constitutes a genuine sociocultural approach. An alternative explanation is that, for very good and genuine reasons, Vygotsky does not treat history, culture and institutions as ‘settings [that] are tied to various forms of mediated action’. As we have seen, for Vygotsky, in a genuine sociocultural approach, culture, history and social relations are constitutive of higher mental functions and, as such, transform the agent from within. Wertsch continues his discussion of the ‘limitations’ in Vygotsky's analysis of the ‘social processes underlying individual mental functioning’ and elaborates as follows:  


In his account of intermental processes Vygotsky focuses on small group interaction, especially the interaction of the adult–child dyad. His ideas about the general genetic law of cultural development, the zone of proximal development, and the various forms of semiotic mediation involved all tended to rest on analyses of this type of ‘interindividual’ . . . interaction. What is somewhat ironic for someone interested in formulating a Marxist psychology, he made precious little mention of broader historical, institutional, or cultural processes such as class struggle, alienation, and the rise of commodity fetishism. 

(p. 46)





 



It is instructive that Wertsch regards Vygotsky's account of intermental processes in terms of interacting dyads as a limitation and sees an irony in the fact that he does not mention processes such as class struggle, alienation and commodity fetishism. Rather than a limitation or irony, it is entirely possible and plausible that Vygotsky deliberately refrained from attempts to explain mental functioning in these broader terms for good and sound theoretical reasons. It remains for Wertsch, and others who share his views about these limitations in Vygotsky's theory, to demonstrate how mental functions like attention, memory, perception, concept formation, and so on, are determined or influenced by broader historical, institutional or cultural processes that somehow manage to bypass interindividual interactions. If we remove the teacher and the interindividual interactions with the learners from the institution of the school, it is not clear what remains or what is left over. In a passage from his unpublished notebooks that is often quoted, Vygotsky makes very clear his view that the concepts and categories used by Marx to understand and explain Capital
are not appropriate for the study of mind.41 Instead, he argues that it is Marx's method that can be applied to the study of mind and, in passing, it is worth noting that Vygotsky talks of mind and not of mediated actions.  


I don't want to discover the nature of mind by patching together a lot of quotations. I want to find out how science has to be built, to approach the study of the mind having learned the whole of Marx's method . . . [I]t is necessary to discover the essence of the given area of phenomena, the laws according to which they change, their qualitative and quantitative characteristics, their causes. It is necessary to formulate the categories and concepts that are specifically relevant to them – in other words to create one's own Capital. 

(1978, p. 8)





 



Rather than a limitation or irony, it could be argued that one of Vygotsky's strengths is that he does not confuse or conflate levels of analysis. In discussing Abstraction in Marx's Method, Ollman (1993) identifies seven major levels of generality with which Marx dealt in his various analyses. The point about levels of generality is that explanations for phenomena at one level cannot be transported across levels. Following Ollman, the first level is the most specific and is made up of what is unique about a person and a situation. ‘It's all that makes Joe Smith different from everyone else, and so too all his activities and products’ (p. 55). At the next level, the unique qualities of people are abstracted out of focus and, instead, what is general to people, such as occupations, is brought into focus. At this level, we can talk about engineers and formulate theories and propositions that govern engineering activities without regard to the specific qualities of a particular person. At the next level, engineering qualities fall out of focus and are replaced by categories that capture features of capitalism, such as worker and boss. At this level, productive activity is reduced to a denominator indicated by the concept of wage-labour while the product is indicated by a denominator that calls it a commodity. Level four represents class society based on the division of labour, and level five is human society which brings into focus the qualities that people have in common as part of the human condition and history of the species. Ollman adds two more levels and points out that they are not as important for Marx's analyses as the first five levels. Level six brings into focus the qualities we share with the animal world and level seven includes our material qualities such as weight, extension and so on. 

When Vygotsky speaks of having learned Marx's method and the need to ‘formulate the categories and concepts that are specifically relevant’ to the ‘given area of phenomena’, the message he seems to be sending is that the categories and concepts that are informative for an analysis of Capital (class struggle, alienation, commodity fetishism) are not relevant for an analysis of the mental functions for which he wished to provide an explanation. Interestingly, among others, he focused on the development of abstraction and generalization, functions that are fundamental to human thinking. In the following passage, Ollman provides a succinct summary of the method Vygotsky would have learned from Marx and whose application Wertsch interprets as a limitation.  


It is important, too, to underline that all the human and other qualities discussed above are present simultaneously and are equally real, but that they can only be perceived and therefore studied when the level of generality on which they fall has been brought into focus. This is similar to what occurs in the natural sciences, where phenomena are abstracted on the basis of their biological or chemical or atomic properties. All such properties exist together, but one cannot see or study them at the same time. The significance of this observation is evident when we consider that all the problems from which we suffer and everything that goes into solving them or keeping them from being solved is made up of qualities that can only be brought into focus on one or another of these different levels of generality. Unfolding over time, these qualities can also be viewed as moments and pressures of one sort or another – whether organized into tendencies, metamorphoses, contradictions, etc. – that taken together pretty well determine our existence. Consequently, it is essential, in order to understand any particular problem, to abstract a level of generality that brings the characteristics chiefly responsible for this problem into focus. 

(1993, pp. 56–7)





 



It is because Vygotsky understood that different levels of generality provide a focus for particular kinds of phenomena that he did not create the kinds of conceptual muddles that seem to characterize the properties Wertsch attributes to mediated action. 

To bring this discussion to a conclusion, we can turn back to where Wertsch (1991, p. 1) begins his analysis with the following lamentation.  


We can answer detailed questions about neuronal activity or neonatal reflexes, but we have very little to say about what it means to be human in the modern world (or any other world for that matter). 





 


It is this question about what it means to be human that not only defines Vygotsky's project but frames and permeates all his major theoretical conclusions. By placing consciousness at the heart of psychology, as its ultimate subject matter and as the whole for which word meaning is the appropriate unit of analysis, Vygotsky provides an answer to the question of what it means to be human in the world. Unlike many of his contemporaries and contrary to the claims of Wertsch and other self-proclaimed contemporary proponents of his approach, he does not argue that artefacts or mediated action or the use of tools, cultural or otherwise, are the distinguishing feature of what it means to be human. In fact, his analysis commences with the observation that other non-human animals, such as chimpanzees, are also capable of using tools and acting-with-mediational-means. In addition, humans are not the only species that engage in social activities such as collective hunting, in which there is a division of labour or differentiation of roles between the participants, to use the favourite example of activity theory. 

For Vygotsky, being human is coupled with a conception of freedom such that, unlike other animals, humans are able to rise above the settings, circumstances and contexts in which they find themselves. To plan for tomorrow involves more than knowing-it or knowing-how; more than knowing tasty termites are there for the taking and knowing how to get at them by the mediational means of a stick. To have a plan for tomorrow, we need to know that there is a tomorrow and that a means will be needed to reach the termites in their nest. In order to plan, there must be some way to represent the future situation that is not present now and also a way to control and regulate the mental functions, such as attention, memory, abstraction and generalization, that are constitutive of the planning process. This process occurs in the absence of the actual situation, context or setting that ordinarily would provide the necessary stimulation (or affordances), such as the immediate inviting smell of termites or the sight of their nests. What is important about human hunting is that it is planned in advance and is not a spontaneous reaction to either an internal stimulus of hunger or an external stimulus of passing prey. Similarly, in the case of tools, it is not their use that is distinctively human but their design that anticipates their use for a future purpose. Unlike an ape that uses and discards a new stick on each occasion in order to reach termites in a nest, humans design tools for future use and keep them handy, sometimes even in toolboxes that themselves are designed for this purpose. 

Even at the beginning of the twentieth century, it was something of a commonplace to point out that humans are tool-using creatures and that the kinds of tools we use influence the actions we perform. The problem is that Wertsch's sociocultural approach does not manage to take us much further than this. Instead of moving forward and beyond Vygotsky, the path taken by Wertsch seems to take us backwards. All that Vygotsky managed to put into our heads that makes us distinctively human, Wertsch seems determined to remove and, in the process, we become diminished and dehumanized. A discipline created in the image of pole vaulting was not what Vygotsky had in mind,42 but then, for Wertsch, mind is an overrated conceptual tool in a world where thought is an attribute of artefacts and action does the trick. Of course, Wertsch has every right to fashion his approach as he pleases, provided that it is done in his name and not in the name of the Father. 





1
‘The basic approach of a sociocultural approach to mind is to create an account of human mental processes that recognizes the relationship between these processes and their cultural, historical, and institutional settings’ (1991, p. 6). 





2 ‘The task of sociocultural analysis is to understand how mental functioning is related to cultural, institutional, and historical context’ (1998, p. 3). 





3 The centrality of meaning in Vygotsky's theory is discussed below in some detail. 





4 ‘He [Zinchenko] notes that while there are grounds for asserting that some of the roots of activity theory can be found in Vygotsky's writings, it seems on balance most appropriate to recognize important elements of evolution and differentiation that distinguish the writings of Leont′ev from those of Vygotsky’ (Wertsch, del Río and Alvarez, 1995, p. 12). 





5 To anticipate this discussion, Wertsch (1991, p. 20) refers to Vygotsky's concept of fossilized behaviour and his critique thereof but does not seem to appreciate that his own concept of individual-acting-with-mediational-means is vulnerable to this very critique. 





6 Vygotsky comments that, ‘no one has ever argued that teaching someone to ride a bicycle, or to swim, or play golf has any significant influence on the general development of the child's mind’ (1987, p. 200). We can only surmise how Vygotsky would regard pole vaulting and its relation to ‘Mind as Action’. 





7 In a more recent text on Vygotsky's concept of mediation, Wertsch (2007, p. 178) expresses essentially the same view. ‘Instead of acting in a direct, unmediated way in the social and physical world, our contact with the world is indirect or mediated by signs.’ Vygotsky's concept of mediation entails the mediation of mental processes by signs. 





8 Later in the text, Wertsch (1991, pp. 32–3) actually provides a quotation from Vygotsky to this effect, but seems oblivious to its message: ‘by being included in the process of behavior, the psychological tool alters the entire flow and structure of mental functions. It does this by determining the structure of a new instrumental act, just as a technical tool alters the process of a natural adaptation by determining the form of labor operations’ (Vygotsky, 1979, p. 137). 





9 Wertsch (1991, p. 26) does refer to Janet, but in relation to Vygotsky's law of sociogenesis and not in relation to speech. 





10 It is, of course, true that human actions take place in physical surroundings such as a classroom that is located in a particular building, in a particular place, and so on, and that these features may have a bearing on the actions that occur in these particular settings. But it is equally true that ‘school’ learning can take place under a tree, in a tent, or in a living room at home. 





11 In a footnote (p. 354, note 1), the editors comment as follows: ‘The Russian term serves to express the idea that one and the same objective situation may be interpreted, perceived, experienced or lived through by different children in different ways. Neither “emotional experience” (which is used here and which only covers the affective aspect of the meaning of perezhivanie), nor “interpretation” (which is too exclusively rational) are fully adequate translations of the noun. Its meaning is linked to that of the German verb “erleben” (cf. “Erlebnis”, “erlebte Wirklichkeit”).’ 





12 This is precisely the import of Vygotsky's law of sociogenesis that accounts for the child's cultural development. 





13 Wertsch also uses the example of pole vaulting in Mind as Action (1998, pp. 23–72). 





14 Wertsch points out that, at the time of writing, only men participated in this event. 





15 Wertsch provides the example of the QWERTY keyboard to illustrate his point. 





16 Toulmin (1960, p. 44; italics in the original) comments that we are sometimes told that ‘unbreakable glass or saccharin or radio-activity or blotting-paper was discovered “by accident”. Again, this is a misleading way to talk: such discoveries are not made by accident, they may be made as a result of an accident.’ 





17 It is simply tedious to point out that the syntax of the sentences Wertsch uses (the question ‘who carried out’) would turn the cultural tool included in the answer into a human agent. 





18 Wertsch (1991, p. 14) earlier refers to Vygotsky's ‘insight’ when discussing the notion of mind extending beyond the skin and mental actions being predicated of dyads and larger groups. 





19 Wertsch and Smolka (1993, p. 72) refer to ‘Vygotsky's assumption that mental processes do not occur solely or even fundamentally in individuals’ without explaining where they do occur or what it is that would make them ‘mental’ when they occur. 





20 In an earlier text, Wertsch (1991, p. 34) makes the same point. 





21 Of course, we can speak metaphorically of new machines being more ‘intelligent’ than their previous models, but if the metaphor is not intended then it is not machines that we would be talking about. 





22 The fact that in designing robots to perform specific operations it is preferable to adjust the ‘external’ situation rather than increase the complexity of the ‘internal’ mechanism or program, does not mean that the same principle can be applied to explain the mental operations of the designer. 





23 Wertsch (1991, p. 19) comments as follows: ‘The sociocultural approach to mind I shall outline here takes its basic framework from the writings of L. S. Vygotsky’ and he provides nineteen references to different Vygotsky texts to substantiate his claim. For further elaboration see Wertsch (1991, chapter 2,  pp. 18–45) and also Wertsch (1995b, pp. 63–4). 





24 A similar passage occurs in Mind in Society as follows: ‘The internalization of socially rooted and historically developed activities is the distinguishing feature of human psychology, the basis of the qualitative leap from animal to human psychology’ (1978, p. 57). 





25 ‘Sign systems (the language system, system of mathematical symbols, etc.) play an important role in the process of internalization; they are the real bearer of human culture, the means by which individual activity and individual consciousness are socially determined. The incorporation of signs into the structure of a mental function (mediation through signs) links that function to culture’ (Davydov and Zinchenko, 1993, pp. 93–106). 





26 Wertsch's (1998, pp. 51–3) apparent infatuation with connectionist models in the context of a sociocultural approach to human action that also takes inspiration from Bakhtin's concepts of voice and dialogicality demonstrates a remarkable dedication to the principle of interdisciplinary scholarship. 





27 Wertsch (1991, p. 52). 





28 It is curious that Wertsch makes no mention of the broad field of hermeneutics where the term ‘appropriation’ is the core concept or operation in the interpretation of texts and where meaning is the ‘something’ that is taken from texts and made one's own. 





29 Wertsch (1998, p. 54). 





30 The term ‘meaning’ is being used in a broad sense to include what Bakhtin (Volosinov, 1973, p. 106) referred to as ‘theme’. 





31 The phrase ‘molecules and meaning’ is from Archer (2000, p. 190). 





32
Vygotsky, 1987, pp. 199–201. 





33 Wertsch identifies two more properties: the fact that mediational means may constrain or enable action; and the fact that power and authority are involved in mediated actions. 





34 After explaining how multiplication can be done using Roman numerals, Dr Math concludes as follows: ‘We can multiply or add with anything, really. Think about having different number systems, like ! = 1, @ = 5, * = 10, etc. And maybe there are number systems that AREN'T based on 10. You can add and multiply in those systems, too. It's just a matter of training your mind’ (http://mathforum.org/library/drmath/view/57911.html), Dr Heather, the Geometry Forum. 





35 After explaining how the Romans used their numerals in multiplication, Stern concludes that ‘Like the method we use, it reduced the multiplication of two numbers to addition, which Roman numerals could handle’ (http://www.phy6.org/outreach/edu/roman.htm). 





36 Referring to ‘some modern social-constructivist accounts’, Brockmeier (1996, p. 132) comments as follows: ‘In examining them, one often cannot help but think that the essential difference between socio-historical context and socio-historical determinism tends to blur; as a consequence, the symbolic web of culture appears to be an iron fabric. More specifically there is a danger that the formulae of the “cultural embeddedness or situatedness” of psychological phenomena are to be understood as implying the transformation of the individual mind into a resultant element of a large, more or less deterministic apparatus . . .’ 





37 According to Archer, this depicts ‘Modernity's Man’ of Homo economicus. 





38 The how, why, where, when, who of human actions represent Burke's ‘pentad’ that Wertsch (1998, pp. 11–17) adapts for his own purposes. 





39 Overton's argument resonates with Archer's (2000, pp. 121–92) insistence on the pivotal role of embodied practice. 





40 ‘From this relational stance, embodiment is not about a split-off, disengaged agent defined by its movements. Nor is it about a moving agent peeking at a preformed world and drawing meaning directly from that world’ (2008, p. 3). 





41 Bernstein (1993, p. xv) elaborates as follows: ‘A crucial problem of theoretical Marxism is the inability of the theory to provide descriptions of micro level processes except by projecting macro level concepts on to the micro level, unmediated by intervening concepts through which the micro can be both uniquely described and related to the macro level.’ Instead of citing Ratner, Daniels (2008, pp. 149–50) would have been better served by heeding the words of Vygotsky and Bernstein (see Chapter 2). 





42 ‘Special research has shown that the degree of development is the degree of conversion from the affective dynamics – the dynamics of real action – to the dynamics of thought. The path from contemplation to abstract thought, and from there to practical action, is the way leading to the transformation of the stagnant and relatively fixed dynamics of a situation into the changing and fluid dynamics of thought, and to the transition of the latter back into the rational, free, and purposeful dynamics of practical action’ (Vygotsky, 1993, p. 237). 
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James V. Wertsch: mediation and the zone of proximal development
 

Over a period spanning more than twenty years (1984–2007), Wertsch has provided examples of learning–teaching situations to illustrate various theoretical concepts he has applied to explicate and elaborate Vygotsky's concept of mediation and the zone of proximal development. The examples include a puzzle copying task (1979, 1984, 1985), an instance of reciprocal learning (1998), and the learning of elementary statistical concepts by means of graphic representation (2007). In his early work with the puzzle task, in which he focused on the zone of proximal development, Wertsch introduced the ‘explanatory concepts’ of situation definition, negotiation, intersubjectivity and semiotic mediation (1984, 1985), drawing on the work of Rommetveit (1979). He commented then that he ‘focused on these theoretical constructs because they seem to be points over which confusion is most likely to arise’ and also that ‘they are issues that are either presupposed or explicitly involved in much of the existing research on the zone of proximal development’ (1984, p. 16). With the example of reciprocal teaching, Wertsch added to the mix his own concepts of mediational means and cultural tools as well as the concept of the materiality of mediational means, all of which he developed in his account of Mind in Action (1998). In the last example of the learning and teaching of statistical concepts, Wertsch (2007) supplements his theoretical arsenal with the Vygotskian principle that word meaning develops. 

To anticipate the critique that follows, it will be argued that despite the conceptual difficulties he encounters in the application of these concepts in each of his examples of teaching and learning, Wertsch has tenaciously stuck with them. Initially, his purpose was to explicate and clarify Vygotsky's ideas, then the concepts were used as expressions of his own distinctive sociocultural approach, and then, turning full circle, they are again applied to Vygotsky to uncover a covert and ‘implicit’ form of mediation previously unrecognized, apparently even by Vygotsky. The thrust of the critique is that Wertsch's explanatory concepts do more to cloud than clear our understanding of the learning–teaching process and that, when applied to Vygotsky, they serve to deform and distort his theoretical framework. 
Preliminary comments
 


Wertsch's purpose is to explain how learning occurs in the context of a learning–teaching situation or of ‘intermental functioning’. In each of his examples, he also reports on other significant features that occur in the course of the learning–teaching process but for which no explanation is provided. The first, and perhaps most important, of these features is that learning does not always occur and that the teacher's instructions are not always effective. Wertsch does not seem to draw any conclusions from this failure of the learning–teaching process or adjust his theoretical concepts to accommodate these observations. A second and related feature of his examples is the observation that learners appear to be able to do tasks before they understand the nature of the task or what it is that they are doing. Wertsch borrows the phrase ‘performance before competence’ (2007, p. 186) from the title of a paper by Cazden (1981) to describe this phenomenon. But having recognized and named it, he does not seem to grasp its significance for any theory of learning or for the concepts he uses to understand and explain learning.1 Following from this, a third feature common to the examples Wertsch presents is that when learning does occur, it is not necessarily through suggestions or leading questions on the part of teachers, or reflection on the part of learners, or negotiations of meaning between learners and teachers, but as a result of direct instructions by the teacher to carry out specific actions along the lines of ‘do this’ and ‘do that’. In short, Wertsch's examples contain three key elements that he explicitly reports but then seems to ignore or discount in his theoretical interpretations of his own reported observations: the fact that learning often does not occur despite the best efforts of the teachers in the situation; the fact that learners seem able to perform a task successfully before they understand the nature of the task; and the fact that direct instructions by the teacher are effective when other indirect methods to enable understanding by the learners do not seem to work. 

A critique of Wertsch's interpretations of Vygotsky's theory and of his own explanatory concepts of the learning–teaching process requires and deserves a careful and, at times, step-by-step analysis to track his arguments. Because Wertsch recognizes and acknowledges the conceptual difficulties that arise with the application of his theoretical concepts, such as apparent paradoxes to which he refers, it is easy to overlook the fact that his proposed solutions do not actually work and, therefore, exacerbate the situation by clogging it up with unworkable theoretical constructs. But there are also other compelling reasons for a detailed and thorough examination of his analyses. Wertsch touches on issues such as innovative ways of learning and teaching that we want to hear about and want to believe. But, to his credit, in each example he also diligently reports observations of some very ‘educationally incorrect’ and out-of-date forms of direct teacher-centred instruction that seem to do the trick. This is not what we want to hear and, hence, is not worthy of explanation. But churlish as it may seem, it is necessary to examine the explanatory concepts Wertsch proposes and also to interrogate how his argument is constructed and held together. In particular, it is important to distinguish between Vygotsky's ideas and concepts and those proposed by Wertsch, especially when the latter are used to explain and substitute for the former. 

As Wertsch (1984) points out, the puzzle task, in which children are required to select and place pieces of a puzzle by copying from a model, is a good illustration of the zone of proximal development in action. He introduces three explanatory concepts to help clarify the process of learning and teaching that occurs in the context of this task: situation definition, intersubjectivity and semiotic mediation (p. 8). These concepts provide the foundation for his explanation of learning and teaching and he has consistently applied them over the years. It should also be said that they have been widely adopted by sociocultural theorists. The analysis and critique that follows will attempt to show that these concepts do not provide an explanation of how learning occurs in the context of a typical learning–teaching situation and do not serve to clarify and explicate the zone of proximal development as Wertsch claims. On the contrary, it will be argued that, in fact, they serve to obscure our understanding of the processes of learning and highlight the problem rather than the solution of how learning is possible. Vygotsky (1987, pp. 167–241) certainly recognized and addressed the problem of how learning is possible, mainly by invoking a concept of imitation, but he left it largely unsolved.2

To anticipate the argument that follows, at the heart of the problem is the fact that Wertsch inappropriately uses concepts derived from a communication model3 to explain the zone of proximal development, a situation whose essential characteristic is a lack or absence of communication and whose purpose is to bring about changes that will enable communication to occur. In concrete terms and using the puzzle task as an example, the young child does not understand the instruction to use the model of the complete puzzle as a guide to the placement of the puzzle pieces on the copy despite the teacher's efforts to communicate this to the child. The structure of a typical learning–teaching situation is one in which only one party, the teacher, knows and understands something that the other party, the learner, does not know and does not understand. In this situation, communication between the teacher and learner about that which is known and understood initially only by the teacher can only be the outcome of a process of learning and teaching and cannot be used as its means of acquisition. Vygotsky (1987) makes this point succinctly in the comment that ‘Dialogue always assumes the interlocutors’ knowledge of the crux of the matter’ (p. 271). Consequently, theories of learning and teaching are vulnerable to the ‘Meno (or learning) paradox’4 and to a derivative from this that we could call the ‘teaching paradox’. According to the learning paradox, if a person understands an idea then teaching is not necessary and if a person does not understand then there is no basis for explanation. According to the teaching paradox, because communication is based on shared meaning and because teaching consists of communicating meaning from one person to another, then, in the absence of shared meaning, communication is not possible. 


 

Explanatory concepts: situation definition, intersubjectivity, semiotic mediation
 


In the early examples Wertsch discussed using a puzzle task, young children of different ages, from 2½ years to 4½ years, are required by their mother or teacher5 to place puzzle pieces (of a truck) by copying the position of each piece from a model of the complete puzzle. In this situation, the teacher is free to help the child as she sees fit. According to the results Wertsch reports (1979), it is important for our discussion to take note of the fact that younger children are not able to do the task. They are not able to use the model as a guide to the correct placement of the puzzle pieces, regardless of the teacher's interventions and, instead, try to make a picture with the pieces. In contrast, the older children are able to carry out the task with a minimum of help from the teacher. Wertsch (1984, p. 8) begins his analysis with the notion of situation definition that he maintains is crucial for his analysis. A learning–teaching situation can be defined as one in which the teacher and the learner do not share a common understanding and, hence, do not have a common definition of the learning task at hand. Clearly, if they did, learning would not be necessary. Wertsch's point is simply that the same situation or task6 can be represented and understood differently by different people despite the fact that they ‘are functioning in the same spaciotemporal context’ (p. 9). In the concrete situation of the puzzle task, a teacher treats the task as one of copying from a model in order to place the puzzle pieces correctly on a copy of the model, whereas a child may treat the task as requiring the placing of pieces together without any regard for the model. In applying the concept of situation definition to learning and teaching situations, it is clear that the goal is for the learner to acquire the situation definition of the teacher and this means that the learner's situation definition must change. In the case of the puzzle task, success requires that the learner comes to understand that the task involves copying a model in order to place the pieces correctly. In discussing the transition from the child's initial situation definition to that of the adult, Wertsch makes a number of potent theoretical points that are crucially important in relation to the other concepts he introduces and to his argument as a whole. The first point refers to the nature of the change involved.  


It means that this developmental transition cannot be conceptualized in terms of quantitative change; a child cannot simply add another step to an existing action pattern to move to a more adult like situation definition in this case. Rather, a qualitative transformation is involved. The child must fundamentally redefine his or her definition of the situation in order to make this transition. In an important sense, completely different objects and actions are involved at different levels of development. 

(p. 11)





 



In the above passage, Wertsch is emphatic that the transition involves a qualitative change and cannot consist merely of quantitative increments. In the context of the puzzle task, it is obvious that the existing actions of a child who does not take any account of the model cannot be extended or increased but must be altered to meet the task demand, and this involves a ‘fundamental’ redefinition and not an adjustment or refinement of the existing definition. 

The second and related point Wertsch makes derives from the fact that by changing a situation definition, the learner is required not to adjust the existing definition or understanding of the task but to give up that definition and relinquish that understanding.  


I would argue that this process of giving up an existing situation definition in favor of a qualitatively new one is characteristic of the major changes that a child undergoes in the zone of proximal development. Rather than thinking of change in this zone as a steady accretion of knowledge about a task, it is essential to understand that major portions of this change occur through a shift in one's basic understanding of what the objects and events in a setting are. It is perhaps best to think of such changes in terms of the sudden insight experience examined by Gestalt psychologists, such as Duncker (1945). 

(p. 11)





 



Again, in the above passage, Wertsch does not prevaricate or hedge his bets. We are told that rather than thinking about the change that occurs as a ‘steady accretion of knowledge about a task’ it is ‘essential to understand’ that ‘major portions’ of the change involve a shift in the learner's ‘basic understanding’ of the situation.7 These are strong statements that leave little room for manoeuvre. In addition to this unequivocal language, Wertsch also introduces the concept of ‘insight’ into the explanatory equation. Given his emphasis on the qualitative or structural nature of the change that the learning is required to produce, it is, perhaps, not altogether surprising that he would have recourse to the Gestalt concept of insight learning. But to turn the zone of proximal development into a zone of insight learning is tantamount to turning chalk into cheese. If learning in the zone of proximal development is a function of some kind of cooperative engagement between a learner and teacher, a kind of ‘over-and-other-sight’ exercised by the teacher, then insight is its polar opposite. In an important sense, even self- consciousness is eliminated from insight learning that, by definition, excludes reflection let alone any help from ‘other’ outside agencies. When it happens, insight learning arrives unexpected, unannounced and unaccompanied. As we will see, Wertsch's reliance on the concept of insight as a kind of theoretical bottom-line has persisted and resurfaces in his more recent work (Wertsch, 2007) despite the fact that it radically undermines his other two concepts of intersubjectivity and semiotic mediation and undercuts the core concept of ‘interpsychological’ functioning in the zone of proximal development. 

Having established that learning entails the relinquishing of an initial situation definition and the adoption by the child of a qualitatively new situation definition that accords with that of the teacher, Wertsch now addresses the crucial issue of how in the face of different initial situation definitions, the teacher's instructions can bring about the required changes in the child's situation definition. To explain this, Wertsch maintains that the additional theoretical construct of intersubjectivity is needed.8 He explains that for his purposes ‘intersubjectivity exists between two interlocutors in a task setting when they share the same situation definition and know that they share the same situation definition’ (1984, p. 12).9 Recognizing that intersubjectivity between teacher and learner is the goal or outcome of learning and teaching in the zone of proximal development, and certainly does not reflect the initial different situation definitions held by the teacher and learner, Wertsch (p. 12) comments as follows:  


At first glance, it may seem inconsistent to speak of intersubjectivity between an adult and child in the zone of proximal development. After all, I have repeatedly emphasized that interpsychological functioning in this is characterized by the fact that the interlocutors have different individual (that is, intrapsychological) situation definitions. 





 



We need to add that Wertsch has also repeatedly emphasized that the differences in situation definitions are qualitative or different in kind and that changes in situation definitions cannot be attributed to incremental steps or a ‘steady accretion of knowledge about a task’ and that ‘we cannot account for growth in the zone of proximal development solely in terms of quantitative increments to an existing situation definition. Rather we must recognize that a fundamental characteristic of such growth is what one might term situation redefinition – something that involves giving up a previous situation definition in favor of a qualitatively new one’ (1984, p. 11). Bearing in mind these comments, it is not only at first glance that the concept of intersubjectivity seems inconsistent in the context of learning and teaching. The inconsistency resides in the fact that a concept, such as intersubjectivity, that describes the product or outcome of a process, such as teaching, cannot also be the means of its own achievement. In plain language, using the end as a means to achieving that end smacks of inconsistency even after multiple glances. But Wertsch is aware of the paradoxical nature of his proposal and attempts to rescue the situation as follows:  


In order to deal with this seeming paradox, we need to recognize that intersubjectivity can exist at several different levels. At one extreme, it can consist of no more than agreement on the location of concrete objects in a communication setting. At the other extreme, nearly complete intersubjectivity exists when two interlocutors represent objects and events in identical ways. 

(p. 12)





 



Wertsch's entire argument about the central role of intersubjectivity hinges on the apparently simple assertion in the above passage that ‘intersubjectivity can exist at several different levels’ and the consequent implication that a little bit goes a long way. But this is a thoroughly misleading statement for the following reason. For intersubjectivity to play a role in the solution of a particular task with a specific goal, such as using a model to place puzzle pieces on a copy, the common understanding that underpins the intersubjectivity must bear some relation to the goal in question and not simply to any aspects of the situation that the child may happen to understand, such as the shape and colour of the pieces. A teacher and learner may have a common understanding about all kinds of things, such as the shapes and colours of the puzzle pieces, but not about the solution to the task that entails understanding the role of the model in the placing of the puzzle pieces. This means that they can communicate meaningfully or intersubjectively at the level of the things that they both understand but not at the level of the things they do not both understand and about which there is no intersubjectivity. This of course simply returns us to the zone of proximal development with the child's situation definition intact and this, in turn, leaves us where Wertsch started, with the teacher and learner essentially engaged in different tasks. In short, the fact that intersubjectivity exists at different ‘levels’ is precisely the problem and cannot be construed as part of the solution. 

In attempting to circumvent this problem of the ‘seeming paradox’ and explain how a learner can arrive at different situation definitions, Wertsch introduces the notion of ‘negotiation’ such that ‘the adult and child can negotiate an intersubjective situation definition that differs from both of their ways of understanding the situation on the intrapsychological level’ (p. 13). But even assuming that they can agree about something, such as the shape and colour of the puzzle pieces, this is still not germane to the task at hand. As shown, in a learning–teaching situation the point is not for the learner and teacher to find some common ground of understanding somewhere in the middle, in between their different situation definitions. The point is for the learner to master the task and this means adopting the situation definition of the teacher. Again, Wertsch does in fact recognize this shortcoming in his explanation and points out that the negotiation process that underpins the establishment of intersubjectivity involves an ‘important asymmetry’ (p. 13), with the teacher, unlike the learner, not being required to change her definition of the situation. On the contrary, negotiation notwithstanding, it is the teacher's definition, and not some free floating in-between definition, that the learner must adopt in order to accomplish the task successfully. In this sense, then, the situation definition of the task is, in fact, strictly non-negotiable. As Wertsch comments, ‘The only genuine lasting situation redefinition that takes place occurs on the part of the child’ (p. 13). Given that negotiation implies a process of give and take, if not between equals then at least between partners who each have something to give and something to take, it clearly does not reflect a situation in which one partner does all the giving and the other all the taking. 

Having pointed out that nothing remotely akin to negotiation actually takes place between the learner (child) and teacher (mother), Wertsch then seems to ignore his own conclusion that it is only the learner who makes a ‘genuine lasting situation redefinition’ and introduces yet another concept specifically to show ‘how the negotiation of an intersubjective situation definition occurs’, by means of a ‘concrete mechanism that makes it possible’ (p. 13). This concrete mechanism Wertsch refers to as ‘semiotic mediation’. Before considering how semiotic mediation brings about the negotiation of an intersubjective situation definition, we need to pause and take stock as we move from one explanatory concept to the next in order to avoid becoming hopelessly entangled in a domino effect of collapsing concepts. 

In order to resolve the ‘seeming paradox’ of intersubjectivity, Wertsch introduces a notion of ‘levels’ of intersubjectivity, and to explain how these levels are attained, he invokes the concept of negotiation. However, it transpires that negotiation does not really occur and that, in the final analysis, it is the child's and not the teacher's situation definition that must change. We have also been told by Wertsch that this change in situation definition requires a fundamental qualitative redefinition and not a gradual nudging from one level to the next. In light of these conclusions, all of which are drawn by Wertsch himself, it is perplexing why the further concept of semiotic mediation is needed to explain the previous concept of negotiation when that process does not actually occur and cannot actually explain the concept further back down the line of intersubjective levels. The bottom-line is that semiotic mediation must now provide an explanation for how a process of non-negotiation can bring about a qualitative redefinition of the learner's situation definition that does not sit somewhere in between but accords with that of the teacher. 

Although Wertsch refers to Vygotsky's ‘account of mediation by signs, especially linguistic signs’ (p. 13), he does not explicitly define the term ‘semiotic mediation’ but explains as follows:  


Even though quite different intrapsychological situation definitions are involved, intersubjectivity can be established if appropriate forms of semiotic mediation are used in communication. Such communication would consist of the adult's directing the child to select and place pieces in locations in the copy without requiring the child to recognize that the pieces and locations correspond to something in the model. 





 



From the above passage, it would appear that semiotic mediation means giving the learner verbal instructions that she can understand, such as ‘Pick up that red one and put it next to the blue one’ (p. 13). The difficulties have already been discussed of how executing this instruction could lead to a different understanding of the task that requires ‘the child to recognize that the pieces and locations correspond to something in the model’. It is difficult to see where the negotiation is happening or what is being negotiated or how the learner's situation definition is being changed when the semiotic mediation remains strictly within the learner's existing situation definition or, in different words, when the verbal instructions are limited to the learner's existing understanding that does not include the model as a reference point. The catch, of course, is that the teacher does not really have an alternative if the instructions are to be understood at all and if intersubjectivity is to prevail. It would appear, then, that the most that semiotic mediation can achieve is an intersubjective situation definition or common understanding based on the child's/learner's existing situation definition. No amount of talk that goes on above the learner's head can elevate this head for the simple reason that such talk is not ‘semiotic’. For the young child confronted with the puzzle task, talk about the model is simply not meaningful. But despite the fact that semiotic mediation, by definition, seems to be locked into the learner's existing understanding or situation definition, Wertsch (p. 14) goes on to draw the following conclusions:  


This illustration shows how a particular way of talking about the objects and events in a setting automatically sets the level at which intersubjectivity is to be established. It is in this sense that speech can create, rather than merely reflect, an intersubjective situation definition. 





 



If we follow the logic of the reasoning involved in the above passage, then the conclusions seem to be the wrong way round. Consider that we are first told that ‘appropriate forms of semiotic mediation’ or verbal instructions are those that the learner can understand. This means that it is the level of the learner's understanding that, in turn, sets the level of intersubjectivity and not the ‘way of talking about the objects and events’ that is itself predicated on the ability of the learner to understand what is being said. In the event that the learner does not understand what is being said, then, clearly, the semiotic mediation is not appropriate. As Wertsch says, ‘the fact that an adult makes an utterance does not guarantee that intersubjectivity will be established at a particular level . . . The child must respond appropriately or at least understand the utterance for an intersubjective situation definition to come into existence’ (p. 14). This means that Wertsch's conclusion that ‘speech can create, rather than merely reflect, an intersubjective situation definition’ (p. 14) is not correct. Expressed differently, the conclusion seems to be dead wrong and this has a ripple effect all the way back through the impotent ‘concrete mechanism’ of semiotic mediation that addresses current understanding, to negotiations that do not actually take place, arriving back at intersubjectivity that is the name for a learning and teaching outcome and not an explanation for how that outcome comes about. In the context of learning and teaching, the ‘seeming paradox’ of the concept of intersubjectivity not only looks and sounds less and less seeming and more and more unseeming but even has the distinct odour of a paradox full blown. 

It seems fair to say that the concept of intersubjectivity is Wertsch's conceptual Achilles heel. The problem seems to be that he wants to have it all ways and he achieves this by overlooking the essentially quantitative conception that underpins the notion of ‘levels’ of intersubjectivity. Unlike his situation definitions that are qualitative in nature and require radical redefinition in order to change, the idea of ‘levels’ of intersubjectivity stretched between two extremes excludes the most critical factor from the equation and this is the absence of intersubjectivity that occurs beyond the extremes. What is being smuggled in under the innocuous heading of ‘levels’ is, in fact, a different premise from that which underpins the concept of different situation definitions. Here the crucial premise is that because the learner and teacher have different situation definitions, they are not engaged in the same task, hence Wertsch's insistence on the qualitative nature of their differences. But in the case of intersubjectivity, he conceptualizes the extremes and everything in between not as different in kind but as expressions at a different ‘level’ of common understanding. When we speak of levels, such as levels of expertise or ability, or even of water, the distinction is between more or less and not between some and none. To speak of a level is to presume the existence of something that reaches or constitutes that level. An empty container is devoid of any levels. This distinction may sound like the splitting of hairs but in fact it touches on a crucial distinction and it is this very distinction between qualitative and quantitative differences that Wertsch emphasized at the outset. 

It is one thing to differentiate between understanding and not-understanding and a very different thing to differentiate between more and less understanding. This is the very point Wertsch makes about situation definitions. They are not ranked on the basis of more and less and cannot be changed incrementally. But in the case of his concept of intersubjectivity, the ranking is by levels such that even at the lowest level the seed of what can rise to the highest level is already present in the system. Whereas in the case of situation definition the learner must give up the existing definition in order to redefine the situation, in the case of intersubjectivity, the learner's existing understanding (such as the shapes and colours of puzzle pieces) is assumed to somehow provide a basis for building further and new understanding (such as the role of the model). As we have seen, the explanation of how this happens in terms of the processes of negotiation and semiotic mediation is not compelling. In a nutshell, Wertsch's explanatory concepts seem to leave us with the following conundrum. If different situation definitions represent qualitative differences, then, by definition, intersubjectivity that does not yet exist cannot be its own means of production. On the other hand, if different situation definitions represent different quantitative levels, then we must abandon the notion of situation definition and the set of related concepts about their essentially qualitative nature. This, in turn, means that the fundamental premise that the task is represented differently by the teacher and learner must be replaced by the contrary view that they are always engaged in the same task, albeit at different levels. 

There is also another way in which Wertsch tries to have it all ways and this is reflected not only in the nature of the concepts he proposes but also in the rather idiosyncratic way in which he exposes their limitations but then continues to use them without addressing the limitations that render them toothless. For example, once it is apparent that negotiation does not actually happen, this should sound an alarm bell not only about the limitations of using the concept of negotiation but also about the value of intersubjectivity as an explanatory concept. Instead, Wertsch seems to march on regardless by introducing the concept of semiotic mediation to explain the non-event of negotiation. Similarly, if an analysis of collaborative learning and teaching in the zone of proximal development leads to insight learning as an explanation, then cognizance needs to be taken of this conclusion and its implications for a theory that purports to be about interpsychological and not intrapsychological functioning. We could say with Wertsch that ‘insight’ and ‘intersubjectivity’ represent very different situation definitions that do not lie comfortably together let alone make good bedfellows. Wertsch's set of three explanatory concepts that are designed to clarify and explicate Vygotsky's concept of the zone of proximal development have the appearance of a coherent and integrated theoretical system of neatly interlocking concepts. But these concepts, and the system as a whole, do not seem to stand up to scrutiny. Nevertheless, Wertsch has been steadfast in his application of these concepts to learning and teaching situations over a period of more than twenty years, with intersubjectivity and insight both alive and kicking in his 2007 analysis of how students learn to use graph paper to better understand statistical concepts. We are now in a position to consider in some detail the concrete examples he discusses and the way in which learning and teaching is explained. 



Example 1: puzzle task
 


In a chapter entitled ‘Semiotic mechanisms in Vygotsky's genetic law of cultural development’ (1985a, pp. 158–83), Wertsch provides some verbatim transcripts of the mother–child transactions in the process of doing the puzzle task. He specifically compares the performances of a 2½-year-old child and 3½-year-old child and shows how, unlike the younger child who ‘apparently never understood that the pieces represented wheels on a truck’ and ‘throughout the interaction . . . viewed the pieces as circles or crackers rather than wheels’ (p. 172), the older child ‘seemed to realize immediately which pieces were wheels’ (p. 175). Wertsch goes on to say that ‘Unlike the two-and-one-half-year-old, this three-and-one-half-year-old child quickly and smoothly entered into a state of intersubjectivity with his mother in connection with defining the puzzle as a truck’ (p. 175). In this comparison, the performance of the younger child tends to be swept under the carpet as it is with the success of the older child that Wertsch's explanatory concepts such as intersubjectivity and situation definition come into play. But it is important to dwell on the younger child's performance in relation to these concepts. Wertsch (pp. 171–2) is quite candid about the younger child's limited participation in the task:  


[He] never really dealt with the goal-directed action of constructing the copy puzzle in accordance with the model. Rather, the interaction was constantly disrupted by the fact that the child seemed to categorize objects in the task setting in a way quite different from his mother's. An excerpt from the discourse making up the interpsychological functioning reflects this lack of intersubjectivity. 





 



Wertsch then provides a breakdown of the teacher's twenty-eight referring expressions that involved, among others, four instances of nonverbal pointing alone and sixteen instances of verbal expressions such as ‘they’, ‘this’ and ‘it’. None of these or any subsequent attempts on the part of the teacher met with any success beyond agreement from the child that the wheel piece was a circle. But this agreement did not seem to promote any further intersubjectivity or ‘joint cognitive activity’ between the teacher and the child, who, ‘at a later point in the interaction, after continuing to refer to other pieces as crackers . . . put them in his mouth as if to eat them’ (p. 174). 

It seems abundantly clear from Wertsch's description that the teacher did not succeed in shifting the younger child's understanding of the task or situation definition one jot. What Wertsch referred to as ‘this lack of intersubjectivity’ between the teacher and the child is indeed a ‘lack’ or absence of understanding on the part of the child. But Wertsch manages to turn this ‘lack of intersubjectivity’ around so that it becomes an opportunity ‘to establish and maintain communication’ as follows:  


To summarize, I examined two cases of adult–child interpsychological functioning in a task setting. These cases differed greatly with respect to the level of intersubjectivity attained. The examination demonstrated that when confronted with a lack of intersubjectivity in such interactional settings, an adult can utilize options in referential perspective to establish and maintain communication. 

(p. 175)





 



While commenting that the two cases ‘differed greatly’, the difference is couched in terms of the ‘level’ of intersubjectivity attained rather than in terms of the earlier stated ‘lack of intersubjectivity’ in the one case and its presence in the other. In effect, a quantitative difference as indicated by the term ‘level’ is substituted for a qualitative difference as indicated by the term ‘lack of’. The claim that follows is equally ambiguous. Far from the examination demonstrating that an adult confronted with a lack of intersubjectivity can use other options in referential perspective (ways of referring to objects in the situation) to establish and maintain communication, in the context of the task Wertsch describes, the opposite appears to be the case. It is true that the teacher and the younger child continued to engage in conversation throughout the task and in this sense ‘communication’ was maintained, but the talk achieved nothing at all in relation to the task despite the teacher's best efforts to change her referential perspective and ‘lure the child “up” to her situation definition’ (p. 176). In terms of the learning situation, the talk that passed between the teacher and the younger child involved more miscommunication than anything else. The occurrence of this kind of miscommunication and misunderstanding is illustrated in another vivid example provided by Wertsch. ‘In one case, the child's response to his teacher's utterance about a puzzle piece depicting a truck window was to shift his attention to the real window in the room where they were working’ (p. 163). 

Other than pointing to the failure of the teacher's efforts to change the younger child's understanding of the task, Wertsch does not provide any explanation of why the teacher's efforts were unsuccessful. But this is the crucial issue that a theory of learning must explain. To ignore the fact that the younger child does not respond to the teacher's instructional efforts is to ignore the complementary fact that the explanatory concepts are failing in their explanatory task. If the focus is placed only on the older child who does succeed in following the teacher's instructions, then it may well appear that the teacher's intervention is responsible for and explains the child's performance. But of course this is not necessarily the case, especially if the same kind of intervention on the part of the teacher does not produce similar results with other children as was the case for the younger child. It seems obvious that, if in relation to the same kinds of instruction, younger children engaged in the task respond differently to older children, then we need to look for an explanation at possible different intrapsychological functions between children of different ages rather than at the interpsychological functions that, according to Wertsch, need to be differentially adjusted to accord with the child's level of understanding.10 The difficulty is that successful performance does not explain itself and, as Vygotsky was at pains to point out with his concept of fossilized behaviour, tends rather to mask its own generative mechanisms. For this reason, explanations for successful behaviour are vulnerable to the charge of begging the question. 



Example 2: reciprocal teaching
 


Wertsch's sociocultural theory of human action (1998) provides the context for the development of a new set of explanatory concepts that he applies to the understanding of a learning–teaching situation. The overall concept Wertsch employs is that of mediated action or what he refers to as ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’ (Wertsch, Tulviste and Hagstrom, 1993). As discussed in Chapter 8, the core concept that Wertsch develops is the notion of ‘mediational means’ or, using a different term to express the same idea, ‘cultural tools’. The mediational means that agents use in the course of acting are called ‘cultural tools’. To illustrate his sociocultural approach and the concepts he developed, Wertsch (1998) reports on the success of a technique called ‘reciprocal teaching’. Children who have difficulty comprehending and remembering written texts are taught a set of specific strategies to help them overcome their problems and they then take on the role of guiding other members of the learning group by asking specific kinds of questions and engaging in particular kinds of dialogue. The strategies are derived from those that are used by successful readers and it is the teacher's task to help the students to learn how to use these strategies. Wertsch (1998, p. 130) reports on this process as follows:  


A little investigated fact about reciprocal teaching is that it often takes upward of five sessions for students to use the technique effectively . . . Palincsar and Brown (1984) report that, in the initial sessions, students often have little or no idea of the appropriate directives to use. In these sessions, the teacher must intervene up to the point of providing the specific utterances to be copied verbatim by students as models for what they say to others. 





 



After providing a transcript of an exchange between a teacher and student that illustrates that the student ‘clearly did not know what directive to pose, and the procedure was so alien to him that he had great difficulty repeating the teacher's suggested utterances, let alone producing appropriate ones on his own’ (p. 131), Wertsch draws a number of conclusions as follows:  


As Charles's problems with the questions demonstrate, cultural tools in and of themselves are relatively meaningless in the absence of competent use by an agent. Some minimal degree of mastery by an agent is required before these tools can really begin to be a part of mediated action on the intramental plane. Of course, such mediated action can occur on the intermental plane, but only with a good deal of ‘scaffolding’ (Wood, Bruner and Ross, 1976) or ‘other-regulation’. 

(Wertsch, Minick and Arns, 1984) 





 



It would appear that the situation described in the above two passages is not very different from that described with the earlier puzzle task. Initially the students have no idea of what is required and the teacher intervenes directly by telling the students exactly what to say. In the puzzle task, the teacher intervened by telling the young child exactly which pieces to place together. The first conclusion that Wertsch draws from his observations seems correct, that the strategies in the form of the teacher's utterances (cultural tools) are meaningless ‘in the absence of competent use by an agent’. Presumably, in this case, competent use by an agent means that the student understands how to apply the strategy of asking relevant questions. But, as was the case with the puzzle task, the second conclusion begs the question by asserting that ‘Some minimal degree of mastery by an agent is required before these tools can really begin to be a part of mediated action on the intramental plane.’ This returns us to the very same problem encountered with the puzzle task in which some understanding, in this case described as ‘minimal competence’, must be present beforehand in order for the learning to occur. Again, the problem is to account for this initial bit of competence and to explain from whence it comes and not to take for granted that it must exist. 

Although the concepts of negotiation and semiotic mediation seem to be relieved of their duties in the explanation of reciprocal teaching, levels of intersubjectivity do rear their respective heads. In a situation in which students copy verbatim the specific utterances of the teacher, it would be difficult to find a role for negotiation or anything resembling semiotic mediation. In their stead, it appears that Wertsch has recourse to imitation as an explanatory concept for the achievement of intersubjectivity. As is evident from the quoted passages above, imitation is a key component in the learning process and Wertsch ties imitation to what he calls the ‘materiality of the mediational means [that] plays an essential role in making the developmental dynamic envisioned here possible’ (p. 133). It is worth noting that, unlike Vygotsky, who recognized the limitations of a mechanical kind of imitative copying to explain learning,11 Wertsch's version of blind verbatim imitation, tied as it is to the materiality of the teacher's utterances, is as raw as it gets. Referring to one of the students, Wertsch explains as follows:  


Only because a material form was involved and could be imitated could Charles gain entry into the process at the heart of reciprocal teaching. In the absence of a mechanism for conveying meaning directly (i.e., in an unmediated fashion) to Charles, a material form must be involved. In his case, this form was nearly the only form of contact he had with the speech genre and with others. To be sure, he was operating at a very low level of intersubjectivity with the teacher in his initial attempts, but this intersubjectivity was possible thanks to the material signs they could employ. Furthermore, he was involved at a very low level of alterity with his interlocutor in his first attempts, but he engaged in this initial level of alterity by relying on the materiality of the mediational means being employed. There seems to be something essential about handling, or in this case, ‘mouthing’ a material form that provides the basis for attaining future levels of intersubjectivity, alterity, and mastery. 

(p. 133)





 



Wertsch's point is that the learner cannot copy the meaning of something he does not understand but can copy something material like the teacher's utterances without necessarily understanding their meaning. This ‘material’ copying in the form of ‘mouthing’ the teacher's utterances serves as a kind of entry level for intersubjectivity between the teacher and learner or a way the child can ‘gain entry into the processes at the heart of reciprocal teaching’ (p. 133). But it is far from clear how the meaningless copying and mouthing of sounds made by the teacher can provide even the first rung on a ladder of intersubjectivity levels.12 Wertsch's argument amounts to saying that by uttering the sounds of a foreign language, the meaning of the sounds will miraculously emerge from their material properties. In the absence of a magic formula or psychologist's stone that can convert matter into meaning, a moment must arrive when the learner goes beyond the materiality of the utterance and grasps its meaning and it is this moment that constitutes the learning process. 

In the reciprocal teaching situation, we need to remind ourselves that the learning requires the child to use the strategy of posing certain kinds of questions to a text in order to reveal its meaning. Clearly, the teacher's material utterances that are imitated can only apply to the single text in question and would be sheer nonsense if repeated when a different text required comprehension. Only if the meaning of the questions and also their relation to the text is understood, can the strategy be generalized to new and unfamiliar texts. But it is precisely because the meaning is unavailable to the child in the first instance that Wertsch has recourse to imitation that, in turn, requires something material that can be copied in a mechanical or meaningless manner. In Wertsch's account, the materiality of the mediational means (the teacher's utterances) is the very feature that would leave the child forever trapped in a repetitive performance of the teacher's utterances. His own analysis of how a child learns a set of strategies for the comprehension of texts gets stuck in an imitative performance rut without an explanation of how the transition to competence or understanding occurs. Wertsch is correct that meaning cannot be directly conveyed to a learner and the same point was made by Vygotsky (1987, pp. 170–1), who in turn quotes Tolstoy making the same point.13 But it does not seem likely that an explanation can be found in imitation and the materiality of mediational means. The fact that children do seem to benefit from the process of reciprocal teaching, and also from other forms of direct instruction, does not mean that Wertsch's explanation is correct but does require a theoretical explanation to which we must return. 

Part of the solution that we will explore lies in the observation that learners seem able to perform a task without necessarily understanding the nature or purpose of the task. Wertsch comments that ‘The process of mastering the strategic directives involved in reciprocal teaching can be usefully understood as an instance of “performance before competence”, to use Cazden's felicitous expression’ (p. 132). He continues and says that this is consistent with the ‘idea that development often occurs through using a cultural tool before an agent fully understands what this cultural tool is or how it works’ (p. 132; italics in the original) and he comments that this ‘contrasts with the standard assumption that an agent must understand what she is doing before she can do it’ (p. 132). Apart from mentioning in passing that Vygotsky also produced similar arguments about children reaching understanding only after producing actions, referring to the pointing gesture and word meanings, it is surprising that Wertsch does not seem to grasp the full theoretical significance of his words or to pursue this issue any further. He comments that, ‘The phenomenon of performance before competence is in certain respects counterintuitive, but it seems to be quite important’ (p. 137). However, he does not explore its importance. 

The fact that Wertsch is able to get so close and yet to remain so distant from the core of the problem serves, in its own way, to point to a solution. He seems bound and blinded by his explanatory concepts such as intersubjectivity, negotiation, semiotic mediation, mediational means and their materiality, which deflect a head-on confrontation with the pervasive phenomenon of performance before competence. If we take performance before competence as a model or condition that reflects the learning process, then the focus shifts significantly away from conveying meaning from teacher to learner by means of differentiated levels of intersubjectivity and moves closer to a focus on the learner's performance and how it is transformed into competence. The unanswered question in Wertsch's account turns on the issue of how new understanding is achieved or how to move beyond performance and to explain how an initial meaningless performance is transformed into a meaningful kind of competence. We will return to this question after consideration of the final example we will discuss. 



Example 3: elementary statistical concepts
 


In a chapter on Vygotsky's concept of mediation entitled ‘Mediation’, Wertsch (2007) provides an illustration of how his ideas ‘are instantiated in an instructional setting’ (p. 188), dealing with the learning and teaching of some elementary statistical concepts. Again, he invokes the concepts of intersubjectivity, cultural tools as mediational means, and the principle of the materiality of these mediational means. In this example, a new ingredient is added and this is the Vygotskian principle that word meanings develop. In linking these various concepts together in a particular way, we need to be mindful of what belongs to Wertsch and what can legitimately be attributed to Vygotsky. 

The argument Wertsch presents is essentially the same as that presented in his earlier account of reciprocal learning, with the addition that word meanings are not fixed. In broad outline, the argument seems to run as follows. The materiality of a word, or what he calls a ‘sign vehicle’, resides in its acoustic properties or simply in the sound the word makes when spoken, and this property remains fixed and stable with use. The meaning or understanding of a word, however, changes in the course of development such that children and adults may have different understandings of the same word. The importance of the idea is that although the understandings are different, there are sufficient areas of common understanding to allow for communication. However, the differences can also produce misunderstanding and a breakdown in communication. For example, children and adults may both use the word ‘brother’ to refer to the same sibling without the child understanding the embedded reciprocal relationship implied by the term that would also make him his brothers’ brother. In Wertsch's conception, it appears that the word sound, or sign vehicle, is like a peg from which different meanings may be hung and the task of instruction, then, is to use the initial meaning or state of intersubjectivity as a foundation for the development of more elaborate and refined understanding. Clearly, in this conception, the peg is a necessary component without which there is no support for the meanings or means of connecting the different meanings as they develop. But in addition to the peg, for the process to work, that is for instruction to bring about changes in word meaning, the peg can never be empty. This crucial point is never acknowledged or made explicit by Wertsch, who presumably does not seem to appreciate its significance. 

In all the examples discussed by Wertsch, and in his theoretical interpretations of the process, some degree of meaning or understanding is always assumed, however minimal or elementary. The reason is not difficult to fathom. An empty peg or a meaningless word, that is a sound that is not understood, cannot serve as a means of communication or intersubjectivity and, in the absence of communication or intersubjectivity, instruction is impotent. The problem, however, is that for a theory of instruction and learning to assume that every ‘sign vehicle’ is always impregnated with the seed of its own meaning serves not only to undermine the concept of ‘sign vehicle’ and turn it into a kind of embryonic ‘word’ but also serves to circumvent the real problem by replacing it with something else. How to improve understanding or build on existing understanding is a different problem from explaining the origin or genesis of the initial meaning that cannot simply be assumed or taken for granted. 

As a prelude to his learning and teaching illustrative example, Wertsch again invokes the concept of intersubjectivity and borrows an example from Rommetveit to illustrate this concept and also to show that people can ‘say more than they understand’. In the context of a learning–teaching situation, the example is rather odd and seems to create more of a conceptual muddle than clarity about the process. The example is as follows:  


A lady who is a very knowledgeable amateur auto mechanic discovers that there is something wrong with the carburetor of her car. Her husband who is notoriously ignorant about car engines and does not even know what a carburetor looks like, offers to drive the car to a garage to have it repaired. He tells the car mechanic at the garage: ‘There is apparently something wrong with the carburetor.’ This saves the latter considerable time in searching for the problem. 

(pp. 187–8)





 



It is difficult to see how this example can be applied to a learning–teaching situation given that no learning or teaching is involved. As mentioned earlier, this is precisely the problem of applying a communication model to explain learning. However, the example does illustrate the very point that Wertsch has either ignored or overlooked. Consistent with his previous arguments, his interpretation of the example is that ‘the husband in this case may have attained only a very minimal level of intersubjectivity with the mechanic when it comes to understanding the idea and function – and even referent – of “carburetor”’ but he was still able to convey the message ‘because he was harnessing a sign vehicle that did part of the work for him’ (p. 188). This interpretation is not very convincing and does not seem to reflect accurately the situation described in the example. 

If the husband is ‘notoriously ignorant about car engines and does not even know what a carburetor looks like’, then there is no justification for claiming that there was a ‘minimal level of intersubjectivity’ between the husband and the mechanic when, in fact, there was no intersubjectivity vis-à-vis the content of the message. But, more important, is that there was no need for any intersubjectivity. In the example, the role of the husband is that of a messenger. The husband could have carried a sealed note and given it to the mechanic without ever opening his mouth. Alternatively, the wife could just as well have sent her pet parrot to convey the message and the effect would have been the same. The mechanic would have understood the nature of the problem and saved considerable time in searching for it. It is difficult to conceive of an example that is more removed from a learning–teaching situation. Wertsch, however, believes that in learning and teaching ‘the point of many exercises may be to put us in a position not unlike that of the husband in this illustration’ and that the standard instructional setting ‘involves students saying and doing things that they only partially understand’ (p. 188). But, as we have seen, the husband did not partially understand the message and if we follow the illustration then what Wertsch should really be saying is that many exercises put us in a position of saying and doing things that we do not understand at all. As strange as this sounds, it does actually reflect the previous examples of children blindly following instructions to place puzzle pieces and students copying verbatim the teacher's utterances. But, as we have previously encountered, Wertsch (2007, p. 188) does seem to detect that something is amiss and provides a familiar detour. 


This raises what might appear to some to be a paradox of how it is possible to say more than one understands, but it makes sense if one recognizes that the material form of sign vehicles allows us to function at a level that is ‘out ahead’ of our current mastery. 





 



In the above passage, two very different things are conflated in order to create the illusion that there is no paradox and that there is sense in the making. It is one thing to ‘say more than one understands’ and another thing entirely ‘to function at a level that is “out ahead” of our current mastery’. This is very clear from the example of the mechanically challenged husband. According to Wertsch, he says more than he understands about carburettors but in the course of the saying he is not elevated to function ‘out ahead’ of his current level of mastery or, in his case, of abject ignorance where he still remains, having delivered his wife's message to the mechanic. The same of course goes for the parrot that is always in the fortunate situation of saying more than it understands and, if Wertsch is to be believed, lives permanently in the fast lane forever overtaking its current level of mastery, limited as it is to the imitation and mastery of ‘material sign vehicles’. Nothing in the example provides a warrant for the conclusion that because people utter sounds they are able to go beyond their current levels of mastery. 

‘Saying more than we understand’ is a very slippery and potentially misleading concept, especially when it is tied to levels of functioning. The suggestion is not merely that we can make utterances that we do not understand. This is simply a banal observation. Many of us like to sing snippets of Italian opera in the shower without the vaguest notion of what the words mean and this does not allow us to function above or beyond our current levels of mastery. The suggestion rather seems to be along the lines that more saying implies more understanding because the act of saying, of producing sounds we do not understand, in some unsaid way, in and of itself promotes higher levels of functioning. This is essentially the same position Wertsch reached in his discussion of reciprocal teaching, in which the sheer repetition of the teacher's utterances is transformed into understanding. The crux of the issue seems to be that Wertsch's argument amounts to saying that understanding lies nascent in the sounds of the words we utter and that because we can say more than we understand our understanding will eventually catch up provided we do enough of the saying. 

Following on, and drawing inspiration from the carburettor example of intersubjectivity, Wertsch provides a learning–teaching example to illustrate his ideas. The example is very close to home for anyone who has tried to teach statistics to undergraduate social science students. The task at hand was to get students to use graph paper to plot the data from the results of observing which conditions foster the most growth in plants. The teacher introduces the task using the terms ‘typical’ and ‘spread out’ in relation to the data. Both these terms refer to standard statistical measures of central tendency and variability and are familiar as basic statistical concepts. Wertsch refers to the graph paper as an ‘explicit mediational means’ and the terms ‘typical’ and ‘spread out’ as ‘implicit mediation’. The first point he makes in his analysis is that, from the outset, it is clear that the learners’ understanding of the terms ‘typical’ and ‘spread out’ and of how to use the graph paper ‘had little overlap with that of the instructor’ (p. 189). For example, the group proposed to put one number from the data in each square of the graph paper and in so doing to organize the data as requested by the instructor. Even at this early point in the analysis, it is necessary to pause and to bear in mind what the graph paper was intended to achieve and to attend carefully to the language Wertsch uses in his analysis. 

The purpose of the graph paper was to enable the learners to represent the data in the form of a frequency diagram or set of histograms that would show graphically the central tendency and variability of the data. By simply placing numbers in the squares on the graph paper, the learners were not demonstrating ‘little overlap’ with the instructor's understanding of what was required. Beyond the fact that paper can be used to write on and numbers can fit into squares, the learners demonstrated that their understanding of the task did not overlap at all with that of the instructor. By using the phrase ‘little overlap’ this fact is fudged, leaving the impression that there was ‘some’ overlap rather than none. Wertsch goes on to say that ‘To be sure, they were using the material sign vehicle (i.e., the graph paper) provided to them, but clearly did not know how to use it as an expert would’ (p. 189). Again, the suggestion is that although their use is not comparable with that of an expert, it is in line at least with that of a novice rather than simply being beyond the pale. Wertsch's comments are misleading because doing anything with the graph paper, including making a paper dart to throw at the data or poking holes in it, would involve ‘using the material sign vehicle’. He continues in the same vein, claiming that ‘In contrast to expert performance, they were using this tool at a very low level of sophistication, one that indeed might simply be termed inappropriate’ (p. 189). Here the point is that there is no proper contrast with expert performance because the learners were not using the tool at all for its intended purpose. Inserting numbers into the squares on the graph paper is not ‘unsophisticated’ or ‘inappropriate’ like reversing the place of a knife and fork in a table setting. These terms deliberately avoid the fact that the learners’ understanding of how to organize the data graphically to reflect central tendencies and variability was nil, with no remainder or residue. The space between appropriate and inappropriate is a matter of degree on a scale of ‘propriateness’, but between no understanding and some understanding is a difference in kind. It is precisely this kind of qualitative difference that Wertsch identified and emphasized many years ago in relation to different situation definitions of the puzzle copying task. But, as we have seen, even then the ink was hardly dry before this concept was displaced by that of intersubjectivity. 

Wertsch continues with his account and comments that in the absence of any progress by the learners, the instructor intervened and began to engage more directly with the learners by asking leading questions. But this indirect intervention by the instructor still did not produce the necessary understanding and the instructor then changed to a direct mode of teaching, simply telling the learners ‘to group the numbers in one square, like from this to this, and then put an X there for each value in that range, like a frequency table or histogram’ (p. 190). At this point in his analysis, Wertsch now comments, as if in passing, that ‘This seems to have generated a new insight in the students as to how the graph paper could be used as a cultural tool to get at the issues of central tendency and variation’ (p. 190). It is easy to overlook and miss the implications of what is being said in the phrase ‘generated a new insight in the students’. As we have seen, it is not the first time that Wertsch has had recourse to the notion of insight as an explanatory concept for learning. More than twenty years previously (1984), in discussing the notion of situation definition in relation to the zone of proximal development, Wertsch reached the same conclusion that, in the final analysis, learning seemed to be a matter of insight. Again, it must be noted that in the context of Vygotsky's theory of mediation, it is an astonishing conclusion to reach, but even more so in the context of Wertsch's own sociocultural theory of mediated action and cultural means. We will need to return to this issue but at this point suffice it to mention that Wertsch appears to have drifted away from the language of intersubjectivity, negotiation and discussion. In its place is the old-fashioned teacher who tells the learners what needs to be done and this, in turn, generates the necessary insights to accomplish the current task. This leaves us, on the one hand, with the classical problem of explaining how on this basis learning is possible and, on the other hand, with the classical solution that simply begs the question of how the insights are generated in the learners by the teacher. 

Apparently undeterred by his own insight, Wertsch seems to put aside the insights generated by the learners and reverts to what he calls a ‘Vygotsky–Shpet approach to learning and instruction in which the goal is to encourage students to master the use of cultural tools’ (p. 190). A reader of these words could be forgiven for believing that Vygotsky did actually subscribe to such an approach but may be hard pressed to find where exactly Vygotsky expresses these views, given that no supporting references are provided. As pointed out earlier, Vygotsky did not use the term ‘cultural tools’ and explicitly rejected the view that mastery of technical tools was important for development and also rejected the conflation of psychological and technical tools, given their very different functions. But despite Vygotsky's contrary views, Wertsch builds on his concept of cultural tools and their mastery, in which signs and tools are indeed conflated, and he elaborates (p. 190) using language that avoids any mention or suggestion of internal higher mental processes that are seldom out of sight for Vygotsky.  


Becoming more expert means being socialized into an existing social order, characterized by an existing set of cultural tools, and expertise is reflected in the ability to use these tools flexibly and fluently. 





 



In a different conception, ‘becoming more expert’ or ‘expertise’ would not simply mean socialization but would involve the acquisition of new understanding and transcending the existing social order.14 Certainly, in Wertsch's example, it would involve a deeper grasp of statistical concepts rather than the flexible and fluent use of graph paper. But, as pointed out, the real issue for learning and instruction is not about becoming ‘more expert’ because this already assumes the existence of a degree of expertise rather than the absence of any expertise at all. Wertsch resolutely avoids this fundamental issue and, instead, rather deftly turns the problem inside out by converting the process of learning and understanding into a process of socialization in which it is not concepts that need to be understood but sociocultural means that have to be used in ways that will lead to improved levels of expertise. Although he uses the device of introducing his argument with the word ‘given’, it should be borne in mind that it is Wertsch (2007, p. 190) and not Vygotsky who is doing the giving.  


Given that the goal is to socialize students to use socioculturally provided and sanctioned semiotic means, the issue is how to engage them in a way that will lead to increasing levels of expertise, and this is where material sign vehicles as entry level mechanisms come into play. Thanks to these, it is possible to create initial levels of intersubjectivity when interlocutors have much different levels of understanding of what the task is and how to leverage that to higher levels of intersubjectivity and expertise. 





 



Apart from the ring of resonance with the example of reciprocal teaching, the above passage is fraught with problems, especially when we bear in mind Wertsch's own description of what actually occurred in his illustration, where the goal was for the learners to use the graph paper to organize their data to reflect central tendency and variation. According to Wertsch, initially the students were unable to do the task and clearly did not understand what was required. Despite various efforts at indirect forms of instruction, such as asking leading questions and engaging the students in discussion, they still were not able to do the task. The teacher then resorted to straightforward instructions telling the students how to group their data and where to place Xs on the graph paper. This is reminiscent of the teacher telling the child to place the red puzzle piece next to the blue one and the teacher from reciprocal teaching telling the student to repeat her words verbatim. In this example, the learners followed these direct explicit instructions and were then able to do the task. 

It is difficult to see how Wertsch can square his account of what happened with his theoretical constructions of socialization, material sign vehicles, intersubjectivity and leverage in the above quotation. If we follow Wertsch's account of what happened, then it was not the material sign vehicles that acted as entry-level mechanisms or, as he claims, ‘thanks to these’ that initial levels of intersubjectivity were created. There were no initial levels of intersubjectivity created by sign vehicles that were then leveraged to higher levels. Instead, it was ‘thanks to’ the direct instructions provided by the instructor that the learners were able to do the task. In allocating thanks, Wertsch seems to have forgotten that fifteen lines earlier in the text, the ‘thanks’ went not to material sign vehicles but to the generation of ‘a new insight in the students as to how the graph paper could be used as a cultural tool’ (p. 190; italics added for emphasis). In this version, then, it is the internal event of ‘insight’ that determines how the cultural tool can be used rather than the reverse, the reverse being that the cultural tools produced the insight. We need to be very clear about these issues. It was not discussion or reflection or leading questions or negotiation or entry-level sign vehicles or fiddling with graph paper or initial low levels of expertise that enabled the learners finally to do the task. Instead, it was the direct instructions of the instructor ‘to group the numbers in one square’ and ‘then put an X there’ and so on, that did the trick: and the reason we know this is because Wertsch himself tells it the way it was. The learners did not half-understand or partially understand and were not possessed of some kind of primordial seed of understanding that conveniently is ever-present to kick start a process of learning in which teaching is a matter of leverage from one level to the next. 

In concluding his discussion of the illustrative example, Wertsch seems blinded by coming face to face with his own observations and again seems to arrive at conclusions that do not reflect his own account of the events.  


What is perhaps most striking about this interaction is the degree to which the teacher and students were able to enter into a superficial level of intermental functioning on the basis of very limited agreement on the meaning of sign forms. Just as in Rommetveit's example of the man talking about carburetors with very little understanding of what the term means, the students participated in an exchange on the basis of very minimal understanding of what the teacher's words mean and what the graph paper was for. 

(p. 190)





 



What is most striking to the reader is the degree to which Wertsch seems willing to bend his interpretation of events to fit his conceptual framework. An alternative interpretation of Wertsch's account of what transpired during the course of this learning–teaching situation is that the teacher and students did not enter into any meaningful interaction or intermental functioning and that in terms of the actual task there was not ‘limited agreement’ or ‘very little understanding’ but effectively there was no agreement and no understanding at all. The students, like the man talking about carburettors, simply had no idea of how to use the graph paper to show central tendencies or variability. Indeed, Wertsch himself alludes to the ‘misuse’ of the graph paper and it could be argued that the learners thoroughly misunderstood the task. It is surely misleading in a situation like this to refer to an ‘interaction’ and ‘exchange’. These terms are full blooded in the sense that they imply some kind of meaningful give and take by both parties and begin to lose their meaning when qualified by terms such as ‘superficial’ and ‘minimal’. There is nothing in Wertsch's account that indicates that the students exchanged any meaningful ideas with the teacher or that there was any real interaction between them. Instead, the students responded to a one-way set of explicit instructions whose import they did not yet understand to group numbers and to place Xs in the squares. Although the solution is staring him in the face, it seems that Wertsch simply cannot let go of the very ‘cultural tools’ and ‘semiotic means’ that have served him so poorly, in particular his material sign vehicle. 

As if with a final flourish, Wertsch (p. 190) attributes all the magic of instruction and learning to the workings of the ‘material sign vehicle’.  


In all the cases examined in this chapter, the material sign vehicle is an essential part of the story. This sign vehicle could take the form of spoken words (‘typical’, ‘spread out’), graph paper, colored cards, and so forth, and it provided the foundation on which intersubjectivity and the mastery of sign meaning could grow. 





 



But it seems that Wertsch may well be mistaken in this conclusion that the material sign vehicle plays an essential part of the story. Clearly, his own examples of ‘typical’, ‘spread out’ and graph paper did not play an ‘essential part’ in his own story. Instead, the most essential episode seemed to be the very immaterial generation of ‘insight in the students’. Even on its own terms, it is difficult to understand how Wertsch can claim that the ‘sign vehicle’ can provide a foundation for intersubjectivity and the mastery of sign meaning when the very point he makes about the sign vehicle is that it is a ‘vehicle’, a carrier of meaning as distinct from the meaning that it carries. Without meaning, how can intersubjectivity be established on the basis of pure sounds or meaningless squares printed on paper and how does the process of leverage get going on the back of material acoustic properties and the physical attributes of pencil and paper? Of course, if we allow just a bit of meaning, a mere smidgen, then it becomes possible to talk of ‘minimal’ intersubjectivity and leverage and all the rest. But that little bit is enough to convert the vehicle into the real thing, a sign proper that is distinguished by its meaning and not by its material form. This means that we are back where we started, or rather where Wertsch started twenty years ago, trying to explain how learning and teaching works and how a learner's initial situation definition can be changed to accord with that of the teacher. 



Explicit and implicit mediation
 


In a recent chapter entitled ‘Mediation’ that seems contrived to find something new to say about Vygotsky, Wertsch (2007) argues that there is ‘a basic opposition in the meanings that the term “mediation” took on in Vygotsky's writings’ and that it is possible to identify ‘two general types of mediation’ in his texts (p. 179). The two types that Wertsch identifies are ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’ mediation and he goes on to provide a convoluted argument to support his claim that these two meanings can be found in Vygotsky's writings. It seems reasonable to expect that the main thrust of the argument would be to point to the relevant passages in Vygotsky's writings where the distinction is made or at least to passages that clearly show the existence of these two contrasting meanings of mediation. Alas, this is not the case. To illustrate explicit mediation, Wertsch refers to the method of dual stimulation used by Vygotsky in various experiments. Recall that dual stimulation simply refers to the introduction of additional auxiliary stimuli into an experimental situation so that in a memory experiment, for example, children are provided with pictures to help them remember various items or in an experiment where certain colour words are forbidden, children are given coloured cards to help them remember not to use the forbidden colour words. These auxiliary stimuli function as signs that assist the experimental subjects to organize their responses and, according to Wertsch, this represents explicit mediation. But Wertsch does not explain exactly what is explicit about this use of signs by a child or what he means by the term. 

In the case of implicit mediation, Wertsch is even more abstruse in his explanation. He claims that ‘the most elaborate rendition can be found’ in ‘Thought and word’, the last chapter of Thinking and Speech (Vygotsky, 1987), and he provides a brief summary of some of the issues15 discussed in the chapter and a discussion of Vygotsky's indebtedness to Shpet,16 one of his mentors. But it is difficult to find a clear expression of what precisely Wertsch means by implicit mediation and the closest we get is the following:  


In chapter 7 of Thinking and Speech, then, the story line is one in which two types of representation collide and mutually transform one another. One type – ‘thought’ [mysl′] – is relatively inchoate, fused, unpartitioned, and nonsequential, and the other – ‘word’ [slovo] – introduces segmentation and sequence. For my purposes, what is important in all this is that the mediation involved is not explicit, that is, not the object of conscious reflection and not externally or intentionally introduced. Instead, mediation is something that is automatically and in most cases unintentionally built into mental functioning. 

(Wertsch, 2007, p. 184) 





 



It is anyone's guess what ‘the mediation involved’ refers to in the above passage, but it does reveal in an explicit way Wertsch's conception of implicit mediation as ‘something that is automatically and . . . unintentionally built into mental functioning’ such that it is ‘not the object of conscious reflection’. We need to recall that, for Vygotsky, mediation17 refers to the process of using signs as a means of self-control or self-regulation of mental processes and that this, in turn, is a function of conscious awareness of these processes. To remove from the mediation equation conscious awareness and intention is to radically undermine, if not negate, the meaning of mediation. But there also does not seem to be any ground for Wertsch's claim that an implicit form of mediation that bypasses intention and conscious awareness is expressed or somehow contained in the chapter on ‘Thought and word’ and neither does he provide any textual evidence in support of the claim. On the contrary, we encounter the following passages in this chapter (Vygotsky, 1987), all of which expressly emphasize the role of conscious awareness in the mutual transformation of thought and speech. 

 


The partitioning of speech into semantics and phonology is not given at the outset. It arises in the course of development. The child must differentiate these two aspects of speech. He must become consciously aware of the different nature of each to permit the gradual descension that is presupposed in the living process of meaningful speech. 

(p. 253)





 



 


One extremely important line of speech development in the child is the differentiation of this unity and emergence of conscious awareness of it. Thus, in early development we have a merging of the two planes of speech. With age, there is a gradual differentiation. The distance between the two planes increases. To each stage in the development of verbal meaning and the emergence of conscious awareness of these two planes, there corresponds a specific relationship of the semantic and external aspects of speech and a specific path from meaning to sound. 

(p. 254; italics in the original)





 


 


Our experiments make it clear that the function of egocentric speech is closely related to the function of inner speech. It is not an accompaniment of the child's activity. It is an independent melody or function that facilitates intellectual orientation, conscious awareness, the overcoming of difficulties and impediments, and imagination and thinking. It is speech for oneself, a speech function that intimately serves the child's thinking. 

(p. 259)





 



Wertsch would have us believe not only in ‘Vygotsky's two perspectives on mediation’ (2007, p. 179) but also that they derive from different theoretical frameworks or, using Bakhtin's (1986) concept, from different ‘social languages’. The first framework Wertsch identifies is that of ‘the professional language of psychology’ and this is associated with explicit mediation. The second derives from Vygotsky's studies of semiotics, poetics and literary theory and this underpins implicit mediation. Given that the details of Vygotsky's academic life are well documented, Wertsch produces his own version in which he contends that ‘Vygotsky spoke in the idiom of psychology, especially about what today we would view as a form of behaviorism, or perhaps, cognitivism’ in providing his account of ‘explicit mediation’ (p. 180). This claim seems somewhat dubious given that, apart from his earliest work, Vygotsky consistently and vigorously opposed behaviourism,18 but Wertsch does elaborate on both frameworks in the context of how signs are introduced to facilitate explicit mediation.  


On the one hand, he presented his points in a social language of stimuli and responses, a language that would suggest that there is little room for talk about the meaning or functional significance of signs. On the other hand, his emphasis on the qualitative transformation of stimulus signs as they are employed at higher levels of development suggests that their meaning is undergoing change, a claim that lies outside the boundaries of this social language, which tends to eschew notions such as meaning or signification. 

(p. 182)





 



Contrary to Wertsch's claims about Vygotsky's use of two social languages or the ‘different disciplinary lenses through which Vygotsky approached mediation’ (p. 180), in Tool and Sign, where Vygotsky develops his argument about the role of signs, he brings them together into an integrated explanation. It is true that he does use the language of stimuli and responses. For example, referring to signs, he comments that, ‘The presence of created stimuli together with the given stimuli seem to us to be the distinguishing characteristic of human psychology’ (1997b, p. 54; italics in the original). But in the midst of this discussion about stimuli, signalization and the cerebral hemispheres, Vygotsky introduces the argument that the ‘most general activity of man that differentiates man from animals is signification, that is, the creation and use of signs’ (1997b, p. 55; italics in the original). 

Wertsch's distinction between explicit and implicit mediation, especially the notion of a form of mediation that does not involve intention and conscious awareness, does not stand up to scrutiny even on his own terms. After the long detour through ‘Thought and word’ and Shpet, it transpires that the distinction between explicit and implicit mediation turns on whether material objects or ‘signs in the form of natural language’ are used. This becomes clear in Wertsch's example of an instructional setting in which a teacher engages with a group of students about organizing their data obtained from a set of observations of growth in plants. He points out that in the course of the discussion with the students, the teacher uses both explicit and implicit forms of mediation as follows:  


The explicit mediational means he introduced was a piece of graph paper that the students were to use for presenting their data. The implicit mediation in this case arose in connection with his use of a few basic terms. In addition to telling the students ‘to organize the data in some way’, he asks the students to ‘try to determine what's the typical fast plant’, using the term ‘typical’ on several occasions, and he tells them that they should [be]19 asking ‘how spread out’ the data are. 

(p. 189)





 



In the above description, the automatic and unintentional nature of implicit mediation seems to have vanished and is replaced with what sounds like very explicit instructions of the teacher. Without belabouring the point, it is clear that Wertsch himself cannot sustain a distinction based on ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’ that is coupled with intentional and unintentional forms of mediation. In fact, the entire discussion seems hopelessly muddled. But it is equally clear why the muddle arises. In all the places where Wertsch discusses explicit mediation he emphasizes the ‘materiality’ and ‘nontransitory’ (p. 191) nature of the auxiliary means and contrasts them with the transitory and ephemeral nature of spoken language. In so doing, Wertsch is simply using his own ‘disciplinary lenses’ and superimposing his own framework of cultural tools onto a conception of mediation such that material tools constitute one form and verbal signs the other form of mediation. Vygotsky's distinction between tool and sign is lost, but more importantly, for mediation, the role of signs as a means of self-control is lost. The very term self-control conveys the sense of the implicit nature of mediation. By lumping together under the rubric of explicit mediation the colour cards used by Vygotsky in various experiments with the graph paper used by a teacher, Wertsch confuses a material with a functional relationship. The function of the colour cards in the experimental situation is entirely different to that of graph paper in the classroom situation. The colour cards (or any other object that serves as a sign or ‘stimulus means’) are used as a means of controlling mental processes, whereas graph paper20 has a technical function as a convenient medium to record marks on paper and serves no psychological function at all. As children develop, colour cards are replaced by internal signs that serve the same function of regulating higher mental processes, whereas the function of graph paper to serve as a medium of inscription is not internalized and is always an object of intentional action. 

It should not escape notice that in the example of explicit and implicit mediation that Wertsch provides, the mediation is something that the teacher is doing and not something that the child is doing. Although on the surface this may seem to be at odds with Vygotsky's conception of mediation as a process that leads to mastery and self-control of high mental functions, it points to the fact that there are not two kinds of mediation but two faces or aspects of mediation. This is most obvious in the case of mediated learning that occurs in a learning–teaching or instructional situation such as represented by the zone of proximal development in which a child receives help from an adult, in contrast to situations in which a child is able to mobilize the resources necessary for self-regulation. Both aspects of mediation, as reflected in other- and self-regulation, have their origin in the nature and structure of the sign that serves as a means of regulation and control. 



Wertsch and Vygotsky
 


In discussing the three examples reported by Wertsch, and the explanatory concepts he has used in their respective analyses, it is important to bear in mind the relationship to Vygotsky. In the case of the earlier concepts, such as situation definition, intersubjectivity and semiotic mediation, Wertsch (1984) states explicitly that they do not derive from Vygotsky and are intended as a means to supplement or explicate his ideas, in particular the concepts of mediation and the zone of proximal development. However, with the introduction of the concepts of cultural tools, mediational means and the materiality of these means that accompany Wertsch's attempt to create his own version of a sociocultural analysis of human action, the situation changes and starts to become murky. The terms Wertsch uses to capture his new concepts suggest a strong Vygotskian flavour and for this reason need to be scrutinized carefully. Wertsch does not seem to go out of his way to clarify where his approach differs from Vygotsky and it is all too easy to assume that he is simply elaborating and explicating Vygotsky's theory. After all, the very term ‘sociocultural’ suggests a very close kinship with Vygotsky. Of course, it may well be that Wertsch erroneously believes his approach to be grounded in Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory and this may explain why he does not make clear where his ideas deviate significantly from those of Vygotsky. 

An example of how Wertsch literally seems to read his own concepts in Vygotsky's words occurs in the interpretation (2007, p. 185) he provides of the following passage (from Thinking and Speech) that he quotes from Vygotsky.  


This central idea . . . can be expressed in the following general formula: The relationship of thought to word is not a thing but a process, a movement from thought to word and from word to thought. Psychological analysis indicates that this relationship is a developing process which changes as it passes through a series of stages . . . The movement of thinking from thought to word is a developmental process. 

(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 250) 





 



Immediately after quoting this passage, Wertsch (p. 185) comments as follows:  


From this perspective the dialectic involved is between a material sign form – what Charles Sanders Peirce (1960) called a ‘sign vehicle’ – and the object-oriented intentions of speakers or listeners. 





 



There does not seem to be any warrant at all for Wertsch to draw the above conclusion based on the passage he quotes from Vygotsky. Nowhere in the passage does Vygotsky refer to, or even hint at, anything ‘material’ or anything that could be construed as a ‘sign vehicle’. Vygotsky's words are perfectly plain and clear. He writes about ‘words’ and their relation to thoughts. Nothing in the quoted passage, or for that matter in the entire chapter,21 justifies Wertsch's attribution to Vygotsky of a concept similar to that of Peirce's sign vehicle. On the contrary, Vygotsky does not seem to attach any value to the form or sound of a word.22 ‘The word without meaning is not a word but an empty sound. Meaning is a necessary, constituting feature of the word itself. It is the word viewed from the inside’ (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 244). 

It would appear that Wertsch's ideas about the materiality of mediational means and its role in learning do not owe their provenance to Vygotsky, who did not seem to find much use for the material aspect of signs. For example, Vygotsky comments that, ‘It must be understood that, by itself, a stimulus becomes a psychological tool not by virtue of its physical qualities (the hardness of steel, etc.). In the case of the instrumental act, the psychological qualities of the external phenomena are used’ (1979, p. 141). Furthermore, in his afterword to the Russian edition of ‘Thinking and Speech’ in the Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky (1987), Luria makes no mention of any distinction made by Vygotsky between a ‘material sign form’ or ‘sign vehicle’ and the ‘object-orientated intentions of speakers or listeners’. The distinction Vygotsky made was between two functions of the word, its indicative function or ‘object-relatedness’, on the one hand, and its meaning, on the other hand. According to Luria, it is not the materiality of the sign vehicle or word form that remains stable with changes in the meaning of the word but its object-relatedness. ‘While a word's object relatedness may be preserved through various stages of mental development, word meaning, the word's inner semantic structure, develops’ (1987, p. 364; italics in the original). 

That Wertsch introduces profound differences from Vygotsky in his own sociocultural theory (1998) is, perhaps, well illustrated by his selection of ‘pole vaulting’ as the central image to illustrate his related concepts of mediational means and cultural tools. This is certainly a deliberate move away from Vygotsky as it is Wertsch himself who in an earlier work (1985, p. 71) makes the very point that Vygotsky was not concerned with technical skills, such as typing or riding a bicycle, that do not have any impact on development, and he even provides a direct quote to this effect. Although pole vaulting is the iconic example in his sociocultural account, Wertsch also provides other examples, such as the layout in rows for doing long multiplication and the example of reciprocal teaching discussed above. He lumps together all these mediational means, consisting of physical-technical tools and signs, and refers to them collectively as ‘cultural tools’ or ‘mediational means’. Despite the familiar ring, Wertsch's ‘cultural tools’ and Vygotsky's ‘psychological tools’ are by no means the same rose by another name or even different roses. Wertsch's concept of cultural tools represents a fundamental difference with Vygotsky, not only in relation to Vygotsky's concept of psychological tools but, more significantly, in relation to the concept of mediation. As we have seen,23 Vygotsky's concept of mediation and the psychological tools that constitute the means of mediation are inextricably tied to higher mental processes, such as attention, memory, perception and thinking, and the self-regulation and mastery of these processes. In contrast, Wertsch's concepts of mediational means and cultural tools seem to be extricated from the control and regulation of higher mental processes and are tied to the execution of actions,24 as indicated by the title of his book, Mind as Action (1998). Apart from the common term or material sign vehicle ‘mediation’, Wertsch and Vygotsky are indeed poles apart in the mediation stakes. 

In addition to establishing its distance and independence from Vygotsky, the term ‘cultural tool’ poses the question of why it is necessary to embellish the plain concept ‘tool’ with the fancy but redundant appellation ‘cultural’. It is difficult to conceive of a non-cultural tool so unless ‘cultural’ is attached for decorative purposes, we need to question the value that it adds to the concept of tools. As we have seen, the term ‘cultural’ seems to provide the warrant for uniting signs and material tools under a common heading. While it is correct that the term ‘cultural’ can be used to refer to both signs and material tools, it is also the case that ‘cultural’ carries the connotation of being ‘outside’ or ‘external’, in an opposition with ‘mental’ that is ‘inside’ and ‘internal’. In Wertsch's view, cultural tools are used as mediational means in the execution of an action irrespective of whether this involves vaulting with a pole or mouthing the teacher's utterance. This outside-the-head conception of mediation is well captured in Wertsch's idea of ‘mind as action’ and in his multi-hyphenated vision of ‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’ (p. 24). But it is a conception that is profoundly at odds with Vygotsky, who repeatedly stated in text after text that the mediating role of signs is directed at mental activity, or what he called higher mental functions, the point being that these mental functions are ‘higher’ precisely because of the mediation of signs.25 The notion of an agent lugging a cultural toolkit26 around may well suit Wertsch's sociocultural take on mediation but manages to miss entirely Vygotsky's core idea that the mediational means or psychological tools are part of the constitution of the agent, of the development of the agent's higher mental functions, and not a constituent part of the agent's actions ‘-with-’ which, or by means of which, an action is accomplished.  


An action reflected through the prism of thought has already been transformed into a different action, one that is meaningful, conscious, and consequently free and voluntary; that is it stands in a different general relationship to the situation from action which is directly conditioned by the situation and which has not gone through the direct and reverse transformation of dynamics. 

(1993, p. 235)





 



In Vygotsky's conception and contrary to Wertsch, mediational means are not things an agent acts with or uses to accomplish an action like a carpenter acting with a hammer, or a vaulter with a pole, or a researcher with graph paper. Mediation in Vygotsky's terms is what determines the form of the action and not what constitutes the action. In this sense, it refers to higher mental processes that precede and shape the action, processes that enable the carpenter to reach out for the hammer to achieve a certain goal rather than the act of hammering-with-the-hammer; enable the vaulter to position the pole and align the body to best advantage rather than the act of vaulting-with-the-pole; and enable the researcher to produce patterns and trends rather than the act of drawing-with-pencil-and-paper. In short, Wertsch seems to have completely lost the Vygotskian plot by displacing mediation from within to without. 





1 It is also the case that, despite the title, Cazden, like Wertsch, does not attempt to explain how this is possible or its ramifications for a theory of learning. 





2 This issue is discussed in detail in Chapters 4 and 5. 





3
Rommetveit, 1974, 1979. 





4 ‘A man cannot inquire either about that which he knows, or about that which he does not know; for assuming he knows he has no need to inquire; nor can he inquire about that which he does not know, for he does not know about that which he has to inquire’ (Jowett, 1953, 80d). 





5 Given the context, for simplicity the mother will be referred to as the teacher throughout the discussion. 





6 A Piagetian conservation task is a very good example of a task that is understood differently by different people and it has been argued that, in effect, younger ‘non-conserving’ children do not do the same task as older children who succeed on the task. 





7 Again, these comments would apply equally well to a typical Piagetian task. 





8 For a discussion of the concept of intersubjectivity, see Smolka, De Goes and Pino (1995, pp. 168–73). 





9 This reliance on ‘knowing-that’ seems to run counter to Wertsch's subsequent account of mastery as ‘knowing-how’. 





10 Wertsch's age-related findings are all grist for a Piagetian mill. 





11 See Vygotsky (1987, p. 210). 





12 Discussing the struggle between oral speech and sign language for deaf children, Vygotsky (1993, p. 206) comments that, ‘The artificial addition of pronouncing words out loud lacks life's richness and is only a dead imitation of living speech.’ 





13 This point is also made by Gadamer (1975) and Ricoeur (1983) in the context of textual interpretation. 





14 Recall Vygotsky's sharp criticism of Piaget for relying on socialization as an explanatory principle for development. 





15
This discussion is not without problems. In distinguishing between thought and word, Wertsch conflates the act of generalization with the word when in fact Vygotsky makes the opposite point. ‘Any generalization – any formation of a concept – is unquestionably a specific and true act of thought. Thus, word meaning is also a phenomenon of thinking’ (1987, p. 244). 





16 According to Zinchenko (2007, p. 218), in a chapter entitled ‘Thought and word’, there were also substantial differences between Shpet and Vygotsky. He quotes Shpet as follows: ‘strictly and seriously, without romantic diversions – wordless thought is a meaningless expression. On earth, on waters, in the skies, the word rules everything.’ This seems very different from Vygotsky's notion of a plane beyond verbal thinking, ‘This plane is thought itself’ (1987, p. 280). 





17 In the chapter ‘Thought and word’, Vygotsky refers to internal and external mediation. ‘Thought is not only mediated externally by signs, it is mediated internally by meanings’ (1987, p. 282). But this internal mediation is necessary for the ‘communication of consciousness’ and does not satisfy Wertsch's criteria for implicit mediation as lacking in conscious awareness and intention. 





18 Wertsch's reference to ‘a form of behaviorism, or perhaps, cognitivism’ does not seem to make much sense given that they are not easily substituted for each other but even more so in the context of Vygotsky's well-known statement made in his debut conference presentation, ‘Mind without behavior is as impossible as behavior without mind’ (1994a, p. 40; italics in the original). 





19 The word ‘be’ seems to be omitted from the text. 





20 It is important to distinguish between graph paper and graphs. 





21 ‘Thought and word’ in Vygotsky, 1987. 





22 Wertsch's property of the ‘materiality of mediational means’ is also discussed in Chapter 8. 





23 See Chapter 2. 





24 Wertsch seems to draw heavily on Zinchenko's (1985) ideas about tool-mediated action as follows: ‘Zinchenko does not go into detail on the distinction between tools and signs. He subsumes both tool mediation and semiotic mediation under the more general heading of “tool-mediated”’ (1985a, p. 205). 





25 ‘[W]e relate to speech specifically as to a system of auxiliary symbols–means that help the child reconstruct his own behavior. Observations related to the genesis and active application of these means allow us to trace the real social roots of higher mental processes at the same time and provide an analysis of the role that mediated operations play at various stages of child development’ (Vygotsky, 1999, p. 60). 





26 Vygotsky does use the metaphor of a set of tools but immediately reminds the reader that these tools are instruments to control one's own behaviour. ‘In the process of development, the child is furnished and refurnished with a diverse set of tools. Children at an older stage are distinguished from children at a younger stage by the level and nature of their equipment, instruments, etc. (i.e., the level of their control of their own behavior)’ (1979, p. 142). 





 




  



Chapter 10
The essential commentators
 

Vygotsky's Collected Works
have spawned a new publication whose title, The Essential Vygotsky,1 is as pretentious as it is preposterous. Fashioned on the six volumes of the Collected Works, this book contains six sections, with a few selected chapters from each of the six volumes included in each section and, not surprisingly, with each section being introduced with a commentary. No compelling reasons are provided for the selections that constitute the book or for why they are regarded as more essential than the chapters that are excluded. In some cases, the introductory commentaries are the same as those that appear in the Collected Works, with some minor changes, and in other cases, new voices are introduced. Given that much that others may consider as essential aspects of Vygotsky's work is omitted from this book, its title2 seems to presume more than it can justify. But of greater concern is the fact that the very production of the book, with its unfortunate title, instantiates the very criticisms mentioned in some of the commentaries. Vygotsky's earlier books translated into English had suffered distortions precisely because of interference and tampering with the texts by editors who decided to eliminate what they considered to be non-essential in Vygotsky's writing. The Collected Works in their English translation were intended to put an end to this uncalled for and unnecessary meddling and to provide the interested reader with an opportunity to understand Vygotsky by reading his complete texts in all their complexity and with their blemishes and imperfections fully exposed. There is certainly a place for introductory texts that condense ideas and assist a reader to engage with difficult texts and we all make good use of them. In fact, without such help, for many of us original texts would probably remain impenetrable and beyond our grasp.3 But there is something distasteful, if not disrespectful, about disembowelling the Collected Works of an author and dishing them up in disjointed bits and pieces.4 It is difficult to resist the uncharitable conclusion that by shrinking the size of the pool, there is a perceived corresponding increase in the stature of the frogs, with the Essential Vygotsky providing the occasion for the consolidation of the commentators as essential. 

One of the new voices included in the Essential Vygotsky (2004) is Michael Cole, who introduces the book with a prologue entitled ‘Reading Vygotsky’, the suggestion being that simply knowing how to read may not be enough. Interestingly, the prologue does not have much to say either about reading or about Vygotsky and says more about the author than about Vygotsky. Cole has always been very skilful in playing the game of to be and not to be a ‘Vygotskian’ and his prologue unfolds as a personal deliverance tale, with the author heaving ‘a great sigh of relief’ at having ‘finally discharged [his] obligations to Luria’ (p. xi) by producing Mind in Society. The next step in the story that Cole recounts is that a review of this book by the philosopher Stephen Toulmin appeared, emphasizing its contemporary relevance. Although not said in so many words, the point of the story seems to be that the reason we are reading Vygotsky at all is because of the efforts mainly of Cole and Toulmin, a conclusion that may contain more than a few grains of truth. 

Cole refers to the ‘Vygotsky boom’ of recent years, citing Vygotsky's influence in other disciplines, such as anthropology and sociology, and applied areas of education, human–computer interface design and the organization of work. But he also later refers to the fact that Vygotsky has become something of a ‘fad’, bringing both ‘genuine evolution and dimestore knockoffs’ and becoming something of a ‘cottage industry’ in the former Soviet Union (p. xi). These are interesting comments both for what they say and what they leave unsaid, pointing here at fads and cottage industries and there at genuine evolution and multi-disciplinary influence. The finger pointing technique is a sure way to go one up, given that the finger tends to point away from the pointer. But it seems fair to point out that some of the faddishness is to be found precisely in the very disciplines Cole mentions and some of the cottage industries seem to have found fertile ground closer to home, with ‘dimestore knockoffs’ cutting perilously close to an essential bone. The acid test to distinguish fact from fad is to remove all mention of Vygotsky and any declared Vygotskian derivatives, such as embedded triangles whose provenance is attributed to him, from research reports that invoke his name and see if it makes any difference to the aim, design or outcome of the project. It may come as a surprise to learn just how often Vygotsky's name turns out to be redundant to the actual project in question.5

We turn now to consider some of the commentaries that serve as introductions to the sections of the Essential Vygotsky. 

Robert W. Rieber: problems of general psychology – Thinking and Speech
 


In his introduction to the sections from Vygotsky's Thinking and Speech, Rieber (2004, pp. 27–31) defers to Bruner's more extensive introduction6 and seems to apply a light touch in his introductory comments. Nevertheless, some of his comments and also some of his non-comments are instructive in the way they reveal a particular reading and interpretation of Vygotsky. In terms of the latter, Rieber does not explain or even comment on the particular selection of ‘essential’ chapters that are included in the section he introduces. Three non-consecutive chapters from a book consisting of seven chapters are included:7
chapter 1: ‘The problem and the method of investigation’; chapter 4: ‘The genetic roots of thinking and speech’; and chapter 7: ‘Thought and word’. It is a rather peculiar selection that seems to call for some kind of rationale, given that the excluded chapters contain some of Vygotsky's most important, and some would argue most essential, contributions. Apart from the excluded content, the chapters that are included provide a disjointed account and present an overall picture that lacks coherence. Both the lack of content and the lack of coherence are evident with respect to the final chapter, ‘Thought and word’, that was specially written as a conclusion (chapter 7) for the book. As Luria (1987, pp. 359–73) points out in his afterword to the book in the Collected Works, both the previous chapters (5 and 6) provide the foundation for the theme of ‘Thought and word’ that word meaning develops. Far from assisting a reader by amputating the chapter ‘Thought and word’ from the body of ideas in which it is embedded, the task of understanding possibly Vygotsky's most difficult text is made near impossible. In dismissing chapter 6 of the book, ‘The development of scientific concepts in childhood’, Rieber comments that it analyses the ‘narrower issue of the development of the scientific concept’ (p. 30) and, presumably for this reason, it is regarded as inessential, the implication of ‘narrow’ being that it is less important. It is interesting that Luria in his appraisal of the chapter uses the same term ‘narrow’, by which he clearly means more focused, and reaches a very different conclusion. 


In this chapter, Vygotsky analyzes the narrower issue of the development of the scientific concept. This chapter greatly broadens the conceptual framework of the whole of Vygotsky's work. It focuses on the issue of what it is that introduces the highest form of concept into the child's consciousness. It focuses on the relationship between the two basic factors in the formation of consciousness, that is, on the relationship between development and instruction. This allows us to say that it is in this chapter that the larger scope of Vygotsky's philosophical, psychological, and practical views are revealed. 

(Luria, 1987, p. 365) 





 



If Luria is correct, then the deliberate omission of this chapter in a book of essential readings requires some explanation. Of course, it can be argued that Luria is wrong in his assessment, but then we would need to hear the argument. Rieber refers directly to Luria's afterword (p. 29) and clearly is aware of its contents so that his silence seems to beg interpretation. One possible explanation for what seems an astonishing lapse of judgement is that chapters 5 and 6 of Thinking and Speech contain material that places Vygotsky at odds with the views of some who, nevertheless, claim some kind of intellectual lineage for their ideas. Among others, the stage-like development of concepts outlined in chapter 5 and the emphasis on theoretical (‘scientific’) over practical (‘everyday’) understanding, together with the importance of formal school education, discussed in chapter 6, are ideas that do not seem to sit comfortably with some of the other essential commentators. 

Referring to comparisons with other theorists, Rieber (p. 28) comments (in parentheses) that Piaget's early works were ‘read and criticized’ by Vygotsky but makes no mention of the fact that Vygotsky also held Piaget in very high regard, replicating some of his experiments and incorporating some of his findings in his own work.8 More interesting, however, is the comparison he makes between them, referring to Piaget's emphasis on the child's cognitive development ‘within the world of things’ and Vygotsky's concern with ‘the child's development in society, in the world of minds’ (p. 29). This characterization does not seem to do justice to either and it seems doubtful that the Vygotsky of chapters 5 and 6 of Thinking and Speech that are omitted would have agreed. The fact that Vygotsky disagreed with Piaget about the phenomenon of egocentric speech, should not cloud the fact of his agreement about other important issues. Acknowledging that Piaget distinguished between ‘representations that develop primarily through the operation of the child's own thought and those that arise under the decisive and determining influence of knowledge the child acquires from those around him’, Vygotsky (1987, p. 173) goes on to enumerate their points of common agreement.  


Piaget demonstrated that these two types of representations have a good deal in common. They both: (1) manifest a resistance to external suggestion; (2) have deep roots in the child's thought; (3) manifest a certain commonality among children of the same age; (4) are maintained in the child's consciousness over a period of several years (giving way to new concepts gradually rather than disappearing suddenly); and (5) manifest themselves in the child's first true answers. These characteristics differentiate these two types of representations from suggested representations and from answers that are provided to the child through leading questions. . . . In our view, these positions are correct. 





 



From the above comments, it seems that Vygotsky greatly admired in Piaget the very features that his latter-day advocates invoke his name to oppose.9 If ‘suggested representations’ and ‘leading questions’ make for scaffolding,10 then it would appear that this kind of support was not what Vygotsky had in mind by the ‘decisive and determining influence of knowledge the child acquires from those around him’. The point is that Rieber's comments capture a particular view of Piaget in relation to Vygotsky, prevalent among his fellow commentators, that is more of a caricature than an accurate or informative thumbnail of their respective approaches.11 While it is true that Piaget's stages became the centrepiece of his theory, Rieber's contrary view that Vygotsky ‘saw the process more as a continuous, incremental give-and-take’ tends to overlook many explicit references in Vygotsky's texts to ‘stages of development’ and, in particular, in the omitted chapter 5, ‘An experimental study of concept development’ of Thinking and Speech in which the entire study is couched in terms of stages. In Vygotsky's (1987, p. 134) words:  


If we attempt to represent the genetic implications of our research schematically, it indicates that the course of concept development is composed of three basic stages, each of which breaks up into several distinct phases. 





 


The issue of stages in Vygotsky's theorizing is discussed elsewhere,12 but it should be mentioned that, in addition to the study mentioned above, there are implicit references to stages, such as the ‘crises’ Vygotsky describes13 at the first year, at age three, at age seven and at the stage of adolescence that seem to occur in a very stage-like sequence with remarkable similarity to those of Piaget. To return to the point made earlier about comments and non-comments reflecting a particular interpretation and reading of Vygotsky, it is significant that some commentators choose not to emphasize or even mention Vygotsky's debt and appreciation of Piaget's contribution, not to mention Piaget's influence on his own work. 

In terms of comments that are made, there is one respect in which Rieber seems to present a confused and contradictory picture of Vygotsky's view of thinking and speech. Rieber claims that ‘Thinking and speech are not independent; rather they both develop out of the same “mind stuff”’ (p. 28). But Vygotsky seems to hold the opposite view (1987, p. 101), and he expresses it in the second paragraph of the very chapter Rieber introduces, ‘The genetic roots of thinking and speech’.  


With respect to the issue of development, we must say first that thinking and speech have entirely different genetic roots, a fact firmly established by a whole series of studies in animal psychology. 





 



The same point is repeated again when Vygotsky summarizes his ‘basic conclusions’ (p. 109):  


1. Thinking and speech have different genetic roots.

2. The development of thinking and speech move along different channels, independently of one another.





 



By referring to the same ‘mind stuff’ as a common origin for thinking and speech, Rieber seems to miss not only the point of their independent development but, more importantly, the fact that, according to Vygotsky, they do not originate in ‘mind stuff’ at all. Interestingly, Rieber does seem to know this, as further on in the introduction he contradicts his earlier comments as follows:  


He [Vygotsky] proposes instead that human thinking developed from two independent roots: from the practical actions of animals and from animal use of speech
for social interaction. 

(p. 30; italics in the original)





 



Animal actions and vocalizations seem a bit removed from the mind stuff previously referred to, especially of the kind that Vygotsky discusses in the chapter ‘Thought and word’ that Rieber introduces. 


 
Carl Ratner: child psychology – Vygotsky's conception of psychological development
 


Ratner has an axe to grind and he uses Vygotsky as the grinding stone. The reason he needs a sharp axe is so that he can effectively attack what he construes as mainstream psychologists who ‘typically insist that psychological phenomena are either universal or individual phenomena – with biological origins in either case’ (2004, p. 408). This all-encompassing statement sets both the tone and content for much of Ratner's commentary. Pitted against this misguided majority is a version of Vygotsky's theory that can only be called personal much as Ratner seems to undervalue this construct. His axe is wielded not only at the misguided mainstream but also at revisionists and dangerous deviants in the broad Vygotskian fold. Revisionists such as Wertsch and Valsiner ‘glorify the individual as the producer of his own psychology’ (p. 408) while Rogoff is guilty of claiming that ‘certain specific features of gender roles spring from the genetic makeup of men and women’ (p. 410). According to Ratner, Vygotsky banished both the individual and biology from psychology, as well as the universal with which the mainstream is preoccupied. For all his indignation at the waywardness of his colleagues, it must be said, at the outset, that Ratner's take on Vygotsky at times is difficult to follow and at other times is impossible to follow. In many respects, Vygotsky was very much at home in the mainstream of psychology from which he drew not only content but also inspiration, widely referring to and citing the works of the leading psychologists of the time. He wrote about universal psychological phenomena such as attention, perception, memory, thinking, speech and so on, and he referred to these phenomena as mental functions possessed by every ‘individual’ person. As for the biological, it is always present as an original partner in the psychological development of the person, constituting one of two developmental paths, the other one being the cultural path of development. 

In order to understand how Ratner arrives at his interpretation of Vygotsky, we simply have to realize that what we are being dished up by Ratner is not Vygotsky's theory but his own. Ratner uses Vygotsky's ideas as a source of ingredients from which to concoct his own largely unintelligible account of ‘psychological phenomena such as perception, emotions, memory, thinking, motivation, self, language, and accumulated learned information’ that ‘are artifacts, not natural biological phenomena’ (p. 401). Ratner goes on to claim that for Vygotsky, ‘The essence of psychological phenomena is that they are conscious, cognitive, and conceptual – that is to say, they are intellectual. It is only when the child has achieved these capacities that he develops a psychology’ (p. 402). These extraordinary statements14 are largely unintelligible because they are little more than tautologies along the lines that children only develop a psychology when they develop psychological phenomena and that the essence of psychological phenomena is that they have psychological qualities (conscious, cognitive). But the claim that psychological phenomena, such as perception, memory, emotion and thinking, are artefacts and not part of our natural species-being borders on the bizarre. How could we possibly manage to make these artefacts in their absence? Ratner would have us believe that before we can perceive or think or remember we miraculously manufacture these psychological phenomena. In fact, given that we have to make them in the first instance, it means that we must have had other resources necessary for their manufacture that allowed us to get along fine before we got round to making them. Far from capturing something distinctive about Vygotsky's theory, these views reflect a profound misunderstanding that permeates throughout Ratner's commentary. 

Ratner's misunderstanding arises from his attribution to Vygotsky of a conception of psychological processes that are independent of, and unconnected to, lower or natural functions and whose origins are entirely culturally determined. Given that this issue is not an obscure or peripheral aspect of Vygotsky's theory but reaches to the bedrock of the theory, it is necessary to examine Ratner's arguments carefully. The first step in this examination is to establish that Ratner does actually hold this view. Fortunately, he feels sufficiently strongly about it to repeat the point (p. 403) more than once as follows:  


Insisting that human psychology is fundamentally cultural in both its form and content and denying that there are natural, precultural aspects of psychology, Vygotsky founded a truly cultural psychology. 

In proposing that psychological phenomena are culturally and cognitively organized, Vygotsky denied any natural, ‘basic’, or precultural form and content to psychological phenomena. 





 



Before dealing with Vygotsky's purported denials, it must be mentioned that it is difficult to make much sense of the above sentence in which psychological phenomena are culturally and cognitively organized. Embedded in the sentence is the assumption that there are psychological phenomena and organizing principles or mechanisms of culture and cognition. This means that the psychological phenomena are something different from culture and cognition that organize them and, therefore, they must be precultural and precognitive in their prior disorganized state. In other words, there must be something to culturally and cognitively organize at the outset. But this is the very thing that is being denied, precultural, natural and ‘basic’ psychological phenomena. It also means, of course, that cognitive organization is not a psychological phenomenon but something other than the phenomenon that it organizes. If, however, cognition is a psychological phenomenon, then Ratner would have it organizing itself. But strange as it may sound, Ratner does indeed treat cognition or ‘cognitive’ not only as something separate from psychological processes but as something that shapes them. We have already encountered his claim that psychological phenomena are ‘conscious, cognitive, and conceptual’ and to this we can add the statement that ‘The cognitions that shape psychological phenomena therefore implant cultural concepts, linguistic terms, and social activities into those psychological phenomena’ (p. 403). It is one thing to talk of cultural or even social processes as separate from and even as determining psychological processes. But we really do have to be out of our minds if cognition is dislocated from psychological phenomena and becomes their source. 

Returning to Ratner's substantive claims about Vygotsky ‘denying that there are natural, precultural aspects of psychology’, he goes on to claim that, according to Vygotsky, ‘natural responses gradually extinguish during childhood’ and that ‘By seven years of age, most natural determinants of behavior have died out and the basis of behavior is overwhelmingly cultural’ (pp. 404–5). At the same time, Ratner backs up his claims about natural determinants of behaviour being extinguished and dying out by stating that ‘The lower brain centers that control them become subsumed under developing cortical centers that enable learned, conceptually guided behavior to supersede reflexes’ (pp. 404–5). Here the cracks in his argument begin to show as it is elementary that the term ‘subsume’ (and even ‘supersede’) does not mean ‘extinguish’ or ‘die out’. On the contrary, if functions are subsumed then they are not extinguished and do not die out. The essential point that Ratner misses is the distinctive Vygotskian dialectical move in which the natural psychological functions, such as attention, perception and memory, far from being extinguished, are transformed into higher mental functions by the incorporation of social factors, in particular speech. It must be said that it is difficult to miss this point, given that it is a central theme that is constantly repeated by Vygotsky in his discussions of attention, perception, memory, thinking and concept formation, and that much of his experimental work was devoted to how this occurs. It is only possible to interpret Vygotsky as Ratner does if one reads only half of Vygotsky's writings or only every second page of all his writings, but this is precisely what Ratner appears to do. 

To support the various claims that he attributes to Vygotsky, Ratner (p. 403) provides the following quotation from Vygotsky (1998, p. 34): 


. . . deep, scientific studies show that in the process of cultural development of behavior, not only the content of thinking changes, but also its forms; new mechanisms, new functions, new operations, and new methods of activity arise that were not known at earlier stages of historical development. 





 



Leaving aside the fact that Ratner does not seem to see any significance in the words ‘cultural development of behavior’ or ‘stages of historical development’, he also does not seem to have seen the two paragraphs that immediately precede his selected bit of text, even though they are in the very chapter (p. 34) to which his commentary is ostensibly directed. Here we see the real Vygotsky and not Ratner's grinding stone.  


Higher mental functions, the product of the historical development of humanity, have a special place in ontogenesis also. The history of the development of higher forms of behavior discloses a direct and close dependence on organic, biological development of the child and on the growth of his elementary psychophysical functions. But the connection and dependence are not identity. For this reason, in research, we must identify the line of development of higher forms of behavior in ontogenesis also, tracing it in all its unique patterns, not forgetting for a moment its connection with the overall organic development of the child. We said at the beginning of the course that human behavior is not only the product of biological evolution that resulted in the appearance of a human type with all the psychophysiological functions proper to it, but also a product of historical or cultural development . . . [I]n ontogenesis also, we must distinguish both lines of development of behavior presented in an intertwined form, in a complex dynamic synthesis. 





 



So much for Vygotsky ‘denying that there are natural, precultural aspects of psychology’. Instead, here we have Vygotsky reminding us not to forget ‘for a moment’15 the connection between higher forms of behaviour and overall organic development and talking in no uncertain terms about a ‘complex dynamic synthesis’ and ‘an intertwined form’ of behaviour. In light of the above passage, it appears that not only are Ratner's claims about psychological phenomena unintelligible but his comments about Vygotsky's theory lack credibility, being based on a partial account of the truth, as indicated in the following deceptively plausible statements (p. 403) that conceal far more than they reveal. 


Vygotsky strongly believed that human psychology is a cultural phenomenon. It originates in cultural processes, embodies them, and perpetuates them. 





 



Both the above statements contain elements of the truth. It is true that Vygotsky believed that human psychology is a cultural phenomenon and that it originates in cultural processes. But Vygotsky did not endorse the view that human psychology is only a cultural phenomenon or that it only originates in cultural processes. It is Ratner who holds the extraordinary view that human psychology only emerges at about age seven out of the ashes of natural responses that have become extinguished and died out. Incredibly, Vygotsky's concepts of practical intelligence, spontaneous concepts and potential concepts16 are all swept away, together with his conception of human psychological functions that arise from two sources and become intertwined during the course of development. 

Because of his failure to grasp the essential fundamental principles of Vygotsky's cultural-historical theory and the imposition of his own peculiar brand of theorizing about psychological phenomena, it is not surprising that his commentary on Vygotsky's work is shot through with misrepresentations consisting of partial truths as illustrated in the following passage:  


Vygotsky was not an interactionist – he did not believe that biological mechanisms and cultural processes each contribute particular features to psychology. He believed that cultural processes supersede biological determinants of behavior. Vygotsky explains psychology in thoroughly sociocultural terms, not as something partitioned into biological features and cultural ones. 

(p. 411; italics in the original)





 



Ratner's fundamental error of believing that Vygotsky denied any role to natural biological processes in the development of higher mental functions shines through in the above passage. He starts off correctly in the first sentence, pointing out that Vygotsky was not an interactionist,17 but by the time he reaches the last sentence it is clear that, for him, not being an interactionist means taking one side and eliminating the other. Vygotsky did not espouse the crude, simplistic notion that ‘cultural processes supersede biological determinants of behavior’ but that higher mental processes determine human behaviour, with the ‘higher’ forms transforming the lower by means of the incorporation of signs into the psychological system of functions.18 Vygotsky does not explain psychology in ‘thoroughly’ sociocultural terms if by that term is meant exclusively in sociocultural terms. Even higher mental processes represent an amalgam of biologically given natural functions and socially derived functions. In speaking of two lines of development, the natural and the cultural, Vygotsky does indeed ‘partition’ psychology into biological features and cultural ones, but one does not conquer and eliminate the other as Ratner believes. In typical Vygotsky fashion, the two lines of development merge and in the process both are transformed. This same argument is applied by Vygotsky to the development of tools and signs and to the development of spontaneous and scientific concepts. 

Having restricted psychology to a fate of pure and unadulterated cultural determination, Ratner is now confronted with the awkward fact that ‘psychology’ comes packaged with people who seem to have a perverse way of reacting to and engaging with ‘culture’ in very different ways. The reason this is inconvenient for cultural determinism is that it indicates that something other than culture seems to lurk beneath its common social surface. Unperturbed, Ratner soldiers on.  


The fact that a culture pre-exists the newborn, is external to him, and structures his life, does not mean that psychological development is a mechanical process of receiving inputs passively. Children actively strive, concentrate, learn, remember, figure out patterns, differentiate essential from nonessential issues, and identify with cultural events and figures. 

(p. 406)





 



Children do indeed do all these things. Vygotsky called them attention, perception, memory, selection, thinking and so on. These are the very functions that during the course of development are transformed into higher mental functions. But Ratner must have forgotten that he extinguished them and claimed their demise during the very childhood that he refers to in the above passage. If children are able to do all these things, like concentrate, learn and remember, and if these are not part of the culture that pre-exists them but, like arms, legs, ears and eyes, constitute the very being of the child, then what could they be and where could they possibly come from? According to Ratner, they cannot be psychological because, for the most part, at least during childhood, they are not conscious, cognitive or conceptual. Biology is ruled out because ‘By seven years of age, most natural determinants of behavior have died out and the basis of behavior is overwhelmingly cultural’ (p. 405). Not only has Ratner run out of options but he also manages to reveal the depth of his misunderstanding of Vygotsky's most potent ideas about the relationship between culture and psychological process, ideas that are discussed in considerable detail in the very chapter his commentary introduces, ‘Dynamics and structure of the adolescent's personality’ (pp. 167–86). 
Ratner is certainly not alone in his view that culture exists as some kind of external force that shapes our lives and determines our behaviour. At one level this is self-evident and borders on the banal. The language we speak, the food we eat, our manners, customs and conventions are all culturally or environmentally ‘determined’. Few in the mainstream or in any stream would wish to disagree. But this was certainly not Vygotsky's point. For Vygotsky, culture and mind or mental processes are not separate entities defined in terms of a simple external–internal opposition. Culture may pre-exist a particular individual but is itself the historical product of collective human minds and actions. Because it is made it can also be unmade, and far from a static set of structures or systems, culture is constantly under review. But this process whereby humans create their cultures and engage in social exchanges is not a one-way street. Cultural and social forms are not simply external things that we attend to, or perceive, or select, or remember, or think about. Vygotsky's genius was to draw culture inward but not in the simple sense that a child internalizes ways of acting and thinking as the Jesuits well understood so long ago. Just as tools serve as a means to control and regulate the external world so signs serve to control and regulate our inner world. Human labour is as much about speech as it is about tools. What distinguishes humans from their primate cousins is that we prepare our tools in advance ready for when we may need them and not on the spur of the immediate moment of need. The point, then, is not a commonplace principle of social learning such that children in a particular culture learn to use the tools of that culture. Alas, for Ratner and others who regard the universal as tantamount to the original sin, the point is indeed that universally in all cultures, and because they are cultures, children learn that tomorrow always comes. They learn this not by experience or from a surrounding context of tomorrows but through the power of speech to go beyond the immediately given. 

Ratner (pp. 406–7) finds an ally for his views about culture and psychology in Bronfenbrenner, who he claims provides an ‘explanation for individual psychological differences that is consistent with Vygotsky's law of sociogenesis of psychological phenomena’. The link between Bronfenbrenner and Vygotsky is at best tenuous and seems to be based on the superficial fact that both theorists talk about culture and psychology. To muddy the waters even further, Ratner throws Lewin's well-known formula, B = f (P, E),19 into the ring with Bronfenbrenner and, in a move that outdoes them both, converts the formula into his own super-cultural version in which B = f (Ep, Eg). In this formula (p. 407), ‘Ep is one's personal environment and Eg is the general environment that most people confront.’ Ratner's argument is that ‘What P contributes to behavior/psychology is not an intrinsic characteristic of P, because P is a function of E’, hence, P is converted into Ep and, in the process, Ratner removes any possibility of anything intrinsic to the person contributing to his behaviour/psychology amalgam. Ratner's formula leaves no room for doubt about who is the big guy in charge and who has been cut down to size. But in this process of the total culturalization of psychology, culture itself does not go untouched but finds itself partitioned. Ratner seems to believe that the assertion ‘P is a function of E’ is a self-evident truth that does not require any justification, leaving the reader with the impression that Ep and Eg must have been created behind our backs, perhaps as an afterthought following a good rest on a forgotten eighth day. As is evident from the following passage from Bronfenbrenner (1989, pp. 223–4), it appears that even he would have difficulty with Ratner's totalizing view of culture and his perverse determination to eliminate from behaviour/psychology any hint of influence from internal sources intrinsic to the person.  


It is true that individuals often can and do modify, select, reconstruct, and even create their environments. But this capacity emerges only to the extent that the person has been enabled to engage in self directed action as a joint function not only of his biological endowment but also of the environment in which he or she developed. 





 



Ratner interprets this passage as a rejection of the notion that ‘individuals are the primary shapers of their own development, with the environment playing a secondary role’ and goes on to assert that ‘The reverse is closer to the truth’ (p. 407), meaning that a close approximation to the truth is that the environment is the primary shaper of people's development. But in the above passage it is quite clear that Bronfenbrenner attributes self-directed action to the ‘joint function’ of a person's biological endowment and environment and not to the joint function of a personal environment (Ep) and a general environment (Eg), as proposed by Ratner. It is also interesting that Bronfenbrenner identifies ‘self directed action’ as a joint function of development in a way that is similar but not identical to Vygotsky's theory. As we have seen, Vygotsky's theory goes further and addresses the nature of the ‘joint’ by showing how the cultural line of development transforms the natural ‘biological endowment’ of functions precisely by providing the means to bring them under the control of the self. 

In his rambling detour through Lewin, Bronfenbrenner and cross-cultural research that ‘demonstrates how personality attributes are socially structured’ (pp. 406–8), Ratner seems to have left Vygotsky far behind. This is unfortunate, given that Vygotsky has some important things to say about ‘E’ and that he actually says them in one of the chapters Ratner introduces. It is also unfortunate because it would appear that Vygotsky's views seem to be sharply at variance with Ratner's conception of the individual and culture as separate entities to which primary and secondary shaping powers can be attributed. This flies in the face of Vygotsky's fundamental analytical principle of the ‘Unity of personality and environment, unity of mental and physical development’ (Vygotsky, 1998, p. 293) and his warning ‘not to break down the unity into its component parts because when this is done, the essential properties of specifically this unity are lost’ (p. 294). Throughout his discussion about the role of culture in development, Ratner only provides the following short quotation from Vygotsky (p. 293), apparently in support of his views.  


From the point of view of development, the environment becomes increasingly different from the minute the child moves from one age level to another. 





 



Even this single sentence from Vygotsky's text is difficult to square with Ratner's notion of a ‘general environment that most people confront’ (Eg), let alone two kinds of environments (Ep and Eg), and it is not clear why he selected this particular passage. Following the quotation, he comments that Vygotsky urged adults ‘not to assume that the environment has an absolute effect independent of the child’, a statement that seems to explicitly contradict a conception of the environment (Eg) that explicitly makes this assumption. It is even more puzzling why Ratner would select the above passage, given what follows and precedes it in the source text (p. 293). The above quotation from Vygotsky continues as follows:  


Consequently, we may say that perception of the environment must change in the most substantial way in comparison with the way we have usually treated it in practice thus far. The environment must be studied not as such, not in its absolute indicators but in relation to the child . . . [T]he relation is never purely external relation between the child and the environment taken separately. 





 



Even more significant is the general point that frames Vygotsky's entire discussion about the environment (p. 292).  


It is necessary to introduce into science a concept, little used in the study of the social development of the child: we have studied inadequately the internal relation of the child to those around him, and we have not considered him as an active participant in the social situation. We admit in words that it is necessary to study the personality and the environment of the child as a unit. But we must not think that the influence of the personality is on one side and the influence of the environment, on the other, that the one and the other act the way external forces do. However, exactly this is done frequently: wishing to study the unity, preliminary investigators break it down, then try to unite one thing with another. 





 


A more graphic example of Vygotsky's point would be hard to find than Ratner's formula B = f (Ep, Eg). Vygotsky goes on to discuss the ‘absolute characteristics’ of the environment, such as the typical socioeconomic indicators used in research (income, level of education, etc.). He maintains it is ‘completely false from both the practical and theoretical points of view’ (p. 293) that by knowing these absolute characteristics of the environment, we will know their role in development. He then makes what seems to be the opposite point to Ratner.  


Of course the essential difference between the child's environment and that of an animal is that the human environment is a social environment, that the child is part of a living environment and that the environment is never external to the child. If the child is a social being and his environment is a social environment, then it follows from this that the child himself is a part of this social environment. 





 



If Vygotsky is correct that the environment is never external to the child then we must bid farewell to Ratner's general environment (Eg) and if the child himself is a part of this living social environment then we also need to drop Ratner's personal environment (Ep) and replace it with something more like Pse to capture the Vygotskian notion of a person's social environment or, better, a person's social experience that ‘is the unity of the personality and the environment as it is represented in development’ (p. 294). Vygotsky goes on to develop the theme of experience capturing the unity of personality and the environment. As indicated in the passages that follow (pp. 294–5), Vygotsky repeats this theme again and again.  


Experience has a biosocial orientation; it is what lies between the personality and the environment that defines the relation of the personality to the environment, that shows what a given factor of the environment is for the personality. 

Consequently, on the one hand, in experience, environment is given in its relation to me, how I experience this environment; on the other hand, features of the development of my personality have an effect. 

[T]he child is a part of the social situation, and the relation of the child to the environment and the environment to the child occurs through experience and activity of the child himself . . . This mandates a penetrating analysis of the experiences of the child, that is, a study of the environment which is transferred to a significant degree to within the child himself and is not reduced to a study of the external circumstances of his life. 





 



From the above passages, it is clear that Ratner's assertion that P is a function of E is entirely of his own making and is a misrepresentation of Vygotsky's views. Citing cross-cultural studies that he claims demonstrate how personality attributes like shyness can arise from and be shaped by social experience (p. 407), Ratner concludes that ‘personality attributes take quite different forms and have different social and psychological consequences, depending on how a culture treats them’ (p. 407). But he ignores Vygotsky's discussion of this very point. In discussing the ‘crisis at age seven’, Vygotsky refers to Busemann, an author who seems to hold the same view as Ratner. Busemann maintains that the crisis ‘may have a completely different course depending on the environment in which it occurs’; that as a phenomenon it is ‘due to purely exogenous causes’; and considers the crisis ‘like all features in the child not established as biological features, as a manifestation of changes in a changed environment’ (Vygotsky, 1998, p. 295). Commenting on these views, Vygotsky maintains that it is true that under different conditions of rearing, ‘the crisis occurs differently’, but he then goes on to say that, ‘However, the crisis occurs in all normally proceeding development . . . there will always be a state of things where the internal course of the child's development will conclude a cycle, and the transition to the next cycle will necessarily be a turning point’ (p. 295). It is here, in the very chapter that Ratner introduces, that the full extent of how Vygotsky departs from Ratner's views about the strictly cultural determination of behaviour is clearly expressed.  


[T]he crisis passes as a process that is little understood by those around the child since it is not connected with changes that occur around the child. To put it more simply, the crisis is a chain of internal changes of the child with relatively insignificant external changes . . . 

But essential to every crisis is the fact that the internal changes occur in a much greater dimension than the changes in the external circumstances, and for this reason they always cause the impressions of an internal crisis. 

It is my impression that the crises actually have an internal source and consist of an internal nature . . . The child enters the crisis. What has changed so abruptly outwardly? Nothing. Why has the child changed so abruptly in such a short time? 

(in all the above passages, italics are added for emphasis)





 



Vygotsky concludes his argument by returning to the theme of the unity of personality and the environment. Internal changes are not simply biologically determined but refer to every new step in development being determined by the previous step such that ‘the features of the personality that have developed previously are now manifested and now act’ (p. 296). Underlying the internal changes that constitute the crises at the various ages is a change in the person's needs and motives.  


Growth and change in needs and motives are the least conscious and least voluntary part of the personality, and in the transition from age level to age level, new incentives and new motives develop in the child; in other words, the motive forces of his activity undergo a reevaluation. That which was essentially important, controlling for the child becomes relatively unimportant at the subsequent stage. 

(p. 296)





 



This concluding passage of Vygotsky is a far cry from Ratner's marionette conception of a person strung up by culture singing in tune and dancing in step to its dictates. Contrary to Ratner's opening gambit in which he argues that, for Vygotsky, ‘the essence of psychological phenomena is that they are conscious, cognitive, and conceptual’ (Ratner, 2004, p. 402), in Vygotsky's own words, the motive forces of activity ‘are the least conscious and least voluntary part of the personality’. As needs, they are also intrinsic to, and constitutive of, the personality and are not an adjunct of culture. 

It would be incomplete to leave a discussion of Ratner's commentary on Vygotsky without some mention of his ‘Criticism of some neo-Vygotskians’ who he believes misunderstand or reject Vygotsky's concept of sociogenesis and his distinction between elementary and higher psychological functions. It must be said that it is not possible to escape the stinging tone of this part of Ratner's commentary that is laced with the kind of indulgent certitude that orthodoxy adopts towards its detractors. But Ratner's claims of deviations from core Vygotskian concepts on the part of ‘Certain neo-Vygotskian psychologists and activity theorists’ really amount to disagreements with his own particular and rather peculiar interpretation of these concepts. This is evident in his initial claim that they have ‘repudiated the notion of an organized culture that is external to the individual and structures his psychology’ (p. 408). From the numerous passages from Vygotsky quoted above, it seems clear that Vygotsky would also repudiate this crass form of cultural determinism. But the criticism also goes on to misrepresent their position, or at least that of the theorists that are mentioned by name, by claiming that ‘They glorify the individual as the producer of his own psychology and even of culture at large’ (p. 408). No doubt Wertsch as one of the named glorifiers is perfectly capable of defending his turf, but even a casual acquaintance with Wertsch's work is enough to know that glorifying the individual is not something of which he can legitimately be found guilty. Perhaps more to the point is what the accusation says about the accuser rather than the accused. It may come as a surprise to Ratner to discover that Vygotsky did indeed believe that culture was produced by people. This is why Vygotsky talks about the development of culture and provides examples of the inventions of early humans. It is entirely obscure how and where Ratner thinks culture originates. Furthermore, the idea of being in control of one's own actions and mental processes by means of the use of signs is the defining characteristic of human psychology according to Vygotsky. 

Leaving aside the criticism directed specifically at the deviant neo-Vygotskians, Ratner expands his argument that people are determined by external organized culture by referring to examples that have no connection with Vygotsky's texts. He argues that the notion that people reconstruct culture by creating personal meanings is contradicted by ‘massive standardization, monopolization, and conformity in society’; ‘the vast psychological literature on the power of modeling and referencing to mold behavior’; and ‘the uncanny ways that children's psychology recapitulates parents’ psychology’ (p. 409). To add to this litany of Orwellian conformity, Ratner goes on to argue that ‘social coordination, continuity, and communication require that individuals accept and abide by social conventions’ and that ‘internalizing social values and norms is critical to preserving social life’ (p. 409). The argument is clinched with a conditional proposition to the effect that, ‘If social conventions were continually being transformed into personal constructs, this would subvert social coordination, continuity, and communication’ (p. 409). In case we are still not fully convinced, Ratner reminds us that ‘all thoughtful theorists’ like Freud and Hobbes recognized this potential for subversion. He forgets that Marx also recognized this potential but perhaps he was one of history's thoughtless theorists. All of the examples Ratner provides can be countered without much effort and a simple history lesson could do the trick. The point that Ratner just cannot grasp is that the examples he provides are all true but that the truth they entail does not contradict the equally compelling truth of human agency and the fact that culture is never static and that change is the name of the culture game. To take Ratner at face value would be to condemn ourselves to a treadmill existence in which history stands frozen in time. Nothing could be further from Vygotsky's cultural-historical imagination.20

But having rebuked others for allowing people to rear their heads in the face of external organized culture and after harnessing a host of examples and thoughtful theorists to set things right, Ratner does an about turn. He breezily announces that, ‘Of course individuals do have personal ideas that color their sense of life’ and that ‘A child's sense of school is colored by her needs, desires, expectations, and fears’ (p. 409). This sounds very similar to Vygotsky's point about internal needs and motives and exactly like a personal construct about a social institution. But Ratner seems oblivious to the implications of his statement and the fact that it undermines his entire position. Sensing that all is not well, however, he first uses a simple ploy to wriggle out of a tight situation and then adopts a deflection strategy that, far from saving his position, only exacerbates its inherent weakness. First the ploy (p. 409):  


Normally, these personal ideas are compatible with common social norms and pose no threat to them. 





 



Whether the ideas are compatible or threatening is simply irrelevant to the fact that they are personal. Being compatible with common social norms does not make the ideas less personal or more so if threatening. Now for the deflection (p. 409):  


Extreme personal experience, such as trauma, can radically distort one's behavior, and profound thinking by geniuses may also lead to novel behavior. Apart from these exceptions, personal thoughts do not usually displace, negate, escape, or transform the required regularity of life. 





 



Here the strategy is to deflect attention away from novel behaviour by calling it an exception whose explanation would have no bearing on the usual, or normal, or ordinary. Because it is an exception, it is, therefore, an aberration and can safely be ignored. This is plain and simple posturing and illustrates the poverty of the argument. Novel behaviour is produced every day, if not with every sentence that is uttered, and by ordinary people engaged in the task of living. Regularity may be a requirement of some aspects of life, certainly looming large on the digestive front judging from the many television adverts that are devoted to this topic, but it is not the spice of life and not the stuff of history. That life is a regular affair and that regularity is a requirement for living is a sad figment of a very dull imagination. Ratner's view of the world, of people and of culture, is as distant as it is possible to get from Vygotsky's conception of abiding change that is embedded in the historical development of culture and the cultural development of people. Vygotsky's comments in a chapter entitled ‘Structure of higher mental functions’ (1997b) provide a fitting conclusion and necessary corrective to Ratner's commentary.  


And here we note the unique geology in the development of genetically available layers in behavior. Similarly to the way in which instincts are not eliminated but merged with conditioned reflexes or in which habits continue to exist in intellectual reaction, natural functions continue to exist within the cultural . . . As we have seen from our analyses, every higher form of behavior is disclosed directly as a certain aggregate of lower, elementary, natural processes. Culture creates nothing, it only uses what is given by nature, modifies it, and places it at the service of man. If we use the terminology of the old psychology, analogously to intellect, we could term the fourth step in the development of behavior the will because specifically in the chapter on will, the old psychology occupied itself most of all with the study of those real foundations of higher forms of behavior that are the subject of our research. 

(pp. 91–2; italics added for emphasis)





 





Anna Stetsenko: scientific legacy – tool and sign in the development of the child
 


Stetsenko's (2004) introductory comments to the sections from Vygotsky and Luria's Tool and Sign21 provide a striking contrast to the views expressed by Ratner in his introduction to some of Vygotsky's texts on child psychology. Although the texts are different, they both refer to Vygotsky's core ideas that crop up in most of his writings. Both commentators share a common style of pronouncing on Vygotsky without providing much by way of textual references, so it comes as no surprise that they seem to be talking about two different people. Where Ratner, speaking for Vygotsky, would have us believe that ‘The essence of psychological phenomena is that they are conscious, cognitive, and conceptual’ (p. 402), Stetsenko speaks in a different tongue, claiming that, for Vygotsky, ‘mental processes are always more than simply mental’ and are ‘part of a system that goes beyond the mental realm (i.e., of cognition and mind)’ (p. 507). In addition, where Ratner denies that ‘intrinsic characteristics’ of persons ‘contribute to behavior/psychology’ (p. 407) and is critical of neo-Vygotskians who believe that people construct their own personal meanings and reconstruct culture ‘rather than reflect social meanings’ (p. 409), Stetsenko (p. 508) seems to believe the opposite.  


Thus, he [Vygotsky] establishes the foundation for studying complete systems of meaningful life activities in the real world, systems that allow individuals to transform this world while in the process transforming themselves. 





 



Where Ratner is concerned with what goes into the system, ‘culture’, the whole of and nothing but, Stetsenko's gaze is steadfast and fixed on what comes out: not the ‘merely intellectual’, a much-favoured and repeated phrase, but ‘practical’, ‘collaborative’, ‘actions/activities’ in the ‘real world’. In making Vygotsky over in their own respective images, Ratner and Stetsenko do not simply emphasize some aspects rather than others or draw on different bits and ignore some of the pieces. Instead, they seem to use the Vygotsky name in a vain legitimization of their own often ill-conceived views and, in the process, reduce Vygotsky to a caricature of the most inessential aspects of his work. 

Stetsenko's commentary is characterized by an evangelical exuberance that seems to permeate her writing about Vygotsky, who is cast as the patron saint of real world, real life, real practical, real down-to-earth and out-of-the-mind actions. In the absence of any reference to any text, Stetsenko (p. 507) claims that, for Vygotsky, the ‘true objects of psychological analysis’ are as follows:  


Meaningful activities [that] always involve achieving something out there in the world, outside the ‘mind’, for example, establishing and maintaining friendship, becoming a successful learner, or simply eating lunch.22





 



Given the magnitude of this claim, measured as the distance between what Vygotsky's texts actually say by themselves and what they can be made to say with the help of others, the very least that could be expected is an indication of where Vygotsky says these things. In the context of an introductory commentary to Tool and Sign, the need for a reference or two is even more pressing, given that the emphasis in the book is on signs, mainly speech, and their role inside the mind in the planning of, and control over, actions that may or may not achieve something out there. It must be said that Stetsenko does acknowledge the role of speech ‘to steer actions in a desired and planned direction, turning those actions into a voluntary, self-regulated, and purposeful complex activity planned over time, according to certain meaningful goals’ (p. 506). But instead of recognizing that this is the core defining theme of the book and central to all of Vygotsky's theories, Stetsenko seems to think that it represents but one of four themes and not the most important at that. As pointed out, in relation to the previous commentary, higher mental functions that, according to Vygotsky, are the distinguishing characteristic of human psychology are a direct outcome of the incorporation of signs into mental operations. But not only does Stetsenko play down the role of signs, at no stage does she mention, let alone alert the reader to, the fundamental distinction that Vygotsky makes between tools and signs. This distinction is discussed in detail elsewhere,23 the main point being that whereas tools are directed at the outer world, signs are turned inward and influence mental functions such as attention, perception, memory, problem solving, concept formation and thinking. Vygotsky explicitly warns against conflating the concepts of tools and signs24 into a generic concept such as the notion of ‘cultural tools’ that Stetsenko uses (p. 505). Many of Vygotsky's texts, including Tool and Sign, report in considerable detail on experiments in which signs are introduced into the operation of these various functions and elaborate on the findings and significance of the results. As much as we may lament the fact, doing lunch and winning friends do not seem to have captured Vygotsky's imagination, whereas influencing people, mainly oneself, by means of signs was his major preoccupation. 

Stetsenko's failure to distinguish between tools and signs in Vygotsky's theory and the very different weights that he assigned to them is one thing, but to reverse the weighting and conflate tools and signs in the service of practical activity is another thing altogether. This altogether other thing is achieved by the tried and tested method of asking the wrong question as follows: ‘How does psychological development proceed to overcome the natural constraints of environment, thus becoming free?’ Stetsenko (p. 505) answers her question by invoking Vygotsky as follows:  


Vygotsky's answer is that this process involves the use of signs, symbols, and other cultural tools (most importantly, language, the tool par excellence); humans use these to transform the world rather than passively adapt to the world's conditions. 





 



It is highly unlikely that Vygotsky would have provided the above answer because it is even less likely that he would have asked the question in this way. In humans, psychological development is less about overcoming the natural constraints of the environment and primarily about overcoming the constraints of natural or lower mental functions, such as the practical intellect that Vygotsky discusses in Tool and Sign. Contrary to Stetsenko, Vygotsky's point, which he states in no uncertain terms, is that signs do not operate on the world but on what Stetsenko prefers to call the ‘merely mental’. It is mental functions that signs transform. Throughout Tool and Sign
Vygotsky (and Luria) contrasts tool use (practical activity) and the use of speech, and how speech alters the ways in which tools are used. It is this relationship that Stetsenko with her real-world practical activity blinkers fails to understand. Instead, she attributes to Vygotsky the following commonplace idea held by all and sundry that the tools, signs and symbols that constitute culture allow us greater degrees of flexibility and freedom from the constraints of the natural environment.  


This emerging ability to use tools and signs, according to Vygotsky, gradually allows humans – in their history as a biological species (phylogeny), as a civilization (social history), and as individuals (ontogeny) – to leap from the constraints of the natural environment, defined by the laws of biological evolution and stimulus-response modes of behavior, into the realm of cultural-historical development with its infinite degrees of freedom. 

(p. 505)





 



That Vygotsky actually approaches these issues differently is evident when he is allowed to speak.  


The child despairs of attaining the goal in a direct way, he turns to the adult and verbally formulates a method which he himself cannot apply. Enormous changes in the child's development occur when speech is socialized, when instead of turning to the experimenter with a plan for solving the problem, he turns to himself. In the latter case, speech that participates in solving the problem is converted from the category of intermental to intramental function. The child, organizing his own behavior according to a social type, applies to himself the same method of behavior that he applied earlier to the other person. The source of intellectual activity and control over his behavior in solving a complex practical problem is, consequently, not the intervention of some kind of purely logical act, but applying social relation to himself, a transfer of the social form of behavior to his own mental organization. 

(Vygotsky, 1999, p. 23) 





 



In the above passage, and throughout Vygotsky's writings, intellectual activity and mental processes are never treated as ‘merely’ or incomplete appendages of the real stuff of psychological understanding. Stetsenko's apparent failure to grasp Vygotsky's fundamental concepts seems to arise from a fatal misinterpretation of the meaning of ‘higher mental functions’. She appears to believe (p. 505) that ‘Vygotsky needed to introduce a concept that would stand in clear contrast to processes in nonhuman nature’ and that ‘The concept of “higher mental functions” was evidently meant to play such a role.’ The suggestion here is that the concept of higher mental functions was a convenient contrivance rather than the central focus of his theory. Stetsenko goes on to say that it may have been a ‘rhetorical overstatement . . . inevitable at the early stages of introducing a new concept’ to claim that lower or natural processes are characteristic of early stages of infant development. Given that Vygotsky maintained the distinction throughout his career and wrote a book entitled The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions, a less presumptuous and more plausible interpretation is that Stetsenko does not fully grasp the distinction. This seems evident from her comment to the effect that Vygotsky himself questioned the strict opposition by pointing out that from a child's first days adaptation to the environment is achieved by social means through the people surrounding the child. Stetsenko goes on to claim that the ‘strict dichotomy between lower and higher mental processes was later abandoned by Vygotsky's immediate co-workers and students in favor of seeing all human development, right from the first days of child's life, as an essentially sociocultural and tool-mediated process’ (p. 505). Given that the natural or lower functions are those that developed in the course of the evolution of the species and must have been present at the dawn of human culture, it is difficult to understand how it is possible to dispense with the distinction between these functions and those that develop during the course of what Vygotsky calls cultural development. The fact that the human infant is surrounded by other people and dependent on them does not in itself seem sufficient to produce functions such as attention, perception, memory and so on. But Stetsenko produces the argument that ‘this interpretation is quite consistent with the gist of Vygotsky's theory that all human psychological processes develop out of collaborative social forms of interaction’ (p. 505). As pointed out previously, this is neither Vygotsky's theory nor its gist.25

Vygotsky's law of sociogenesis does not refer to all psychological processes but explicitly refers to functions in the child's cultural development, that is to higher mental functions.26 In the chapter introduced by Stetsenko, ‘Analysis of sign operations of the child’, Vygotsky (1999) states his position quite clearly.  


True, by including the history of higher mental functions in the general context of mental development and attempting to comprehend their origin from its laws, we must inevitably change the usual conception of this process itself and its laws: even within the general process of development, two basic qualitatively unique lines are clearly distinguishable – the line of biological forming of elementary processes and the line of sociocultural formation of higher mental functions; these merge and give rise to the real history of child behavior. 

(p. 50)





 



There is no indication whatsoever to support Stetsenko's claim that Vygotsky himself questioned the distinction between natural and higher mediated functions.27 In fact, the distinction was central to his applied work on ‘defectology’28 for which Stetsenko lavishes considerable praise. To dispel any suspicion that the above quotation is merely a slip of the Vygotsky pen, he makes the same point even more forcefully and in relation to the sign.  


Objective observation showed that between the purely natural layer of elementary functioning of mental processes and the higher layer of mediated forms of behavior there is an enormous area of transitional psychological systems; in the history of behavior, there is an area of the primitive between the natural and the cultural. These two points – the history of development of higher mental functions and their genetic connections with the natural forms of behavior – we designate as the natural history of the sign. 

(p. 50)





 



Further on in the same chapter Vygotsky discusses memory experiments in which the natural lower form of memory is compared with higher or mediated forms of memory.  


The series of individual experiments convinces us of this: having the child's coefficient of natural remembering, over a certain time, we conducted experiments with externally mediated remembering and then again tested operations that did not depend on the use of external signs. 

(p. 54)





 



This is a typical procedure that Vygotsky and his colleagues applied again and again to various mental functions in which the ‘natural’ is compared with its mediated higher form and the development of the latter is mapped, usually by introducing external auxiliary devices into the situation. If Stetsenko believes that Vygotsky's distinction between natural functions and mediated or higher functions is incorrect, then by all means say so, but it seems a bit cheeky to draw on Vygotsky to misrepresent his own views by putting an uncharacteristically incoherent argument into his putative mouth. Stetsenko does acknowledge that her views (p. 501) ‘on the origin and meaning of scholarly texts’ may seem to be ‘rather belletristic’. This may explain her tendency to exercise poetic licence here and there in order to adjust the original scholarly meaning of the text more to her liking and, of course, to the liking of Vygotsky's co-workers and students who, by taking the trouble to ‘abandon’ his views, managed to entrench their enduring presence as a contrast to their own ideas. But fiddling with the distinction between the natural and the cultural is only a sideshow to Stetsenko's main belletristic move in which Vygotsky is recast, willy-nilly, in a brand new role as the big daddy of activity theory and with new lines to boot. 

Stetsenko prepares the ground by claiming that ‘perhaps the most important concept in Tool and Sign’ is that ‘there is always a unity of processes, such as voluntary attention, logical memory, perception, movement, as well as practical intellect and action’ and she reinforces this assertion with the further claim that Vygotsky actually points this out in various places (p. 506). Given the importance of these claims, the absence of any specific references or illustrative quotations is surprising. An examination of the text of Tool and Sign reveals that towards the end of chapter 2 and at the beginning of chapter 3 (1999, pp. 37–41), Vygotsky discusses the issues of ‘unity’ and ‘systems’ specifically in relation to ‘higher mental functions’ and without vague references to ‘action’ that of course open the door to virtually anything, as does Stetsenko's unqualified phrase ‘unity of processes’. Pursuing her point, she elaborates as follows:  


Human development entails the emergence of unified systems that combine symbolic, affective, practical, social, motor, and intellectual processes together – systems that constitute in Vygotsky's words ‘the only actual object of psychology’. This conclusion, he claims, is of ‘great theoretical importance’ that needs to be explored, especially because it has been insufficiently emphasized in current interpretations of his theory. 

(2004, p. 506)





 



The system Stetsenko describes (symbolic, affective, practical, social, motor and intellectual) contains virtually every conceivable human process so that the opening sentence amounts to saying that ‘human development entails the emergence of a functioning human person’, and Vygotsky would certainly not be alone in regarding such a system as the object of psychology. But it is unlikely that Vygotsky would actually say this or regard it as a conclusion of ‘great theoretical importance’. At the risk of sounding merely academic, Stetsenko does not follow the convention of providing any textual references for the bite-sized bits of Vygotsky she places between quotation marks so it is not possible to go to the source and find out why he would attribute such importance to such an obviously trite proposition. But Vygotsky does refer to theoretically important conclusions in more than one place.  


Now we are confronted with a conclusion of enormous theoretical importance. Shortly, we will consider the problem of the unity of higher mental functions based on the substantial similarity that is manifested in their origin and development. Such functions as voluntary attention, logical memory, higher forms of perception and movement, which thus far have been studied in isolation, as separate psychological facts, now, in the light of our experiments, appear essentially as phenomena of one order – united in their genesis and in their psychological structure. 

(1999, p. 38)





 



A couple of pages later (p. 40) Vygotsky repeats the point.  


We are confronted by a conclusion of great theoretical significance: opening before us is a unity of higher mental functions . . . 





 



It is not necessary to complete the passage as it is virtually identical to the previous one. The reason for citing both passages is to hammer home the point that Vygotsky was perfectly clear about the nature of the unity, to what it referred and united, and did not leave the reader much room for alternative interpretations. But this certainly does not deter Stetsenko, who persists in referring to ‘Vygotsky's remarkable statement’ (2004, p. 506) that he does not seem to have made and she seems perplexed that some people would think he was actually referring to mental processes. 


Vygotsky's remarkable statement has often been interpreted as the unity of mental processes, for example, as drawing together memory and thinking processes. 





 



This too is a remarkable statement given that the words Stetsenko attributes to Vygotsky, ‘unity of mental processes’, do not leave much room for any other interpretation, but Stetsenko is determined not to let this awkward detail stand in her way and elaborates further.  


However, Vygotsky's point is broader than the claim about the unity of mental processes. What he essentially states, and this may sound like a paradoxical idea, is that mental processes are always more than simply mental. 

(p. 507)





 



Again (and again), in the absence of some evidence to back up these statements, it must be said that Vygotsky's point is Vygotsky's point and not a broader point of someone else's making. It must also be said that Vygotsky does not essentially or inessentially or non-essentially say anything of this kind. Distinguishing between ‘more than’ mental and ‘simply’ mental smacks of a kind of indulgent intellectual posturing uncharacteristic of Vygotsky. Stetsenko continues to paint a picture that certainly does not reflect the message of Tool and Sign and, in fact, manages to distort the contents of that message.  


A mental process is always an element of a larger unity; that is, it is part of a system of processes that goes beyond the mental realm (i.e., of cognition and mind) and unites instead the mental and the practical, the internal and the external, dimensions of human functioning, essentially blurring the strict demarcation between these dimensions. 

(p. 507)





 



If Stetsenko wants to play the unity game, then there must be clarity about the parts and the whole. But her ‘system of processes’ that unites the internal and external dimensions of human functioning remains unidentified and unexplained. The distinction Vygotsky makes in Tool and Sign
is not between internal and external dimensions of human functioning but between speech and practical intelligence. He did indeed maintain that ‘a mental process is always an element of a larger unity’ but this unity is the system of higher mental functions. In Tool and Sign, Vygotsky is not concerned with some vague and general notion of ‘the practical’ but discusses ‘practical intellect’ and its relation to speech. The ensuing unity between these functions is the emergence of verbal intellect
or intelligence that represents a unity of the intellect and not a more than mental union of the mental and the practical. 

Much of the difficulty in relating Stetsenko's comments to Vygotsky arises from the distinction she draws between mental processes, on the one hand, and an undifferentiated category of practical activities that have to do with ‘achieving something out there in the world’ (p. 507), on the other. This distinction seems to miss the essential Vygotskian point that, for humans, achieving something out there depends on the prior achieving of something in here, in the mind, that something being higher mental processes that are part and parcel of the activities that define our humanity. With ‘something out there in the world’ as her reference point, Stetsenko manages to turn Vygotsky inside out.  


Vygotsky discusses activities such as playing, reading, writing, counting, and drawing – processes that stretch far beyond the confines of purely mental and solitary activities into the realm of social and collaborative activities in the real world. 

(p. 507)





 



Far from stretching these activities beyond the confines of purely mental and solitary activities, Vygotsky seems to do the very opposite by reeling them in and annexing them to the system of mental processes. In this conception, mental functions are extended to include an ‘external line’ of symbolic systems that have developed over the course of history, rather than turning the three Rs into some kind of practical activity like peeling bananas and cracking nuts. In Vygotsky's words:  


The logical conclusion from recognizing the paramount importance of using signs in the history of the development of all higher mental functions is to include in the system of psychological concepts the external symbolic forms of activity (speech, reading, writing, counting, drawing) that are usually considered as something peripheral and accessory with respect to internal mental processes and which, from the new point of view we are defending, enter into the system of higher mental functions on an equal footing with all other higher mental processes. 

(1999, p. 40)





 



By holding these views, Vygotsky does not escape censure from Stetsenko, who comments that he too ‘occasionally slips into a more traditional mode of expression, drawing the old-fashioned lines between the two realms (mental and physical) and speaking of the unity of “mental processes”’ (p. 507). As noted, it was neither occasionally nor by means of slippage that Vygotsky spoke of the unity of mental processes but he spoke of them repeatedly, consistently and with considered deliberation. 

With the further elaboration of her commentary, it begins to appear that Stetsenko has less and less use for Vygotskian ideas as ‘practical activity’ assumes more and more importance and begins to eclipse the key role that Vygotsky assigned to speech and to signs in general. Stetsenko introduces ‘the fourth, and pivotal theme of Tool and Sign, namely, that transformations of practical activity constitute the very reality of human development in all its forms, including the emergence of “mental” processes’ (p. 508). To back up her claim, Stetsenko provides a rare instance of a quotation with a page reference, as follows:  


A careful reading reveals an idea . . . that Vygotsky emphasizes again and again throughout the whole text, namely that development ‘arises neither through the path along which a complex habit is developed, nor through the path along which the child's discovery or invention arises 

(p. 9)’.





 



Interestingly, or perhaps ironically, a careful reading of the whole text reveals that Vygotsky did not actually say this at all. In the text (1999, p. 9), the quoted words are not preceded by the word ‘development’ but by ‘this activity’ (arises neither through . . .) and, again, referring to the whole text, it is clear that ‘this activity’ refers to ‘symbolic activity’ in the context of the use of signs by the child.  


The study of the use of signs by the child and development of this operation brought us, of necessity, to the study of how the symbolic activity of the child arises and what its origin is . . . [T]his activity arises neither through the path along which a complex habit is developed, nor through the path along which the child's discovery or invention arises. 





 



By locating the quotation cited by Stetsenko in its proper context, the aim is not to score some pedantic point but to show that there is a significant divergence between Stetsenko and Vygotsky. Whereas, for Stetsenko, ‘transformations of practical activity constitute the very reality of human development in all its forms, including the emergence of “mental” processes’, for Vygotsky, it is the incorporation of speech and other sign systems into mental operations that is transformative and that constitutes the reality of human development. Virtually any page of Tool and Sign picked at random would serve to verify the pivotal role that signs play in Vygotsky's account of the process of human development. For example:  


Thus, we come to the conclusion that the role of speech, which we identified as the basic point in the organization of the practical behavior of the child, is crucial for understanding not only the structure of behavior, but also its genesis: speech stands at the very beginning of development and is its most important and decisive factor. 

(1999, p. 20)





 



Contrary to Vygotsky, Stetsenko pursues her point about the central and formative role of practical activities in development and again refers (2004, p. 510) to a snippet of text that in its full context does not justify the conclusions she draws.  


Vygotsky states: ‘The child does not invent new forms of behavior and he does not derive them logically, but forms them by the same means as walking displaces crawling and speech displaces babbling . . .’ Indeed how does the child acquire the ability to walk? 





 


A reader could be forgiven for thinking that Stetsenko's answer to the question about walking that follows is a continuation of Vygotsky's argument, but this is not the case. Vygotsky continues as follows: ‘[and speech displaces babbling . . .] not at all by his being convinced of their advantages’ (1999, p. 19). In the text that follows this quotation, Vygotsky does not actually discuss walking but goes on to reject explanations of development based on either discovery or habit formation and provides his alternative explanation in which speech plays the leading role as a means of self-instruction. In the course of development, the child, by using speech as a tool of instruction, takes over the regulative function of the other and becomes both subject and object of his own self-directed instruction. The social structure that is reflected in this situation refers to the internalization of verbal instructions that are initially provided by another person. In Vygotsky's words:  


The child who talks as he solves a practical problem with the use of tools and unites speech and action into one structure adds a social element to his action in this way and determines the fate of this action and the future path of development of his behavior. In this way, the behavior of the child is first carried to a completely new plane, it begins to be guided by new factors and results in the appearance of social structures in his mental life. His behavior is socialized. This is the main determining factor in all future development of his practical intellect . . . The child's own activity acquires its own meaning in the system of social behavior and, being directed towards a certain goal, is refracted through the prism of the social forms of his thinking. 

(1999, p. 20)





 



The point that needs to be emphasized in the above passage, because it seems to be lost on Stetsenko, is that, for Vygotsky, the social is not some real-life practical collaborative activity aimed at making the world a better place. The social is something that Vygotsky imports and implants into the depths of the developing person, with social structures then appearing in mental life and in thinking. This is as far a cry as can be from Stetsenko's depiction of Vygotsky's ideas in Tool and Sign following her description (p. 510), which she attributes to Vygotsky, of how walking develops.  


This description by Vygotsky indicates that development unfolds in the context of real-life activities, always initially collaborative, as those activities undergo complex transformations, driven by the demands of social life . . . and supported by new cultural resources that are introduced to the child in the course of social cooperation. 





 



Plainly put, Vygotsky does not actually say these things, not in Tool and Sign and not anywhere else. It is true that he does say some of the words such as ‘development’, ‘collaborative’, ‘transformation’, ‘social’, ‘cultural’ and ‘cooperation’, but links them in his own distinctive way. The problem is that Stetsenko is not content to comment on how Vygotsky actually uses these words, correcting his ‘old-fashioned’ concepts when they do not accord with her in-fashion views, and instead uses her introduction to one of his major works to undercut his message with her own. 

Stetsenko's message consists of spreading the good news of ‘activity theory’, not the authentic version but the new-fangled more chatty one, and for reasons that are best known to its adherents, Vygotsky must be resurrected as the father in whose name the theory unfolds. The problem, however, is that Vygotsky's theory, as it unfolds on page after page of Tool and Sign, is mainly about signs, with tools occupying the ‘merely’ slot; mainly about mental processes that determine the form of actions rather than about practical actions in themselves and their consequences; and mainly about the unity of consciousness rather than ‘complete systems of meaningful life activities in the real world’ (p. 508). Alas, despite his many and varied activities, Vygotsky was not really really an activity theorist except in the sense that all psychologists, including Skinner, Piaget and Freud, cannot help but theorize about activity of one kind or another. Trying retrospectively to convert him to that cause can only be achieved,29 as we have seen, by ignoring vast tracts of his writing and either deliberately skirting his main points or, inadvertently perhaps, blundering through them, as illustrated in the following comments:  


Thus, in Vygotsky's interpretation, speech acts and other ‘mental’ processes are not fleeting ephemeral phenomena in the shadow of action, but instead are powerful ways of changing the world. This is what he means by his powerful statement at the end of Tool and Sign, namely, that a word is itself a deed. This statement stands out in force and crowns this whole masterpiece of Vygotsky's psychology. 

(p. 508)





 



In the above passage, the point that is skirted is the fundamental distinction Vygotsky draws between tools and signs in which the actions of the former are directed outward, effecting changes in the world, whereas the latter are directed inward, bringing about changes in the system of higher mental functions that result in the mastery and control over one's actions.30 According to Vygotsky, speech is not a powerful way of changing the world but a powerful way of changing oneself. Perhaps this explains the familiar refrain that ‘sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me’. This distinction stands at the epicentre of Vygotsky's theory and to gloss over it is to bypass what is definitive in Vygotsky in much the same way that lumping the ego and id together would cripple psychoanalysis. The statement that Stetsenko attributes to Vygotsky at the end of Tool and Sign, that ‘a word is itself a deed’, is not what Vygotsky actually says. What he does say, ‘the word becoming the act’, is similar to what he said at the end of his last major work, Thinking and Speech, where he again discusses the relationship of word to act and incidentally invokes the image of a crown. In that work, Vygotsky concludes that, ‘The word is the end that crowns the deed’ (1987, p. 285), and in a chapter on ‘The problem of consciousness’, written in the form of notes, he comments as follows:  


This is clear from the way we understand development. As a transformation of what was given initially? As a novel form? In that case most important is what developed last! ‘In the beginning was the thing (and not: the thing was in the beginning), in the end came the word, and this is the most important.’ 

(1997a, p. 138; emphasis in the original)





 



Stetsenko does not seem to grasp that words and deeds are not in some kind of competition to see which has the power to trump the other. Vygotsky's point is that when actions are penetrated by words, they are transformed from involuntary responses to self-directed purposeful actions, from practical intellect to verbal intellect, from awareness to conscious awareness or self-consciousness. 

At the end of her commentary, Stetsenko returns to her introductory theme in which she argues that the ideas in Tool and Sign are a reflection or recapitulation of Vygotsky's life, and comments (p. 515) that ‘at the beginning of his work there were his deeds, which he turned into words that, in the end, again themselves became deeds’. This predilection for linking Vygotsky's life to his texts, his deeds to his words, is a singularly old-fashioned hermeneutic move. According to Stetsenko, there is some kind of parallel between how Vygotsky was formed and shaped, and how he formed and shaped his ideas.  


Thus, Vygotsky's writings can arguably be seen as an essential part – a product as well as an instrument – of a broad collaborative social project that stretched beyond the confines of a merely intellectual enterprise, in its traditional guise, into the realm of social practice in which intellectual, cognitive, and practical processes are all blended. In this sense, Vygotsky's ideas can be best viewed not merely as ideas (in the traditional connotation of ideas being fleeting and ephemeral reality separate from action and practice) but as just another form of an active engagement with the world with the ultimate fundamental purpose of changing something in this world and oneself. 

(p. 511; italics in the original)





 



This is Stetsenko at her voluble best, talking about the ‘confines of a merely intellectual enterprise’ in the context of a book whose message is that the merely intellectual, the ability to think before we act, is what makes us human and frees us from the confines of our real-world surroundings. Let us put aside the image of intellectual, cognitive and practical processes all swirling around in a giant social blender and ask what sense we can make of Stetsenko's claims. Her argument is that the best way to view Vygotsky's ideas is to treat them not as ‘mere ideas’ but as ‘just another form of an active engagement with the world’, and not just any old engagement but one with an ultimate purpose, and not just any ultimate purpose but changing something in the world and in oneself. The mind boggles! No, it merely boggles! No, it actually does boggle! What in the real world does all this mean? Are Vygotsky's ideas like chewing tobacco in which something in the world and something in oneself gets changed? 

In her determination to recast Vygotsky in the role of theorist for her particular brand of activity theory, Stetsenko seems to miss or misconstrue the distinctive message of Tool and Sign and the relationship between deeds and words. Fortunately, Vygotsky himself was, indeed, fairly vocal about these matters.  


The beginning is only the beginning, that is, the initial point of movement. The process of development itself must, of necessity, include in itself the rejection of the initial point and movement to the higher forms of action that lie not at the beginning but at the end of the whole path of development. How is this accomplished? The attempt to answer this question inspired us to write this work. We tried in its continuation to show how the word, itself being intellectualized and developed on the basis of action, raises action to a higher level, subordinates it to the will of the child and places the stamp of the will on action. But since we wanted to present all of this in a short formula, in one sentence we might say: if the act, independent of the word, stands at the beginning of development, then at its end stands the word becoming the act. The word, which makes the action of man free. 

(1999, p. 68)





 



Having turned Vygotsky's writings into a kind of practical real-world activity, Stetsenko goes on to tell us how best to understand his work. Given that ideas are no longer at issue, having been replaced by social practice, perhaps Stetsenko's (p. 511) advice makes good sense.  


In a similar vein, an understanding of Vygotsky's work is best achieved in the context of a reader's active pursuit of some meaningful socio-practical task. That is, the best way to penetrate Vygotsky's ideas is to turn them into an instrument of one's own social practice, for example, by trying them out in solving some meaningful problems related to social change and human development. 





 



Not for the first time, Stetsenko manages to trip over her own exuberance. Apart from logical inconsistencies, there are also matters of substance, such as the meaning of ‘socio-practical task’. Perhaps the thinking is that if Vygotsky can talk of ‘practical intellect’ then why not ‘socio-practical’ as a kind of balancing converse concept? We know that ‘practical intellect’ refers to problem solving with tools but we are not given any examples of what a socio-practical task may be. Baking a cake is a meaningful practical kind of task but does it qualify as socio-practical? Would it qualify if the baking is broken down into mini-tasks and shared so that the task becomes distributed, collaborative and even cooperative? Would it qualify if the baking is done by one person and the cake eaten by another person along the lines of you can't bake your cake and eat it? Perhaps the best way to answer these questions is to follow Stetsenko's advice and get in there and grab a piece of the baking action and see how it all turns out. 

The problem is that Stetsenko's rhetoric is neither helpful nor informative and does not do justice to Vygotsky's rigorous style of scholarship. Reading his texts, one can only surmise that he would shudder at the disdain shown by Stetsenko for intellect, mind and mental that are routinely surrounded by quotation marks (‘mental’) or qualified by ‘merely’ (merely mental/intellectual) (pp. 504, 510),31 in favour of practical activities that are somehow meaningful and social and collaborative and real-life into the bargain. Stetsenko does not seem to understand that ‘real-life’ is not a state of nature but depends on whose life and whose reality is in question. There is no coherent opposite or counter to ‘real-life’ like unreal-death that could serve as an alternative. The term ‘real-life’ is nothing other than a rhetorical device, useful, perhaps, for advertising or sloganeering. The same applies to ‘meaningful’, except for the inconvenient fact that meaning and mind are tied together so that meaningful practical activities cannot escape the intellect, as Vygotsky tells us in Tool and Sign, without becoming ‘merely’ practical. In extolling Vygotsky's virtues of collaboration and applied work and conceptions of unity (p. 511), Stetsenko forgets, or at least never mentions, that Vygotsky spent many hours conducting experiments in the best tradition of the ‘mainstream cognitivism’ she derides, experiments on attention, perception, memory, problem solving and concept formation. Far from celebrating the everyday concepts derived from children's practical engagements with the world around them, Vygotsky argued that mature thought involves the intellectual capacity for generalization and the formation of concepts whose ‘reality’ is not a function of empirical experience but of systems of interlocking concepts. The exquisite subtlety of Vygotsky's thought, as reflected in the following passage, seems entirely lost on Stetsenko.32 


The dynamics of thought are not mirror images reflecting the relationship prevalent in real actions. If thought in no way changed dynamic activity, then it would be completely unnecessary. Naturally, life determines consciousness. Consciousness arises out of life and forms one of its features. But once awakened, thought itself defines life. Or more accurately, a thinking life defines itself through consciousness. As soon as we separate thought from life, from dynamics, and from necessities, we have deprived it of all reality; we have put off all paths to the clarification and explanation of the traits and chief purposes of thought: to define lifestyle and behavior, to change our actions, to direct them, and to free them from the power of concrete circumstances. 

(1993, p. 237)





 



Contrary to Vygotsky, Stetsenko provides her own account of how he explains development and it is right and proper to conclude this review of her commentary in her own words as follows:  


The process of development goes beyond training and intellectual discovery and instead involves sequential changes in, and reorganization of, the process of practical activity, giving rise to new forms of it. In other words, it is the flow of activity itself, and the contradictions in activities that arise in life, that engender transformations of activity and constitute the development of its new forms, including ‘mental’ activities . . . Note that the centrality of social environment in development does not mean that the former directly dictates developmental paths and outcomes. Rather, the impact of the social environment is indirect, coming to force only through the child's own activity as the child participates in shared culturally shaped collaboration. One could say that the social environment imposes important features and parameters on the child's activity (e.g. through cultural supports provided in social collaboration), but ultimately it is the child's own activity that drives the development, while the child gradually turns into a more active participant in this collaboration. 

(p. 509)





 



These words reflect Stetsenko's understanding of Vygotsky's views about development as expressed in Tool and Sign. Not only are they diametrically opposed to Ratner, her fellow essential commentator, but they seem to miss entirely the message of Tool and Sign. In fairness, it must be acknowledged that her views, as expressed above, do accord remarkably well with those of Piaget and would serve as a fitting conclusion to a review of his work.33

It is one thing for a thinker to find inspiration in the ideas of others, picking from here and choosing from there, to enhance one's own thinking, of course giving the necessary credit where due. But it is a different thing entirely to salt the mine by sprinkling one's own ideas into another theory in order then to derive inspiration from them. At the start of her commentary, Stetsenko points out that ‘on the surface’ her views on ‘the origin and meaning of scholarly texts, and of the production of knowledge in general, might seem to be a rather belletristic34 description’ (p. 501). Readers will judge for themselves whether this is, in fact, only applicable to the surface or whether it penetrates all the way down. 



Joseph Glick: the history of the development of high term mental functions – exegesis of Vygotsky's text
 


Glick's (2004) commentary introduces readings from The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions, a book that some of the other essential commentators seem to have overlooked. It comes as something of a relief that Glick seems content to allow the reader to find meaning in the text without the heavy hand of his own interpretation inscribing itself in advance between the lines of the actual text. As Glick points out, in fact spells out in some detail, texts, including his own, come with layers of meaning, not unlike the ‘geological strata’ that Vygotsky attributed to mental functions. He distinguishes four different texts: the text as written internal to itself; the text as argument addressed to the author's contemporary audience; the text as intertextually read in relation to other texts; and the political text ‘as resurrected from the past and as used for contemporary purposes’ (p. 346). Left out of account, perhaps because it is entailed in all the others, is the unwritten text that tells of what is ignored, concealed and only hinted at by the use of rhetorical devices such as the impartial passive voice and the anonymous identity of ‘some’, ‘they’, ‘them’ and the like. Implicit in Glick's differentiation of kinds of texts are of course the different kinds of readers and writers that correspond to the text being read and explicated. In alerting the reader to the different ways in which texts can be interpreted, Glick is also issuing a silent caution not to take at face value everything you read in the Vygotsky press. Perhaps Glick has in mind some of his fellow essential commentators whose taking of liberties with both the letter and the spirit of Vygotsky's texts is hard to ignore. 

In his commentary, Glick adopts an unusual approach in which he attempts, in the spirit of Vygotskian scholarship, to ‘locate’ his texts ‘as they have become known to us, within the dynamics of the history of developmental psychology in the English-speaking world, particularly in the United States’ (p. 348). This is a fascinating project that extends well beyond the limitations of an introductory commentary on one of Vygotsky's books, but Glick certainly makes sufficient inroads to whet the appetite. He poses the intriguing question of why Vygotsky's Thought and Language that appeared in 1962 did not make the impact that was achieved with the publication of Mind in Society that appeared sixteen years later in 1978.  


Something obviously happened between 1962 and 1978, something that effected an interest in and a fascination with Vygotsky's ideas, or at least what were taken to be Vygotsky's ideas. In 1962, the publication of Thought and Language seemed a one-time event. In 1978, Mind in Society spawned a generation of scholarship. It is unlikely that we can find the difference by looking at the development of Vygotsky's own ideas. Vygotsky actually wrote Thought and Language after he wrote the pieces that were assembled into Mind in Society. The reasons for the different reception lay elsewhere. As we will see, an examination of those reasons leads one to be cautious about any attempt at a contemporary exegesis of Vygotsky. It is likely that what anyone takes to be the core Vygotskian ideas are precisely those ideas that address a contemporary theoretical need, and which do not reflect the full scope of Vygotsky's thinking in its own terms. 

(p. 349)





 



The above lengthy passage is packed with ideas to digest. For starters, Glick tells us obliquely that the ‘interest’ in and ‘fascination’ with Vygotsky's ideas were not actually with his ideas as such but with ‘what were taken to be’ his ideas, the passive voice leaving the takers safely unaccounted for. Anticipating his argument, Glick points out that interpretations of the core Vygotsky are ‘precisely those ideas that address a contemporary theoretical need’ and not those that reflect ‘Vygotsky's thinking in its own terms’. This, of course, accords well with Glick's definition of the political text. 

In attempting to explain the big ’78 Mind in Society bang as against the damp squib of Thought and Language in ’62, we need to turn back the clock and implant the Mind in Society of ’78 back into the early sixties and see how its reception looks. Although hamstrung in this bit of experimental design by time's relentless march forward, the converse control was in fact operative. The publication of Mind in Society did not eradicate the existence of Thought and Language but appeared alongside it as another Vygotsky text. In seeking an explanation for the different reception accorded each book, Glick may be dismissing too readily the intrinsic differences between the two books. Glick's argument is that the success of Mind in Society was related directly to a growing disenchantment with Piagetian ideas, especially his structuralism that had been influential in the American context from the early sixties. Although there is certainly some truth in this assertion, such as negative attitudes towards Piagetian theory, it may explain more than it can justify: why Mind in Society and not Thought and Language that contained explicit refutations of important Piagetian concepts such as egocentric speech? 

Glick is correct when he argues that the difference in reception between the two books cannot simply be attributed to the development of Vygotsky's own ideas as expressed in the two books. Instead, he argues (p. 352) that some of the topics that are now accepted as central underwent a ‘slight alteration between Thought and Language and Mind in Society’. The shift, according to Glick, is that in the former book, the concern is with ‘the analytical problem of sorting out the compositional structure of various levels of behavioral development’, whereas in the latter book, the concern is with ‘laws of acquisition’ of advanced behaviours. Glick goes on to illustrate his point by referring to the different ways the zone of proximal development and the notion of sociogenesis are dealt with in each book. Although he does not say it explicitly, Glick's point is that it is not Vygotsky who changes key from one book to the other. If it were, then we could indeed attribute the differences in the reception of the books to these changes in Vygotsky's thinking, a possibility rejected by Glick. The differences are a function of what he calls the ‘textual construction’ of Mind in Society. Although neither of the books is a full and complete original text, Thought and Language suffers from selective abbreviation whereas Mind in Society, to use Glick's words, is ‘carefully composed from many separate writings’ (p. 349). Here, the passive voice leaves the meaning of ‘carefully’ suspended in interpretation. As part of the textual construction, Glick points to the way the text is structured by headings and the inclusion and exclusion of certain material. What he does not say explicitly but leaves as an interpretive possibility is that Mind in Society is cobbled together to ensure that the shoe fits and that Piaget gets the boot. 

The rise and fall of Piaget in America is a topic that remains to be properly explained and this is certainly not an appropriate forum for a task of this complexity. While it is certainly true that Piaget's reception in America was tied to the emerging cognitive revolution in psychology and the emergence of structuralism as an explanatory framework in the social sciences, such as linguistics and cultural/social anthropology, it is less clear why, as Bruner puts it, Piaget's star began to fade in America.35 According to Glick, underlying the disenchantment with Piaget was the ‘structure-dependency idea’ that introduced limits into development as well as the notion of universal cognitive structures derived from the active involvement of the child with the world. It is true that by reading Mind in Society one would not easily discover that Vygotsky most certainly placed limitations on development, spoke of structures and stages, and discussed the human mind in universal terms. It is also true that one would not know of Vygotsky's deep respect for Piaget's work and that his differences with Piaget did not necessarily coincide with those of the American compilers and readers of Mind in Society. But all of these aspects of Vygotsky's thinking that are conveniently overlooked are contained in the pages of Thought and Language and the question remains why those pages were largely left unread. 

Mind in Society must rank as one of the most peculiar books in the history of publishing. It is written by an author who never wrote it as a book and never named it.36 The material in the book is taken mainly from two other books and from a variety of other sources. The editors of the book explain in their preface that they were urged by ‘Vygotsky's student Alexander Luria to edit a collection of Vygotsky's essays’ (1978, p. ix), but they do not explain why they did not do this and elected instead to produce a kind of pseudo-book with chapters and subheadings and footnotes that present the form of a book that was never intended as such by the author. As Glick and the editors point out, significant liberties were taken in the selection of what to include and what to exclude, but the editors do not seem aware of the major one taken. Vygotsky did not write a book called Mind in Society and to have written it for him is to have taken an extraordinary liberty. It is one thing to produce a set of selected readings by a particular author and an entirely different thing to meddle with the readings and then call it a book with a new name by the old author. The editors’ words ‘that in tampering with the original we may have distorted history’ (1978, p. ix) need to be confirmed. Indeed, there is no ‘may’; it is tampering, and the result is a distortion of history, and contrary to their hope not to have ‘distorted Vygotsky's meaning’ they could not have done otherwise. If this sounds like an overly harsh judgement for what may have been well intended, a reader should take the trouble to read the full texts from which Mind in Society is culled. No favour was done to Vygotsky or his readers with the production of a ‘digest’ of his ideas. Here was a slender book that could comfortably be read over a cup or two of coffee during the course of a relaxed afternoon. It is not only that Mind in Society provided an alternative to Piaget's theory, as Glick maintains, but also that the alternative required so little effort to master. Certainly, the same cannot be said for Thought and Language even in its abridged version. Apart from the relative weights of the two books, Thought and Language is intellectually challenging and demanding, having escaped the dumbing down and flattening out of Vygotsky's own thought and language that characterizes Mind in Society. 

A case can be made to expand Glick's argument beyond disillusionment with Piaget while retaining his idea that the reception of Mind in Society had as much to do with the prevailing ethos as it did with the contents of the book. The promise of the cognitive revolution of the sixties seemed to run out of steam as disillusion with prevailing information processing models began to set in. The same Neisser who Glick refers to as one of the pioneers of the revolution with the publication of his Cognitive Psychology in 1967, reflecting on a hundred years of memory research in his newly edited book Memory Observed, commented in 1982 that the results were disappointing. ‘There is little sense of progress; genuine important questions are rarely addressed; most research focuses on questions that are essentially methodological’ (1982, p. xi). Piaget's name does not appear at all in the name index of this book consisting of forty-four contributions by different authors. There is a single entry for Vygotsky, not surprisingly in a paper authored by Cole, Hood and McDermott. It is interesting that this mention of Vygotsky is not accompanied by a reference to any text and amounts to little more than the incidental dropping of a name (‘as Vygotsky suggests’ (p. 373)). The point, then, is that it was not only disillusion with Piaget's structuralism that coincided with the publication of Mind in Society but a more widespread disenchantment with the broader field of cognitive psychology. The figure of the isolated individual experimental subject, in the artificial environment of the laboratory, engaging in meaningless tasks divorced from real-life activities emerges at this time as the target of a critique of ‘cognitivism ’ that persists to the present time; in Stetsenko's words, ‘the individualist and mentalist fallacies of mainstream cognitivism’ (2004, p. 511). The question that remains unanswered then and now is how the readers of Vygotsky's texts manage to miss his accounts of conventional laboratory experiments in attention, perception, memory, concept formation, thinking and so on. 

As Glick points out, textual interpretation is not a simple matter of decoding information but more like a play of ideas between the reader and the text. Texts are read in the context of a reader's current understanding or ‘preunderstanding’ vis-à-vis the text. Ideally, we like to think that we approach a new text with an open mind but open is not empty. Disillusion with Piaget's theory did not seem to come about as a consequence of Popperian falsifiability (1968) or even as a Kuhnian (1962) paradigm shift in which a more robust Vygotskian theory displaced a weaker Piagetian theory unable to explain the ‘facts’. As Glick points out, ‘At issue was not so much Piagetian theory as intended by Piaget, but rather the way in which Piagetian theory was being consumed by an English-speaking psychological establishment’ (2004, p. 350). It is not possible to resist the temptation to swap Piaget for Vygotsky in this sentence or to latch onto the notion of theory as a commodity for consumption in a free market of ideas. In this account of the development of theories in the human and social sciences, theories do not need to suffer the indignity of falsification but, like nappies, are simply disposed of when they have outlived their purpose. According to Glick, ‘in the American context’ the focus of concern related to the ‘structure-dependency idea’ embedded in Piagetian theory and its ‘problematic implications’ (p. 350). The point is that it was the implications perceived or imposed on the theory and not the theory as such that seemed to fuel the disillusion. 

The first implication Glick (p. 350) identifies is as follows:  


An attempt to escape the inherently conservative and limiting aspects of the structure-dependency position, which saw possible future developments as constrained by initial conditions. Studies were conducted to show the limits of such structure dependency by showing that what Piaget treated as developmentally constraining factors could be overcome by ‘training’ that could show accelerated acquisition. 





 



The words ‘inherently’, ‘conservative’ and ‘limiting’ in combination convey the main message and illustrate Glick's point that there is more to understanding a text than its contents. The idea that Vygotsky placed no limits on learning is not only pure fiction but is also nonsensical, as borne out in his repeated references to the lower and upper limits in the zone of proximal development. This may not be highlighted in Mind in Society but is very clear in the other largely unread book, Thinking and Speech, especially in the chapters on ‘Experimental study of concept development’ and the ‘Development of scientific concepts in childhood’. In the latter chapter, Vygotsky uses the notion of structure as a model that can be transferred from one context to another. The point is that the concept of structure, including Piaget's structures, can be understood not only as conservative and limiting but also as enabling and liberating in its generative potential. For both Piaget and Vygotsky, structures, like concepts, progressively free children from the constraints of perceptual field forces and of particular concrete situations.37 Structures, then, are limiting and enabling in the way that a glass of water is either half full or half empty. The idea of toddlers learning calculus may be an expression of the American dream, or as Piaget called it, the American question, but how quickly children acquire concepts and whether or not all adults use formal operations all of the time was never the Genevan question. Studies were indeed conducted to show that training could accelerate development, with very mixed results, a contributing variable seeming to be who was doing the training.38 But if evidence is needed for the acceleration of development, it was provided by Piaget himself in the many accounts of his own children racing through the sensorimotor stage at breakneck speed. The problem with training studies is that they are misplaced in the context of Piaget's theory. As Piaget and Piagetians were at pains to point out, the theory is a competence theory and not a performance theory. To borrow a sentence from Glick, it seems that very few got the message. 

The second implication that Glick mentions is ‘A rejection of the “universalism” associated with the structure-dependency idea’. This led to studies ‘comparing different populations to see if they attained the same structural landmarks at the same developmental age’ (p. 350), a variation on the training studies that were equally wide of the mark. The rejection of ‘universalism’ was tied to a prevailing current of relativism, itself a product of the tide of environmentalism or social determinism that had been gaining momentum through the last century. Studies by cultural and social anthropologists demonstrated the wide variety of cultures and questioned the universality of psychological constructs such as the Oedipus complex (Malinowski)39 and adolescence as a time of conflict and upheaval (Mead),40 among countless other examples. In psychology, the discredited twin studies of Burt and the book of revelations by Kamin41 pushed the intelligence pendulum towards culture and it is only with more recent properly conducted twin studies that a balance has been restored. This is not the place to enter into an extended discussion of relativism, a concept that has also enjoyed mixed fortunes of late, except to note that the Vygotsky bandwagon has always been driven by a kind of relativist fundamentalism that curiously finds the idea of a universal human condition threatening rather than liberating. Again, the concern is with explaining performance differences and showing that they are relative to particular contexts of experience. 
It is interesting to speculate whether the new Vygotskians were Piagetian converts convinced of the errors of their previous ways or whether their ranks were swelled by other new recruits for whom the new-look Vygotsky had attractions unrelated to Piaget's structuralist notions. As mentioned before, the clock resists empirical impulses but there is some circumstantial evidence that suggests that the appeal of Mind in Society may have had less to do with negative sentiments towards Piaget and more to do with deep-seated currents in the English-speaking world of psychology, dominated in this, as in much else, by America. For example, in their introduction to Mind in Society, Cole and Scribner (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 14) discuss ‘several implications . . . from Vygotsky's theoretical approach and method of experimentation’. These include experimental results that are ‘qualitative as well as quantitative in nature’, ‘detailed descriptions based on careful observation’ and ‘experimental interventions and observations [that] may often be as well or better executed in play, school, and clinical settings than in the psychologist's laboratory’. These points all apply equally to Piaget, from whom Vygotsky acknowledged borrowing many of his own experiments and methodological techniques, to say nothing of the reliance they both placed on genetic methods and explanations for development. Clearly, the comments of Cole and Scribner could hardly be addressed to a prevailing dissatisfaction with Piagetian methods but seem in line with the comments made by the later Neisser of Memory Observed (1982). 

Common to both Piaget's structuralism and information-processing approaches to cognition is a turn inwards in an attempt, not only to open up and explore the black box but to build explanatory theories based on its architecture and mode of functioning. In taking this turn, there is a shift in the relative weights assigned to the mind inside and the society/environment/context outside, with ‘behaviour’ viewed as the result or outcome of internal processes that requires explanation rather than as actions in the world whose occurrence requires explanation. These explanations produce different kinds of theories that in broad terms are referred to as competence and performance based theories, a distinction that takes us back to another hotly debated issue of whether to treat the symptom or its cause. Vygotsky recognized this distinction and, borrowing the terms from Lewin, distinguished between ‘genotypic’ and ‘phenotypic’ approaches, placing his own theories squarely in the former category. Glick points out that the editors of Mind in Society cautioned readers that Vygotsky was not a behaviourist and goes on to say, ‘It seems very few got the message’ (p. 353), which is not really surprising given how little of the message there is to get. It is also not clear if behind the anonymity of the ‘few’ he also means a few of them, the editors. 

The words used by the editors of Mind in Society are that ‘Vygotsky was not a stimulus–response learning theorist’ (p. 14), but there is more to behaviourism than this. The appeal of s–r learning theories was less about the learning and more about the ‘s’ and the ‘r’ that provided the observables in terms of which it is permissible to build functional relationships without recourse to any kind of internal mental structures or models. If we put behind us Pavlov's classical conditioning and Skinner's operant conditioning models of learning, we do not thereby bid farewell to behaviourism once and for all. The question that remains is, what really happened to behaviourism? Did it just go away or did it just go underground, leaving a residue of empiricist prejudice or preference in its wake? If we put aside the dogs, cats, rats and pigeons and step outside into the bright light of the real world, does ‘s’ become society/situation/culture/context and ‘r’ become action/activity? Here, as before, the troublesome issues of universals and structural dependencies become non-issues and psychological explanation reverts back to functional relationships where different kinds of ‘s's result in different kinds of ‘r's.42

Glick's comments about the selective inclusion and exclusion from Vygotsky's writings that constitute Mind in Society have a bearing on the point he makes about its favourable reception in part being due to the prevailing climate of disenchantment with Piaget's structuralism which found expression in his concept of stages of development. Given that the editors of Mind in Society acknowledge that one of their sources from which sections were selected was Vygotsky's book The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions, a major omission on their part would appear to be any mention of Vygotsky's repeated statements about the role of qualitative stages in the cultural development of the child. Chapter 5 of The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions, entitled ‘Genesis of higher mental functions’, contains a statement of the law of sociogenesis that certainly is included in Mind in Society and this chapter is replete with statements about stages that are fully in accord with Piaget's qualitative stages. In fact, Vygotsky (1997b) refers to Piaget in this regard as follows:  


E. Claparède in his introduction to the studies of J. Piaget justifiably says that the problem of thinking of the child was usually posed in psychology as a purely quantitative problem and only new papers treat it as a problem of quality. 

(p. 98)





 



Further on in the same chapter, Vygotsky elaborates his notion of stages in a way that seems to echo that of Piaget.

 


In order to understand the connection between the levels of development that are of interest to us in child psychology, we must briefly take into account the kind of relation that exists among them. The relations are of a dialectical character . . . Every subsequent stage in the development of behavior, on the one hand, negates the preceding stage, negates it in the sense that properties present in the first stage of behavior are removed, eliminated, and sometimes converted into an opposite, higher stage . . . Thus every subsequent stage affects the change or negation of properties of the preceding stage. 

(p. 111)





 


 


. . . every new form of cultural experience is not simply external, regardless of the state of the organism at a given moment of development, but the organism, assimilating external influences, assimilates a whole series of forms of behavior, and assimilates them depending on the degree of his mental development. Something occurs that resembles what is called nourishment with respect to body growth, that is, assimilation of certain external substances, external material, that is processed and assimilated into the organism itself. 

(p. 109)





 



If there is any doubt that the above passages reflect Vygotsky's adherence to a conception of qualitative sequential stages, the following passage from the previous chapter (chapter 4) should serve to dispel the uncertainty.  


We now move to the problem of elucidating the genesis of cultural forms of behavior. We will present a short outline of this process as it was noted in our experimental studies. We shall try to show that cultural development of the child proceeds, if we can believe the artificial conditions of the experiment, through four basic stages or phases sequentially replacing each other and arising one from another. Taken as a whole, these stages describe the circle of cultural development of any mental function. Data obtained by nonexperimental means fully coincide with the pattern noted, beautifully fall in with it, expanding in it their own sense and their hypothetical elucidation. 

(p. 93)





 



It is precisely because of the concern about Piaget's insistence on stages of development that triggered not only the vigorous debates but also counter research projects, that the omission of any mention of similar ideas in Vygotsky's texts is astonishing.43 In the context of contestation around a core theoretical principle, the omission of text that directly addresses the principles at issue can only serve to distort the picture. Given that there is a widespread belief that one of the distinguishing differences between Piaget and Vygotsky was the latter's rejection of developmental stages, the question arises of how it is possible for the distortion to persist. Part of the answer is provided by Glick, albeit inadvertently. 

Glick's commentary in the Essential Vygotsky serves as an introduction to selected chapters from The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions and, although not identical, it repeats much of his commentary to the full text of the same book in Volume IV of The Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky. At the end of his commentary, he pays tribute to Scribner, who, together with Cole, produced the text of Mind in Society. Among other achievements, Glick mentions Scribner's (1985) article on ‘Vygotsky's uses of history’ and refers to it as a ‘jewel’ of analysis. But it is a jewel that seems flawed in some respects. In this article, far from omitting any mention of stages, Scribner discusses the issue in some detail.  


But just as Vygotsky does not offer a ‘progression of cultural stages’ he does not offer a stage like progression of higher forms of behavior. One reason I believe, is that he does not represent higher systems as general modes of thought or as general structures of intelligence in a Piagetian sense. 

(p. 132)





 



Scribner may indeed believe this and this belief, like many other beliefs, may have blinded her to those passages written by Vygotsky that run counter to her beliefs. As the passages quoted above show, Vygotsky did indeed ‘offer a stage like progression of higher forms of behavior’. As indicated above, specifically he proposed four stages distinguished by different ‘properties’. In chapter 5 of The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions, Vygotsky (1997b) discusses the development of memory, will, arithmetic and speech with constant references to ‘this stage’ and ‘the next stage’ (pp. 110–19). For example, and almost at random, ‘This stage occurs differently in different children, but basically, the behavior of all children consists of their dealing with the pictures without understanding how the picture works although they remember that somehow the “horse” helped them find the “sleigh”’ (p. 114). Scribner continues her account as follows:  


Vygotsky addressed the question of general processes of formation of particular functional systems, a project quite at variance from one aimed at delineating a particular sequence of general functional systems. In the passages quoted above, we note that Vygotsky's comparisons are always made with respect to some particular system of sign-mediated behavior – memory, counting, writing. As we will see, each of these systems has its own course of development; all of them (‘higher’ or ‘cultural’ by definition) advance from rudimentary to more advanced forms. 

(1985, p. 132)





 


It is of course true that Vygotsky discusses each example (arithmetic, memory, speech) one at a time and not all at the same time, but then the same is true of Piaget. But Scribner's point is that Vygotsky's comparisons are always made in relation to particular systems and that each system has its own course of development. But the very last paragraph in chapter 5 of Vygotsky's The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions (1997b, p. 119) appears to refute directly her point.  


Each of these examples could be discussed separately. However, after all that has been said, we may assume that the basic stages appear in forming memory, will, arithmetical knowledge, and speech – the same stages of which we spoke and through which all higher mental functions of the child pass in their development. 





 



In the context of a discussion about stages, these lines are about as potent as any could be, as is the context in which they are written. In direct contrast to Scribner's claim that ‘each of these systems has its own course of development’, Vygotsky concludes his discussion by making the opposite point, as if to correct the very kind of interpretation that Scribner attributes to his approach. It must also be said that in terms of the textual context, these concluding words bring to a close a chapter that begins with a discussion about the qualitative nature of the child's cultural development and its stage-like progression as indicated in the earlier passages quoted above. 

Building on what seem to be incorrect assumptions, Scribner continues to develop her argument, but it now begins to sound more like a projection of her own culture-context approach.44 


But there is no necessity in theory for all functional systems characterizing the behavior of an individual, or behaviors in a given social group, to be at the same level. Vygotsky's theory allows for the possibility, for example, that highly developed forms of memory or planned behavior will coincide with the use of primitive counting systems, or the other way around. Various combinations are theoretically conceivable. 

(p. 132)





 



‘[T]heoretically conceivable’ provides for endless degrees of speculative freedom, but the examples Scribner provides are carefully chosen, with a mix of mental functions (memory) and symbolic systems (counting). The argument becomes less conceivable if we consider the possibility in a normal person of highly developed memory and primitive attention or perception. With poorly developed attention it is not clear how memory would ever become highly developed. The point is that in using the terms ‘highly developed’ and ‘primitive’ in relation to Vygotsky, Scribner is imposing terms that suit her purpose but not that of Vygotsky. Higher mental functions are mediated (by signs) functions and primitive mental functions are natural unmediated functions. It is indeed not theoretically conceivable that in a normal person with an intact nervous system, some functions, such as attention and memory, would be mediated by signs whereas others, such as selection, perception and concept formation, would remain unmediated and unaffected by signs. It is for this very reason that Vygotsky insisted that higher mental functions, such as those mentioned, form a system of interrelated functions. In fact some commentators45 believe that this represented a new shift to an analytical unit called the ‘psychological system’. Backtracking somewhat and in a less expansive theoretical mode, Scribner (p. 132) continues her argument using the language of probability.  


In actuality, because cultural means have a single line of historical development according to Vygotsky, all combinations are not likely to be realized: looking backward at early human societies, we find no examples of highly advanced mathematical systems in the absence of written notational systems. 





 



It is not at all clear in the above statement why ‘all combinations are not likely to be realized’. The suggestion is that although not all combinations are likely to be realized, some, or many, or most, or nearly all, may be realized. No reference is provided for where Vygotsky discussed this issue or why it is implicit in his theory. It is not only in early human societies that mathematics does not develop in the absence of a written notational system. If we look back at child development, then the same applies. In a chapter on the ‘Development of arithmetic operations’, Vygotsky (1997b, p. 150) comments as follows:  


Basic culture in the development of counting consists of a transition from direct perception of number to mediated perception, to the child's beginning to compare numbers to certain signs and to operating with these signs. 





 



This is not the language of likelihood and sounds very much like theoretical ‘necessity’ in which a transition from direct perception of number to mediated perception is necessary for the development of arithmetic operations. It is not an accident of history that we find no examples of advanced mathematical systems in the absence of writing. Writing and notation are necessary for the development of mathematics, as is the use of signs for the development of arithmetic. Necessity is not only the mother of invention but also gives birth to the appearance of stage-like structural regularities in development. 

Two final interrelated points about the role of stages in Vygotsky and Piaget's thinking, or, more generally, of what Glick refers to as ‘structure-dependency’, need to be made. The first is related to the intellectual climate in which they worked. We need to recall that Vygotsky produced his work before the emergence of structuralism as a coherent theoretical framework. In reading and interpreting his work, we need to bracket out the influence of theorists such as Lévi-Strauss and Chomsky, who placed structuralism at the centre of human and social sciences. In this respect, Piaget is both a product and a major proponent of structuralism.46 But at the time they were both developing their theories, structuralism was not a well-developed theoretical approach. As we have seen, to the extent that structuralist seeds were present in Piaget's early work, Vygotsky voiced his approval and there is certainly sufficient evidence to indicate that he shared Piaget's views about the qualitative nature of development. In fact his criticism of the ahistorical nature of Gestalt or ‘structural’ psychology is very similar, if not identical, to that of Piaget.47 That the seeds of structuralism were present and evident in Vygotsky's writing seems incontrovertible and how receptive he would have been to the structuralist ideas of Lévi-Strauss and Chomsky is a matter of speculation. The second and related point is that many of the experiments Vygotsky discusses yield results that are very similar to those obtained by Piaget. Children at different ages produce qualitatively different performances on various tasks and even the ages are remarkably similar to those that delineate Piaget's major stages. For example, regarding the forbidden colours and memory experiments conducted by Leont′ev he comments as follows:  


Therefore, quantitative characteristics obtained in our experiments indicate three principal stages of the development of instrumented behaviour. First of all (pre-school age), the stage of natural directed acts. At this stage of development the child is not capable of mastering his behaviour with the assistance of the organization of special stimuli-means . . . The next stage of development . . . is the stage of the predominance of the external sign . . . We see at last that, as regard the adult cases . . . the external sign turns into an internal one. This is how the external forms of human behaviour – instrumented, significative behaviour – develop. 

(Leont′ev, 1994, pp. 305–6)





 



It does not require an innovative imaginative leap to read preoperations, concrete operations and formal operations into the above passage. Without belabouring the point, the same kinds of parallels can be found in the results of experiments on concept formation, with full-blown concepts only emerging with adolescence. The question that is left unanswered in the above account is, of course, the ‘Piagetian’ question. Why is the preschool child not capable of using the stimuli-means (colour cards) and why at the next stage do school-age children, unlike adults, use external rather than internal signs? Given that all the experimental subjects are treated in the same way, are given the same instructions, and carry out the task in the same sociocultural ‘setting’, the law of sociogenesis does not seem to provide an answer. 

In the present context, the point is not to delve in detail into the findings of Vygotsky's experiments, although this is a task worth doing. Here the point is to understand the issue raised by Glick of why Vygotsky's work was favourably received with the publication in 1978 of Mind in Society and has continued to enjoy a positive reception. It seems clear that a large part of the explanation lies in the very peculiar circumstances of Vygotsky's academic life. It is most unusual, even if not unique, bearing in mind Bakhtin's fate, for the books and papers of a scholar to be removed from circulation only to be resurrected many years later and after the person's death. One consequence of this is not only that there is no contemporary voice to contend with, but that the need for caution and care in the interpretation of a writer's texts diminishes. In the case of Piaget, he was a presence to contend with, whereas Vygotsky, in his absence, seems to be fair game for all and sundry.48 As is evident from even a cursory reading of the commentaries on Vygotsky's texts, he has become almost a mythical figure serving as a kind of totem around which to gather various clans of like-minded believers. By selecting bits and pieces that fit a particular paradigm and, more importantly, by ignoring the awkward bits that do not fit, Vygotsky can be made to serve most purposes. Perhaps there is no harm in this if what we receive in his name is an improvement. If not, then harm is done and the Essential Vygotsky is testimony to the kind and extent of the damage. 
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3 Hegel and Heidegger spring to mind as prime examples. 
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15 Elsewhere Vygotsky (1997b, p. 15) repeats this point: ‘not for a minute must we forget the uniqueness that results from the merging of two different lines of development in ontogenesis. This is a central all-determining fact. We must always keep it in mind even when we leave it aside for a time in order to discern separately and more clearly each of the lines in phylogenesis.’ 





16 ‘Thus, this potential concept is a pre-intellectual formation arising very early in the development of thinking’ (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 158). 





17 Interacting and intertwining are very different kinds of concepts. 





18 Each volume of the Collected Works could provide an appropriate textual reference. These points are made repeatedly in Tool and Sign, The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions and Thinking and Speech. 





19 Behaviour (B) is a function of the person (P) and the environment (E). 





20 There is some irony in the fact that, like Ratner, Vygotsky also refers approvingly to Lewin but in a way that would meet with Ratner's stern disapproval. ‘In a beautiful analysis of the psychology of purposeful actions, K. Lewin completely clearly distinguishes free and voluntary purpose as a product of historical cultural development of behavior and as the distinguishing trait of human psychology. He says that surprising in itself is the fact that man has an exceptional freedom for the formation of any, even senseless, purposes. This freedom is characteristic for a cultured man. It is proper to an incomparably lesser degree to the child and, evidently, also to primitive man and probably distinguishes man from the animals closest to him to a greater extent than his more developed intellect’ (1998, p. 64). 





21 In the translation of this work provided by Van der Veer and Valsiner (1994), it is entitled Tool and Symbol in Child Development and Alexander Luria is included as a co-author. 





22 Stetsenko seems to take her cue from Cole, Hood and McDermott (1982, p. 373) who also seem to believe that Vygotsky was particularly interested in cognitive activities such as ‘getting the cakes baked, seeds sprouted, friendships established’. (See Chapter 7 and Vygotsky's (1987, pp. 200 and 212) comments about such activities.) 





23 See Chapter 2. 





24 See Vygotsky, 1997b, pp. 60–3. 





25 It is apparent that Glick, in his introductory commentary (2004, p. 356), does not share Stetsenko's (and Ratner's) views about the role of natural and higher psychological functions. ‘For Vygotsky, the higher functions reflect a uniquely cultural form of adaptation that involves both an overlay on, and a reorganization of, more basic psychological functions. It was therefore of key theoretical concern for Vygotsky to engage in the kind of analytic enterprise that would allow for the identification of the differences between the higher and lower forms since different developmental factors applied to each. Not all behaviors were of the higher form, and just as certainly were not all behaviors of the lower form.’ 





26 This point is discussed in some detail in Chapter 2. 





27 For additional examples, see ‘The problem of the development of the higher mental functions’ (Vygotsky, 1997b, pp. 15–21) and ‘Basic rules of development of higher mental functions’ (Vygotsky, 1998, pp. 41–4). 





28
Vygotsky, 1993. 





29 As pointed out in Chapter 2, rather than try to convert Vygotsky the ‘psychologist’, some Russian activity theorists have taken a different route and invented another ‘methodological’ Vygotsky. 





30 ‘A more substantial difference of the sign from the tool and the basis of the real divergence of the two lines is the different purpose of the one and the other. The tool serves for conveying man's activity to the object of his activity, it is directed outward, it must result in one change or another in the object, it is the means for man's external activity directed towards subjugating nature. The sign changes nothing in the object of the psychological operation, it is a means of psychological action on behavior, on one's own or another's, a means of internal activity directed towards mastering man himself; the sign is directed inward. These activities are so different that even the nature of the devices used cannot be one and the same in both cases’ (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 62). 





31 ‘Training sharpness of hearing in a blind person has natural limitations; compensation through the mightiness of the mind (imagination, reasoning, memorization etc.) has virtually no limits’ (Vygotsky, 1983, p. 212; quoted in Gindis, 2003, p. 204). 





32 In fairness, it must be said that in this respect Stetsenko is not alone and shares her conceptual blinkers with many other like-minded sociocultural activity theorists. 





33 Stetsenko shares with other activity theorists an apparent blind spot in recognizing Piaget's contribution to a theory of activity. Joravsky (1987, p. 189) comments that, ‘The most important Soviet psychologists have formed a school of cognitive studies very like Piaget's, though few of them have been willing to acknowledge the affinity’ (quoted in Burgess, 1993, p. 16). 





34 A visit to the ubiquitous Internet for help with the meaning of this word is indeed informative. 





35 ‘Now, all these years later, Vygotsky's star is rising in the Western sky as Piaget's declines, while it is declining in the East (at least officially) where no new one is yet in sight’ (Bruner, 1984, p. 96). 





36 According to Edwards (2007, p. 77), the title Mind in Society was chosen by Harvard University Press. 





37 Of course, the same is true of Chomsky's generative grammar that underpins the possibility of an infinite number of sentences. 





38 My own attempts many years ago at training my children to stop selecting the cola in the taller narrower glass were hopelessly unsuccessful and I suspect that they remain susceptible to this childish inclination. 





39
Malinowski, 1922. 





40
Mead, 1928. 





41
Kamin, 1974. 





42 It is interesting to consider the ‘learning model’ adopted by the Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition (1982, p. 674). ‘Without subscribing to an associationist theory of learning, we are adopting a position championed 75 years ago by Thorndike when he insisted that the extent to which learning in one setting transfers to learning and performance in others depends upon the similarity between settings.’ It is precisely this position championed by Thorndike that Vygotsky attacks (1987, pp. 99–201). 





43 It is interesting that Russian commentators do not seem to share the view of a stage-less Vygotsky. For example, in the Epilogue to volume III of the Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky, Yaroshevsky and Gurgenidze comment that Vygotsky rejected Thorndike's theory as being too mechanistic ‘and for ignoring the importance of biological maturation or the organism as a factor in mental development and the qualitative steps (“stages”) in this development’ (Yaroshevsky and Gurgenidze, 1997, p. 354). 





44 Scribner, 1997. 





45 For example, Minick, 1987, p. 18. 





46 See Piaget, 1971. 





47 See Piaget, 1969, p. 364. 





48 In his earlier Prologue to The History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions, Glick (1997) comments that, ‘we know Piaget and Vygotsky in different terms . . . In short, we know Piaget through his followers and Vygotsky through his disciples’ (p. vii). 





 




  




Part III
Vygotsky over the rainbow
 

  



11
Vygotsky: mediation
 

The structure of the sign: self- and other-regulation
 


Vygotsky draws heavily on Janet in his discussion of the development of signs. He takes as a starting point Janet's fundamental law of psychology ‘that in the process of development, the child begins to apply the same forms of behavior to himself that others initially applied to him’ (1997b, p. 102), and this provides the basis for the dual aspect of mediated processes in terms of other-regulation and self-regulation. In the context of this law, words or signs take on a special significance and, given the centrality of the role of signs in Vygotsky's theory, it is important to hear his thinking.  


According to Janet, the word was initially a command for others, then it became a complex story consisting of imitation, changes in function, etc., and only gradually was it separated from action. According to Janet, the word is always a command because it is a basic means of controlling behavior. For this reason, if we want to explain genetically from what the volitional function of the word is derived, why the word subordinates motor reaction, what the origin of the power of the word over behavior is in both ontogenesis and phylogenesis, we unavoidably arrive at the real function of command. Janet says that the power of the word over mental functions is based on the real power of the superior over the subordinate; the relation of mental functions must be genetically attributed to real relations between people. Regulating another's behavior by means of the word leads gradually to the development of verbalized behavior of the individual himself. 

(1997b, pp. 103–4)





 



It is clear, then, that in this conception not only is a sign a means of communication, but the nature of that communication, in its original form, is an instruction with the purpose of controlling others and this reflects a relationship of ‘the superior over the subordinate’. Second is the fact that regulating another person's behaviour by means of speech leads to the development of a person's verbalized behaviour and the gradual separation of speech from action. In terms of Janet's fundamental law, verbal instructions that are used to regulate another's behaviour are then applied to oneself. This is possible because of the ‘social’ nature of signs in which the meaning of the sign is separated from the individual person in the sense that it is not idiosyncratic or personal but is shared between people. Vygotsky refers to communication and generalization as constituting the ‘double function of the sign’ and points out that, ‘all communication requires generalization’ (1997a, p. 138). As a means of communication, the structure of the sign gives it an external and an internal aspect so that not only can I instruct you and be instructed by you, but I can also instruct myself, and this function of inner speech is the basis for self-regulation. 

Vygotsky also discusses the role of speech in relation to self-regulation in the context of problem-solving tasks involving practical activity, and this discussion1 is a valuable source for understanding the process of mediation and its different aspects. At the heart of this discussion is the planning function of speech that develops from its reflecting and generalizing function and serves to transform how humans use tools.  


From the moment the child begins, with the help of speech, to master situations, having preliminarily mastered his own behavior, a radically new organization of behavior arises, as well as new relations to the environment. Here we are present at the birth of specifically human forms of behavior that, having broken away from animal forms of behavior, subsequently create intellect and then become the basis for work – specifically the human form of using tools. 

(1999, pp. 14–15)





 



The basis for work, as opposed to the impulse-driven and opportunistic satisfaction of bodily needs by animals, resides in the fact that it is organized and planned in advance2 and, in this sense, it is ‘mediated’, not only by the tools that serve to extend and amplify our actions but by the signs that constitute human thinking and speech. This planning function of speech is fundamental to Vygotsky's conception of higher mental processes3 as it is manifest not only in the execution of practical tasks but in the use of auxiliary stimuli or artefacts, such as the knots and notches4 he is fond of mentioning, as supplementary aids for mental functions such as attention, memory and so on. Planning, or anticipation in advance of action, also introduces a future dimension into human activity such that tools are prepared before they are needed. ‘The fact that he provides himself with a tool in advance is undoubtedly the beginning of culture’ (1999, p. 64). The distinctive claim that Vygotsky makes, then, is that the beginning of culture ‘undoubtedly’ resides in the human ability to anticipate and plan for the future rather than in the ability that we share with other animals to use artefacts and tools. This is the theme that underpins Tool and Sign. By teasing out how different functions of speech become incorporated in practical activities and in the course of describing how these activities become transformed, Vygotsky lays bare the mediational processes involved. 

The origins of the planning function lie in the movement of speech that initially accompanies actions to the beginning of a task in anticipation of actions that have not yet been realized. Vygotsky points out that this process is similar to that found with drawing, in which children initially only name what they have drawn after the event of drawing. Similarly, with practical activity, children indicate in words what they have done after completing the activity or at intervening points during the activity.  


Just as the naming of the subject of the drawing in the process of developing the drawing shifts to the beginning of the process, in our experiments, the plan of action begins to be formulated by the child in words directly before the beginning of the action, anticipating its further development. 

(1999, p. 24)





 



Vygotsky points out that in this process of words moving to the beginning of action, a change occurs in the structure of the action. Initially the child's speech that serves an accompanying reflecting function is subordinated to, and elicited by, the action. But in the second stage, when speech shifts to the beginning of the action, its function changes from reflection to planning and it ‘begins to dominate action and direct it, and determines its subject and its course’ (p. 24). Vygotsky emphasizes that the planning function of speech originates out of its reflecting function, in which a verbal ‘model’ of the action is constructed that then becomes detached from the action itself and is able to serve as a plan for future actions. Although central to Vygotsky's thinking, this idea of reflecting speech providing the basis for a planning model does not seem to feature prominently in commentaries about Vygotsky's theory, in particular about learning, and it is worth quoting the relevant passage.  


Specifically because at first it is a verbal model of an action or a part of it, the child's speech reflects action or augments its results and begins later to shift to the beginning of the action and to predict and direct the action, forming it to correspond to the model of former activity that was previously fixed in speech. 

(p. 24)





 



In effect, Vygotsky is making two points about the relationship between speech and action. The first point is that with development speech acquires a planning function in addition to its function of representation. The second point, although less emphasized but of equal importance, is that the reflecting function of speech serves to create a kind of mobile verbal model that can be applied to other situations and can serve as a possible solution for future action. ‘Planning his behavior, mobilizing and generalizing his previous experience for organizing future activity, he makes a transition to active operations developed over time’ (p. 25). Precisely because of its representational and generalizing functions, speech is detachable and mobile across situations and in this way can serve as a model for action. 

Vygotsky points out that in experiments similar to those used by Köhler with chimpanzees, in which they need to use tools such as sticks and boxes to reach desired food objects, children not only act with tools but also speak at the same time and their speech tends to increase with the difficulty of the task. In some cases, if the child is not allowed to talk while solving the task, it remains unsolved, leading Vygotsky to comment that ‘the child solves a practical problem not only with his eyes and hands, but also with the help of speech’ (p. 15).5 He argues that by using speech, children create certain ‘designs’ for using objects not immediately at hand and they also prepare ‘those that may become useful for solving the problem and plans further action’ (p. 16). We should take heed of the term design that suggests the same kind of generalization that is inherent in the meaning of words and the concept of a model. For children who have mastered speech, Vygotsky argues that two sequential parts of their activity can be distinguished. In engaging in a task, children first solve the problem on the level of speech using verbal planning and then execute the required actions in accordance with the anticipated solution.  


Direct manipulation is replaced by a complex mental process in which internal planning and creation of design, postponed in time, themselves stimulate their own development and realization. These completely new mental structures are not present in any kind of complex form in the ape. 

(p. 16)





 



Here we have a clear statement about functions such as planning and design that distinguish and separate the human child from the ape and that may also throw light on other differences, such as the different kinds of imitation used by apes and humans. In addition, the separation into planning and execution phases suggests a competence and performance distinction, with the former including a design quality and a planning function. In the planning and creation of design that precedes and anticipates action, inner speech for oneself provides a means of self-regulation. We will return to these points later in the discussion. 


 
Competence and performance
 


Embedded in the account of how the planning function of speech emerges and transforms the structure of practical action is an interesting link back to Janet's fundamental law and the role of the adult or informed other in relation to the planning function of speech. Because of its communicative function, speech always has a social dimension, and in a passage that captures the nature of the social, Vygotsky provides another kind of mediational triangle.6 


The whole history of the child's mental development teaches us that from the first days, his adaptation to the environment is achieved by social means through the people around him. The path from the thing to the child and from the child to the thing lies through another person. The transition from the biological to the social path of development is the central link in the process of development, a cardinal turning point in the history of the child's behavior. 

(p. 20)





 



The path through another person often takes the form of a request by the child to an adult for help in completing a task or solving a problem. For example, the child may ask the adult to bring a desired object closer or provide a suitable instrument for reaching the object. Vygotsky points out that a ‘decisive role’ is played in the seeking of help in this way from another person. It shows that the child ‘knows what must be done to attain the goal, but cannot attain it himself and that the plan for solving is basically ready, although inaccessible to the child's actions’ (p. 21). In terms of the two phases involved in the child's actions, the plan is intact but the execution requires help,7 or we could express this as competence
without the requisite level of performance. By requesting help, the child is effectively ‘sharing his activity with another person’ and in this way ‘socializing practical thinking’. In a crucially important passage Vygotsky explains as follows:  


[T]he child, consciously including the action of another person in his attempts to solve the problem, begins not only to plan his activity in his head, but also to organize the behavior of an adult according to the requirements of the problem. Owing to this, socialization of practical intellect leads to the need for socialization not only of objects, but also of actions, creating in this way a reliable prerequisite for carrying out the task. Control of the behavior of another person in this case is a necessary part of the whole practical activity of the child. 

(p. 21)





 


The situation Vygotsky describes in the above passage in some important respects seems to be the converse of the zone of proximal development where the roles of the adult and child are reversed as are competence and performance in relation to the child. In ‘sharing his activity with another person’, the child is in the same situation as in the zone of proximal development but in a converse role. Instead of directing an adult to perform in a particular way in accordance with the child's plan, in the zone of proximal development the child is directed by an adult to produce a performance in accordance with the adult's plan. In the former situation, competence is vested in the child's plan, itself a model or design that derives from the child's previous performance. However, in the zone of proximal development, competence or the plan of action resides with the adult who instructs the child to perform in particular ways in the absence of any competence or plan on the part of the child. Having produced the performance as a consequence of other-regulation or instruction, the task of the child, then, is to acquire the necessary competence (or model, or plan, or design) that will generate similar performances in the future. Unlike the structure involved in the successful execution of a task, in which performance is contingent on competence in the form of a plan or model that contains the implicit instructions to act in particular ways, the defining structure of the zone of proximal development is performance without competence. 

In any novel problem-solving situation, the task of the learner is to acquire the necessary competence to solve the problem. In the absence of task-related competence that defines the situation as a problem for the child, following the instructions provided by an adult results in the child producing a performance without competence. The nature of the collaboration is that the adult contributes the competence and the child the performance. The question is how does the child eventually convert the other-regulation by the competent adult into competent planned self-regulation? Before exploring this question further, we should note that competent planned self-regulation describes what we commonly mean by the term agency
and that the zone of proximal development can be conceived of as a process in which an actor
following instructions becomes transformed into an agent issuing instructions. We will shortly return to this issue. 

It is instructive to consider an example8 of how a young child goes about solving a problem of the kind used by Köhler with chimpanzees. In the task, described by Levina (1979, p. 291), the child obtains a desired object, such as a sweet (candy), that is placed beyond her reach using both material tools, such as sticks and chairs, and signs in the form of speech that accompanies her actions. The description is as follows: 


Lyuba K (four-and-a-half years old). Situation: There is a piece of candy on top of a cupboard. A chair is present, and there is a stick on the floor. (She stands on the chair and silently reaches along the cupboard.) ‘On the chair.’ (She glances around at the experimenter. She reaches with the other hand.) ‘Is this the right way?’ (She stops.) ‘I could drop it down to that chair. I could climb up and drop it.’ (She brings a second chair, stands up and reaches.) ‘No I can't get it . . . I could get it with the stick.’ (She picks up the stick and touches the candy.) ‘I'll move it now.’ (She pulls the candy down.) ‘I moved it and made it drop. If I had tried from the chair I wouldn't have got it, but I got it with the stick.’ 





 



This example vividly illustrates the difference between Cole and Wertsch's artefacts and cultural tools, and Vygotsky's psychological tools and their related concepts of mediation. In the first few lines of the above passage we encounter the child acting (with a chair) and talking about her actions (‘On the chair’). Here the tools and the signs are the mediational means that form part of the action and can be rolled together to constitute cultural tools. But the situation changes when the child separates the speech from the action using the speech to anticipate and determine the form of the action before engaging in any action with the stick (‘I could get it with the stick.’). She then follows through with the action of using the stick. Here we have Vygotsky's psychological tools or signs serving the mediating function of controlling and directing the child's activities that include the use of various tools to accomplish the task. To round off the performance, the child does something truly remarkable and distinctively human by drawing a conclusion that she communicates to herself, not about the sweet as the purpose or desired object of her actions, but about the solution itself and the underlying required competence needed to effect a successful performance. (‘I moved it and made it drop. If I had tried from the chair I wouldn't have got it, but I got it with the stick.’) This, then, is the model or understanding that the child can detach from the specific situation and use in future to obtain out-of-reach desired objects without appearing to give the matter any thought.9

This matter without thought is what we commonly mean by understanding. In this example, the child's new understanding is that a chair and stick can be used to extend the reach of her legs and arms. It is important not to confuse this understanding with intention or the reason, purpose or goal of an action.10 The reasons we provide for our actions are predicated on understandings that are usually taken for granted and underpin the particular form of our actions. For example, if my reason for shutting the door is to prevent the warm air from my heater escaping from the room, I must understand that closing the door will help to retain the heat. The same understanding may also provide the ground for opening the door for the reason that I do not want the room to become too hot. But my understanding of the relation between the state of the door and the heat of the room cannot be based on my reasons for action vis-à-vis the door as these presuppose the understanding upon which they rest. It is as a consequence of doors (real or imagined) being opened or closed that my understanding of the relation to the heat in the room is possible. Viewed in this way, intentionality is a kind of understanding in action that is mediated by reason or purpose where the latter provides the direction or course of action (open/close the door) but not the ground of understanding upon which the action is predicated. In providing a reason for an action, the agent who produces the action relies on a prior or pre-understanding to produce the necessary action, so that standing on a chair to reach an object presupposes the understanding that the chair will serve to elevate and bring one closer to the object. This understanding could be the product of self-regulation or could be learned through instruction or other-regulation. 

If in attempting to obtain out-of-reach sweets the child is unsuccessful and does not make use of the chair and stick, then the situation can be turned into a zone of proximal development in which an adult instructs the child to perform the task. However, we also need to consider the fact that instruction is not always successful. For example, the adult may tell the child to ‘use’ the chair but the child, who has never before stood on a chair and does not understand that it can be used to stand on, may respond by sitting on the chair. In this situation, the child's response reflects the pre-understanding that chairs are used for sitting and not for standing. The adult may then tell the child to stand on the chair but without indicating that the chair first must be placed under the desired object, in which case the child may follow the instruction but to no avail, with the object remaining out of reach. If, after following all the necessary instructions, the child finally obtains the object, then the child's performance can serve as a model for solving similar tasks in the future using the required tools. At this point, the other-regulated child is in the same position as the self-regulated child and they both have a common understanding of how tools, such as sticks and chairs, can be used to obtain out-of-reach objects. In the former case, the understanding is ‘mediated’ and in the latter case it is ‘natural’ or ‘spontaneous’. However, in both cases, the child acquires the necessary understanding as a consequence of performing the actions that lead to the solution of the task. In following the instructions of an adult, the child produces a performance without competence. However, by using speech to reflect on the performance, the child is able to reach an understanding about the ‘standing-on’ affordance of chairs or, in Vygotsky's terminology, the child becomes consciously aware that chairs can be stood on as well as sat on and this provides the necessary competence-model for designing future performances. 



Pre-understanding
 


In confronting a novel task or problem situation, the competence that a learner brings to bear on the task can be referred to as prior or ‘pre-understanding’, given that its potential to serve as the basis for a successful performance or solution to the problem can only be determined after the event. If the existing competence is adequate for the solution of the task, then the learner's ‘pre-understanding’ is consolidated as the necessary understanding to complete that task or solve that problem. However, in the event that the learner's existing competence or pre-understanding is inadequate, as would be the case in the above example if the object were placed beyond the reach of the available chairs and sticks, then, clearly, the existing competence or pre-understanding must be replaced by new competence models that embody the understanding necessary for the task at hand. The importance of the concept of ‘pre-understanding’ for a theory of learning is that it alerts us to the fact that learners do not encounter new problem-solving tasks with empty heads or as blank slates.11 The understanding we bring to bear on any situation profoundly affects the learning process, in some cases facilitating the learning of new understanding and in other cases interfering with and even blocking its acquisition. 

In acquiring new
understanding, a learner carrying out a performance must suspend existing understanding, or pre-understanding vis-à-vis the new task, that may not only interfere with the acquisition of new understanding but may block the learning process. For example, understanding that a chair is used for sitting on may prevent a child from using it for standing on. Similarly, in a Piagetian conservation task, understanding that the height of a liquid in a container indicates its quantity will interfere with the understanding that the width of the container must also be taken into consideration in judgements about quantity. In the case of the chair, an instruction to perform an unfamiliar action of standing on it may be sufficient to dislodge the previous understanding of the sitting affordance of a chair, whereas telling young children to consider the width as well as the height may not be sufficient to solve the conservation task, with a child simply replacing width for height as a criterion for judging quantity. However, irrespective of whether actions are self- or other-regulated, new understanding cannot be derived from the repetition of actions that are predicated on inadequate existing or pre-understanding that may in fact obstruct and hinder new understanding. In other words, no amount of repeatedly sitting on chairs will produce the new understanding that what is required is to stand on the chair. Similarly, staring at the height of liquid (or its width) in a container will not produce understanding of conservation in which height and width must be coordinated. On the contrary, in both cases performing these actions may serve to entrench the existing understanding that must be overcome if new understanding is to be achieved and in this way pre-understanding may serve to block and hinder the acquisition of new understanding. Hence, the necessity on the part of the learner for a moment of surrender or letting go in order for the learning–teaching process to succeed. For the teacher, this means that instead of trying to ‘teach’ new understanding, helping the learner to shed inappropriate pre-understanding may be more productive. 

The importance of the concept of pre-understanding is often overlooked or misplaced in theories of learning and teaching where the conventional wisdom is that teaching should always proceed from the known or familiar and move towards the unfamiliar. But as Ortega points out, the sheer familiarity of our understanding can blind us to what it is that we know.  


These instances of blindness vary from one period to another but they are never absent . . . Every idea is thought, every picture painted, out of certain assumptions or conventions which are so basic, so firmly fixed for the one who thought the idea or who painted the picture that he neither pays heed to them, nor, for that matter, introduces them into his picture or his idea; nor do we find them there in any guise except as pre-supposed and left, as it were, at one side. This is why we sometimes fail to understand an idea or a picture; we lack the clue to the enigma, the key to the secret convention. 

(1960, p. 49)





 



This blindness or lack of insight into the hidden presuppositions that render the familiar opaque Gadamer refers to as ‘effective history’ and he speaks of ‘the tyranny of hidden prejudices that makes us deaf to the language that speaks to us in tradition’ (1975, p. 239). It is these hidden and silent ‘prejudices’ that determine ‘in advance both what seems to us worth inquiring about and what will appear as an object of investigation, and we more or less forget half of what is really there – in fact, we miss the whole truth of the phenomenon when we take its immediate appearance as the whole truth’ (pp. 267–8). 

This idea of an unacknowledged, unreflective, not-yet-conscious ‘historical reality’ is captured by Freeman's concept of the ‘narrative unconscious’ that refers to ‘those culturally rooted aspects of one's history that remain uncharted and that, consequently, have yet to be incorporated into one's story’ (2010, p. 96). Freeman is concerned to ‘underscore the profound ways in which the cultural-historical world becomes inscribed, often unknowingly, in the inner recesses of the mind and the self’ (pp. 104–5). By way of illustration, he cites the following passage from Hoffman:  


Indeed, it was not until I started writing about it in my first book, Lost in Translation, that I began discerning, amidst other threads, the Holocaust strand of my history. I had carried this part of my psychic past within me all my life; but it was only now, as I began pondering it from a longer distance and through the clarifying process of writing, that what had been an inchoate, obscure knowledge appeared to me as a powerful theme and influence in my life. Until then, it had not occurred to me that I was in effect a receptacle of a historical legacy, or that its burden had a significance and weight that needed to be acknowledged. Now, personal memory appeared to be clearly linked to a larger history, and the heavy dimensions of this inheritance started becoming fully apparent. 

(Hoffman, 2004, p. x) 





 



Freeman's narrative unconscious and Hoffman's historical legacy coalesce in the concept of tradition
that informs Gadamer's (1975) analysis (or interpretation of Heidegger's analysis) of the role of pre-understanding in the hermeneutic circle.12 The problem for any analysis of understanding, how it is possible and how it is achieved, is to penetrate the circle by finding a point of entry. Mediation as a form of other-regulation is a means of penetrating the circle of understanding by furnishing the mediatee not with ready-made understanding but with alternative pre-understandings that facilitate rather than obstruct engagement with the task at hand. Gadamer points out that the otherness
that defines all mediation is not merely another person, analogous to an interlocutor in a dialogue, but a horizon or worldview; a perspective of a world constituted by situations that are alien to the mediatee.  


The circle, then, is not formal in nature, it is neither subjective nor objective, but describes understanding as the interplay of the movement of tradition and the movement of the interpreter. The anticipation of meaning that governs our understanding of a text is not an act of subjectivity, but proceeds from the communality that binds us to the tradition. But this is contained in our relation to tradition, in the constant process of education. Tradition is not simply a precondition into which we come, but we produce it ourselves, inasmuch as we understand, participate in the evolution of tradition and hence further determine it ourselves. Thus the circle of understanding is not a ‘methodological’ circle, but describes an ontological structural element in understanding. 

(p. 261)





 



The idea that understanding is not simply an adjunct or product of our cognitive equipment that can be acquired or refined but is an essential aspect of our being lies behind Ricoeur's attempt to use discourse as a bridge between text and meaningful action and to argue that insights from hermeneutics can legitimately be applied to the human sciences (1983, pp. 197–221). Drawing on the idea of discourse as ‘language-event’, Ricoeur proposes that text can serve as a model for the interpretation of the kinds of ‘meaningful actions’ that we encounter in the human sciences. At the core of Ricoeur's model is his concept of appropriation
that is the counterpart of the distanciation
that is inherent in the nature of text that mediates between author and reader.13 The critical point that Ricoeur makes is that ‘appropriation does not imply any direct congeniality of one soul with another’ and that ‘Nothing is less inter-subjective or dialogical than the encounter with a text’ (1983, p. 191).14 In the zone of proximal development, the mediator as provider and mediatee as the recipient of mediation do not (by definition) share a common understanding of the situation. It is for this reason that mediated learning cannot be modelled on dialogue or the dynamics that govern a conversation between interlocutors. Mediation and dialogue are different kinds of communication that serve different purposes. In dialogue, meanings or understandings are exchanged whereas the zone of proximal development is concerned with the learning and teaching of new understanding in situations where prior or pre-understanding is inadequate. As Volosinov (Bakhtin)15 points out, ‘Any true understanding is dialogic in nature. Understanding is to utterance as one line of dialogue is to the next’ (1973, p. 102). But in situations where mutual understanding does not exist, dialogue breaks down and a different form of communication is required to restore what Bakhtin (1981, p. 275) calls the ‘primordial dialogism of discourse’. In a novel situation, then, the task for the mediatee is to appropriate new understanding that dislodges existing pre-understanding, whereas for the mediator the task is to entrench the tradition that informs her understanding by disseminating it through what is essentially a monologue, in the sense that instruction does not require or invite an exchange of ideas. Ricoeur uses the terms ‘relinquishment’ and ‘letting go’ to capture what he calls a ‘fundamental moment of appropriation’ in which ‘the ego divests itself of itself’ (1983, p. 191). Expressed differently, in order for new understanding to occur, the learner must relinquish existing understanding and this is not a matter of simply swapping or replacing one bit of information with another but requires an act of self-transformation or, to use Ricoeur's evocative term, a ‘divestment’ of the self.16 


Thus appropriation ceases to appear as a kind of possession, as a way of taking hold of . . . It implies instead a moment of dispossession of the narcissistic ego . . . By the expression ‘self
-understanding’, I should like to contrast the self which emerges from the understanding of the text to the ego which claims to precede this understanding. It is the text, with its universal power of unveiling, which gives a self to the ego. 

(1983, pp. 192–3; italics in the original)





 





The vexatious fact of self
 


Archer's keenly apposite phrase ‘the vexatious fact of society’17 is equally deserving of the notion of self, referring as it does to a slippery kind of reality that is as difficult to pin down as it is to ignore. Bruner (2003, p. 209) refers to ‘self’ as ‘a surprisingly quirky idea – intuitively obvious to commonsense, yet notoriously evasive to definition by the fastidious philosopher’. True to form, if Harré (1998, p. 3) is to be believed, the ‘self’ is nothing more than a ‘site from which a person perceives the world and a place from which to act’. Although granting that it is a useful fiction,18 Harré contends that it has ‘generated an ocean of metaphysics’ and that ‘By paying attention to the forms of expression of the sense of self we have condensed this ocean into a drop of grammar’ (p. 178). In her book, Being Human (2000), Archer takes issue with this view19 and draws a distinction between a concept of self that is socially or discursively derived and a sense of self that emerges as a universal property of people in the course of their embodied encounters with the natural environment. She argues that Harré ‘totally elides the concept of self with the sense of self’ (p. 108) and, drawing on Mauss (1989), points out that the sense of self is universal and consists in the fact that human beings always and everywhere are aware of their physical and spiritual individuality.20 Archer (p. 123) points out that Harré is correct in his view that the self is not an entity or substance, based on the failure of Husserl and Hume to find one, but argues that this is because they were ‘looking for the wrong “thing” when looking for the “self” ’. Instead, Archer argues that the self should be understood ‘as an emergent relational property whose realization comes about through the necessary relations between embodied practice and the non-discursive environment’. The distinction between self and ‘otherness’ is fundamental to our species-being and our survival cannot wait upon the acquisition of a discursive concept of self. For Archer, the sense of self is the kernel of her conception of humanity or of being human and it is the source from which personal and social identity are generated.  


The self, that continuous sense of being one and the same subject, emerges early in life and is the source of reflexive self-consciousness which lasts throughout life – continually informing us that the things which happen to us ourselves and the things that we make happen, all pertain to the self-same being. 

(p. 255; italics in the original)





 



In the above passage, Archer moves beyond the idea of self as a sense of identity (‘same subject’, ‘same being’) and to a conception of self as a ‘source’ of ‘reflexive self-consciousness’. The difficulty with this formulation of the continuous sense of self providing a source for reflexive self-consciousness is that it seems to leave the ‘reflexive’ bit unaccounted for and out on a limb of its own making. The meaning of the compound term ‘self-consciousness’ is not straightforward. To be self-conscious can mean to be aware of oneself and this, in turn, can mean to be aware of a sense of an enduring self or identity. But ‘self-conscious’ can also mean to be reflexively conscious or, to use Vygotsky's term, to be consciously aware, that is, to be conscious of being conscious in the way that Archer knows that she knows about herself.21 It is the reflexive quality of our consciousness that is defining of our humanity and, perhaps, more so than our sense of an enduring identity. While a sense of self or identity may be a necessary condition for a reflexive being, it is not apparent how it can serve as a ‘source’ for this ‘emergent property’, to use Archer's terminology. Rather than trying to distil reflexivity from a sense of self, it seems that a compelling case can be made for the contrary claim that it is the property of reflexivity that makes possible the emergence of personal and social identities. This would explain their apparent absence among our primate cousins and also why the ‘embodied-self’ that Archer extracts from Piaget's sensorimotor account of object permanence that establishes the boundary between subject and object is something we share with them22 and, perhaps, even with our best of canine friends. 

The issue of reflexivity is inextricably bound with conceptions of self as personal or social identity but Archer seems ambivalent about its causal role, as is evident from the passage below in which the power of reflexivity is cast as being both ‘dependent upon our ability to prioritise our concerns’ and the power that ‘enables us to prioritise what we care about most in the world’.  


The reflective powers which give us our capacity to acquire personal identities are dependent upon our ability to prioritise our concerns in the world, including the social world whose considerations of self-worth, however, exercise no hegemony. If our personal identity represents our unique subjectivity, then who we are is formed by our, admittedly fallible, reflections upon the world, meaning its natural, practical and social orders . . . Our power of reflexivity enables us to prioritise what we care about most in the world . . . 

(p. 313; italics in the original)





 



In the above passage, who we are seems to revolve around a reflexive vicious circle. The way out of the impasse is to concede that to prioritize is a reflexive ability, that concern or caring is a reflexive act, and that who we are, our-selves, are reflexive beings. As Fay (1996, p. 34) points out, ‘selves can stand outside themselves’ and this means that ‘in an important sense a self can be other to itself’. This was Vygotsky's great insight23 and also the means or generative power behind 4½-year-old Lyuba's insight that, ‘If I had tried from the chair I wouldn't have got it, but I got it with the stick.’ For Lyuba who, like others of her age, probably cares about sweets most in the world, in the practical business of reaching the sweet sticks trump chairs. 
But despite Archer's insistence that the source of self-consciousness lies in the embodied ‘self’ of Piaget's anodyne ‘epistemic subject’,24 who arguably represents the ‘genetic’ blueprint for modernity's ‘rational’ man whose loss of humanity Archer wishes to recover, it is the concept of an internal conversation
or dialogue that she places as the centrepiece of the rich inner life that makes us who we are25 and that defines our humanity.  


As human beings, we all know that we live a rich inner life: that we are in continuous communion with ourselves and that we engage in a continual running commentary with the events going on around us. We are aware of how our inner lives monitor our responses to external situations in which we find ourselves and indeed modify some of the circumstances to which we willingly expose ourselves, be these natural, practical or social. 

(2000, p. 193)





 



The above passage is replete with Vygotskian motifs of inner speech, conscious awareness, of self-regulation and solving problems as much with the aid of speech as with tools.26 The internal conversation is the incarnation and expression of reflexivity or self-consciousness. Like Vygotsky who refers to ‘the motivating sphere of consciousness, a sphere that includes our inclinations and needs, our interests and impulses, and our affect and emotion’ (1987, p. 195), Archer refers to our emotions that ‘are among the main constituents of our inner lives’ as the ‘fuel of our internal conversation’ (2000, p. 194). For Archer, our emotions do not only consist of raw sensuous feelings27 but are, in part, cognitive, combining both pathos
and logos
in ‘commentaries about our concerns’ in relation to our bodies, our performative achievements and our self-worth. Our engagement with the world is filtered through the inner conversation that ‘always precedes, accompanies and reflects upon our actions’ (p. 319). 


Fundamentally, the ‘inner conversation’ is constitutive of our concrete singularity. However, it is also and necessarily a conversation about reality. This is because the triune world sets us three problems, none of which can be evaded, made as we are. It confronts us with three inescapable concerns: with our physical well-being, our performative competence, and our self-worth. The world therefore makes us creatures of concern and this enters through three doorways into our constitution. Yet we react back powerfully and particularistically, because the world cannot dictate to us what to care about most: at best it can set the costs for failing to accommodate a given concern. 

(p. 318; italics in the original)





 



According to Archer, it is our cares and concerns that define who we are and constitute our personal and social identities that are underpinned by our sense of enduring selfhood. But the underbelly of cares and concerns is understanding that blends together pathos
and logos
in reflexive commentaries about the world. These commentaries represent our understanding of what the world is about and provide the ground for Archer's claim that we are ‘quintessentially evaluative beings’ (p. 318). 

The same themes of inwardness, reflexivity and concern are blended together by Ortega to yield a conception of self that captures ‘the most essential difference between man and animal’. Diametrically opposed to Harré's (1998, p. 3) fictitious self28 that reduces to a ‘site from which a person perceives the world and a place from which to act’ is Ortega's self as a locus or inner core of understanding.  


But, you will ask, does man perchance not find himself in the same situation as the animal, a prisoner of the world, surrounded by things that terrify him, by things that enchant him, and obliged all his life, inexorably, whether he will or no, to concern himself with them? There is no doubt of it. But with this essential difference – that man can, from time to time, suspend his direct concern with things, detach himself from his surroundings, ignore them, and subjecting his faculty of attention to a radical shift – incomprehensible zoologically – turn, so to speak, his back on the world and take his stand inside himself, attend to his own inwardness or, what is the same thing, concern himself with himself and not with what is other, with things . . . Observe that this marvelous faculty that man possesses of temporarily freeing himself from his slavery to things implies two very different powers: one is his ability to ignore the world for a greater or lesser time without fatal risk; the other is his having somewhere to take his stand, to be, when he has virtually left the world . . . But the world is the whole of exteriority, the absolute without, which can have no other without beyond itself. The only possible without to this without is, precisely, a within, an intus, the inwardness of man, his self, which is principally made up of ideas. 

(1957, pp. 17–18)





 



The self, then, is the locus or epicentre of understanding and from the perspective of the self new understanding is experienced as a revelation, a happening that is brought about by actions whose source or generative power derives from a consciousness that is other. Unlike the mediator who can provide reasons for her actions and, as such, operates as an agent, the actions of the mediatee are not performed intentionally but in the doing they are experienced as happenings: actions that happen to the self but are not self-directed. In principle these ‘unintentional happenings’ are no different to actions that are performed by others and experienced as happenings. Consequently, the concept of action as a projection of understanding has more to do with happenings that result from action than with the doings that constitute the action. In this sense, then, new understanding is not something we do intentionally but something that happens to us. However, all understanding is mediated by action without which there are no happenings.29Agency, then, entails a particular condition of internal mediation whereby the actions of the agent are experienced as happenings to the agent. A cup of coffee ‘happens’ to me whether I make it for myself or it is made for me by a considerate other. By conflating doing and happening in the discourse of agency (or agent), the essential duality30 or internal dialectic is lost or obscured in the figure of an autonomous actor or ‘intentional agent’ who produces effects or happenings without due consideration of the counterpart or flipside of the ‘agent’ that experiences the outcome or happenings that result from action. Vygotsky (1997a, p. 77) refers to this ‘dual nature of consciousness’ and comments that ‘the notion of a double is the picture of consciousness that comes closest to reality’.  


I am conscious of myself only to the extent that I am another to myself, i.e., to the extent that I can again perceive my own reflexes as stimuli. In principle, there is no difference in mechanism whatsoever between the fact that I can repeat aloud a word spoken silently and the fact that I can repeat a word spoken by another. 





 



William James (1962, p. 189) recognized this duality and that ordinary speech distinguishes I who does the doing and me (or you) as the recipient for whom the doing is done, and he commented as follows:  


[T]he total self of me, being as it were duplex, partly known and partly knower, partly object and partly subject, must have two aspects discriminated in it, of which for shortness we may call one the Me and the other the I. 





 



Discussing inner speech, Vygotsky points out that there is a ‘preponderance of sense over meaning’ (1987, p. 248)31 and that predication is its natural form, claiming that ‘psychologically, it consists of predicates only’ (p. 243). Another feature of inner speech is that it lacks what Bakhtin calls ‘addressivity’ (1986, p. 99). Rather than an utterance that is spoken, inner speech has the quality of a voice that is heard. When we talk to ourselves, we listen rather than speak. We hear ourselves thinking and in this sense inner speech is more a happening than a doing.32

When the pre-understanding of the intentional agent is adequate for the successful performance of a task, it serves to preserve the identity of the self because the ‘happenings’ that are produced accord with the task demands. However, when this circle of understanding that drives routine activities breaks down and new understanding is required to solve a problem, a rupture occurs that threatens the integrity of the self and undermines the possibility of agency as the projection of understanding in action. In the case of direct instruction by a parent or teacher, the happenings produced by the learner's actions that are mediated by the understanding of the other provide the grounds for the emergence of new understanding. This entails a recovery of agency in which the new understanding can drive self-regulated actions that will produce the desired or intended happenings. 

But the otherness of the consciousness that flows through mediation is not necessarily the intentionality that drives the actions of the other as mediator. The mediator's reason for regulating or directing the actions of the mediatee, or the purpose of the mediator, is not the goal of understanding of the mediatee. As Ricoeur (1983) points out, understanding a text does not, and should not, require an understanding of the author's intentions behind a text but of a world that is revealed in front of the text.  


Therefore what we want to understand is not something hidden behind the text, but something disclosed in front of it . . . Understanding has less than ever to do with the author and his situation. It wants to grasp the proposed worlds opened up by the references of the text. To understand a text is to follow its movement from sense to reference, from what it says, to what it talks about. 

(p. 218; italics added for emphasis)





 



Ricoeur's comments in relation to understanding a text can usefully be transposed to the zone of proximal development, with the mediator and mediatee replacing the author and reader and the actions performed by the mediatee replacing the text. In fact, given the historical priorities, it could be argued that Ricoeur's tables need to be turned, with the zone of proximal development providing the theoretical underpinning for the interpretation of texts rather than the reverse. In both cases, the intentions of the author/mediator in relation to the text/actions are neither privileged nor essential for the reader's/mediatee's understanding. In teaching a child to tie shoelaces, a parent's intention may be to displace this activity onto the child and thereby eliminate this chore from the daily routine of childminding, whereas for the child, being able to perform this activity may mean greater autonomy and independence from the adult. The point is that the interpretation or way of understanding that a reader brings to bear on a text or a mediatee on a set of actions need not coincide with that of the author or mediator. In the same way that a text is an open work that proposes possible worlds so too does human action possess the same open quality with the potential to experience and understand new and expanded worlds.  


In contrast to the tradition of the cogito and to the pretension of the subject to know itself by immediate intuition, it must be said that we understand ourselves only by the long detour of the signs of humanity deposited in cultural works. What would we know of love and hate, of moral feelings and, in general, of all that we call the self, if these had not been brought to language and articulated by literature?33 Thus what seems most contrary to subjectivity, and what structural analysis discloses as the texture of the text, is the very medium within which we can understand ourselves. 

(Ricoeur, 1983, p. 143; italics in the original) 





 


In the zone of proximal development, the action produced by the mediatee is the ‘medium within which we can understand ourselves’. The task for the learner, no less than for the reader, is not simply to follow the instructions of the mediator by producing a set of actions but is to understand what the actions are about. In the example of the child successfully obtaining a sweet, the task was to find a means to obtain the out-of-reach sweet but her reflexive understanding is revealed in her talk about how the task was accomplished. 

To understand a situation is to understand how it works; and how it works is what we must establish when confronted with new and novel objects and events in order to make them work. What we do, or can do, is determined by the constraints and enablements imposed by the situation; the limits set by the horizons of the inner world (Umweldt) of our understanding and outer world (Weldt) of objects and events. Gadamer (1975) makes use of the concept of horizon in relation to the understanding of a situation as follows:  


Understanding of the past, then, undoubtedly requires an historical horizon. But it is not the case that we acquire this horizon by placing ourselves within an historical situation. Rather, we must always already have a horizon in order to be able to place ourselves within a situation. For what do we mean by ‘placing ourselves’ in a situation? Certainly not just disregarding ourselves. This is necessary, of course, in that we must imagine the other situation. But into this other situation we must also bring ourselves. Only this fulfils the meaning of ‘placing ourselves’. If we place ourselves in the position of someone else, for example, then we shall understand him, i.e., become aware of the otherness, the indissoluble individuality of the other person, by placing ourselves in his position. 

(p. 271)





 



We experience a set of events as a task when there is a need to understand; when sense and reference become unstuck; when the inner and outer horizons of consciousness are dislocated and resist the harmonious coupling of horizons within which pre-understandings are contained. These prior or fore-understandings, or prejudices to use Gadamer's term, are what we carry with us, not as baggage that can be discarded, or lost and later recovered, but as constitutive of our being or selfhood. New understanding does not change the set of objects or events that constitute a task, such as the configurations of blocks, beads and water levels characteristic of Piagetian conservation tasks, but transforms the self by incorporating the situation into its being. Younger and older children understand the ‘conservation’ situation differently, but in saying this we are saying that they are conscious of and experience different situations. For the young child, the events are about different quantities whereas for the older child they are about the same amounts. In both cases, the relation between experience and situation is one of understanding and, in this sense, what distinguishes the children is their mode of being. The element of difference in the two situations does not reside in the events of the external world that remain unchanged but in the internal world that constitutes the consciousness of the children.34

Understanding, then, is not a skill that improves with practice, or a bit of information that may be forgotten or added to a store of similar bits of information. The self that is transformed by new understanding is not simply a bloated version of its former self. New understanding demands a negation
and not an elaboration or refinement of previous understanding. This inner world of understanding is the product of negating transformations of the self that must undergo a prescinding process when confronted with a novel task for which existing understanding is inadequate. If understanding is considered an incomplete work, then the self is always in a potential relation of pre-understanding vis-à-vis new situations. 



Conscious awareness
 


As a form of instruction or explanation, mediation transforms pre-understanding by negating through action the understanding that constitutes the self of the mediatee. The transformation of understanding that mediation achieves is a transformation of consciousness that is revealed in new ways of acting on and experiencing the world.35 Because experience is open, in the sense that it is a happening, something that can be done to us as well as something we do, understanding is always a kind of potential not-understanding, or as Ortega comments:  


Man ‘goes on being’ and ‘unbeing’ – living. He goes on accumulating being – the past; he goes on making for himself a being through his dialectical series of experiments. This is a dialectic not of logical but precisely of historical reason. 

(1941, p. 215)





 



We ‘accumulate being’ by means of experience and all experience consists of happenings, whether of our own making through the actions we perform or through the actions of others or other things. But not every action or happening necessarily constitutes an experience of which we are consciously aware. Two qualities are given in and through experience. First, to experience a happening is to be aware of that happening. This state of awareness is often referred to as consciousness. To regain consciousness after being unconscious is to become aware or to attain a state of awareness. In this sense, conscious is the opposite or complement of unconscious where the presence or absence of awareness determines the state or condition of consciousness. 

Pinker (1997, p. 134) points out that the word consciousness is ambiguous and (drawing on the work of Jackendoff and Block) distinguishes three meanings: self-knowledge, access to information and sentience. Of these three meanings, he regards the first, self-knowledge, as ‘an everyday topic in cognitive science’ and the second, access to information, as a ‘mere problem, not a mystery’ that will be solved sooner rather than later. This second meaning of consciousness is perhaps better reserved for the word awareness and Pinker suggests that information processing in our nervous systems falls into two pools, one of which is accessible to awareness and the other of which is not. The third meaning, sentience, is the stumbling block, the one that strikes us as a miraculous product of evolution where matter finally gets transmogrified into mind. This meaning of consciousness describes a quality of experience in addition to that of awareness. It is what we mean by subjective experience, first-person present tense, or the way it feels or ‘is to be like’ when we are accessing or have information. The term qualia is used to capture this qualitative dimension of sentience or to use Dennett's expression, ‘the ways things seem to us’ (1988, p. 43). Pinker comments that ‘Sentience and access may be two sides of a single coin’ (p. 145) and this suggests that one face would reflect information or an awareness of things and the other, qualia or ways of seeming for which the word consciousness could be reserved. 

To be conscious of an experience is to be aware of the aboutness of the experience. In other words, consciousness refers to that quality or property that experience has of being about something. Not only are we aware of something but our awareness is an awareness about something. Given this distinction, the relation between awareness and consciousness as constituents of experience is analogous to that between the signifier and the signified as the constituents of a sign, where the signifier is a kind of vehicle that does not transport itself but carries or holds an aboutness that is not about itself. On hearing a telephone ring, we do not have two experiences, one of a ringing sound and another of an active telephone. Similarly, in the case of familiar word sounds, we seldom ever hear the sound of the word, only the aboutness of the sound. In the case of an unfamiliar foreign language, however, the situation is reversed. We experience sounds that are not about anything. In the same way that reasons, goals and purposes represent the intentional aspect of actions and without which actions are reduced to behaviours, consciousness is the intentional aspect of experience without which it reduces to awareness. The aboutness of the happenings we experience constitutes our understanding which concerns the significance36 of our experiences rather than their transparent contents. 

This distinction between awareness and consciousness is implicit in the compound term conscious awareness that seems to have lost currency but plays a crucial theoretical role in Vygotsky's account of the role of instruction in the development of higher mental processes and, in particular, in his account of the development of scientific concepts (1987, pp. 167–241). The aboutness of experience, the taking into account of happenings or the ways of seeming that we experience, is what we mean by understanding in the reflexive sense of knowing that we know. In this sense, consciousness does not describe a state of awareness but a condition of understanding. To lack consciousness is to lack understanding. The quality of experience that we call consciousness is a property of the self whose mode of being is understanding.37

The categories of awareness and consciousness correspond to Vygotsky's distinction between ‘perceptive consciousness’ and ‘intellectual consciousness’ (1987, p. 256), what James called ‘knowledge of Acquaintance’ and ‘knowledge About’ (1962, p. 26), and also to the contrast Ingold (1986, p. 312) draws between a practical or presentational awareness of doing, and a conceptual or representational consciousness that saturates happenings with an understanding of what they are about. This distinction between an awareness of and a consciousness about38 reflects two different aspects or qualities of our experience and suggests a bipolar or, to use James’ expression, ‘duplex’ conception of our subjectivity that can be captured in the terms ego and self. This is not to suggest that the self is the complement of the Cartesian Ego that presides over our acquired understandings that increase with experience. On the contrary, it is our understanding that constitutes our sense of self or selfhood and about which we are conscious. 

The ofness and aboutness that are manifest in awareness and consciousness together constitute the historical dimension of being, what Ortega calls the radical reality that is ‘my life’ and what Gadamer calls ‘effective-historical-consciousness’. 

 


History is the systematic science of the radical reality, my life. It is therefore a science of the present in the most rigorous and actual sense of the word . . . There is no actio in distans. The past is not yonder, at the date when it happened, but here in me. The past is I – by which I mean my life. 

(Ortega, 1941, p. 223)





 


 


Historical consciousness must become aware that in the apparent immediacy with which it approaches a work of art or a tradition, there is also contained, albeit unrecognized and hence not allowed for, this other element. If we are trying to understand a historical phenomenon from the historical distance that is characteristic of our hermeneutic situation, we are always subject to the effects of effective-history. It determines in advance both what seems to us worth inquiring about and what will appear as an object of investigation, and we more or less forget half of what is really there – in fact, we miss the whole truth of the phenomenon when we take its immediate appearance as the whole truth. 

(Gadamer, 1975, pp. 267–8) 





 



Awareness, then, is our anchor to the present. To be aware is to be aware now. In this sense, now is not a point in time but a moment of awareness that may endure and stretch across time.39 From the perspective of the self, all actions are experienced as happenings and what happens is happening now. The before and after in a sequence of actions is contained within the now of awareness which fills the gap between past and future. However, consciousness is our link with history and destiny. To be conscious is to situate awareness within a context that is not immediately given but stretches across the here and now and beyond the finite existence of singular persons. This is the significance of human mediation. The aboutness of experience is constituted by the actions performed that generate experience. But the source of these mediated actions and, hence, the source of our consciousness or experience of aboutness is external to the self.40 Consciousness is the subjective face of history if by that term we mean not a sequence of events in time, the actions performed by actors in the past, but the transformation of being in which the actions of others are enfolded in consciousness. In this sense, history is the present that moves through time pulling the past and pushing the future not as before and after but as the now of being, of an understanding that eludes the order of time.41 The temporal dimension of action, the fact that it occurs in time, that it takes or occupies time, does not coincide with history. What occurs in time does not necessarily occur in history. Before and after are relational terms that apply to actions, whereas past and future are dimensions of consciousness, ways of understanding now the aboutness of the before and after of happenings. Consciousness is the link between time and history.42

History as it is lived through tradition intersects the presence of awareness by substituting, through the mediation of action, the understanding of the other for that of the self. But the agent that emerges when new understanding is achieved and re-asserts its-self, through self-directed actions whose source lies in the otherness of its consciousness, is an agent for whom history is not other but self and for whom being – what Ortega calls authentic being – is not existing in the world but participating in history.  


Here, then, awaiting our study, lies man's authentic ‘being’ – stretching the whole length of his past. Man is what has happened to him, what he has done. Other things might have happened to him or have been done to him, but what did in fact happen to him, this constitutes a relentless trajectory of experiences that he carries on his back as the vagabond his bundle of all he possesses. 

(Ortega, 1941, p. 216)





 



Understanding that is achieved through mediation can only be an understanding of a self whose consciousness is constituted by others.43 Consciousness is the continuity that transcends the finite being of particular persons. Almost in a literal sense, consciousness is handed over and down through the generations. This process of handing down, of pulling history across time, is what we call tradition44 and culture is the substance that is passed along. The process of cultural transmission is accomplished through the dialectic of action and experience and it is these ‘happenings’ that constitute tradition and whose source is external to the actor, that become enfolded in consciousness. 


Orders of mediation45
 


The transformation of understanding that mediation achieves in the transition from pre-understanding to understanding is a transformation of consciousness that is revealed in new ways of acting and experiencing the world. In a typical teaching situation such as that depicted in the zone of proximal development, the form of the mediation or other-regulation is direct and overt. For example, if I instruct a child to use a pair of scissors, the aboutness of scissors, their cutting function, is revealed in the actions the child performs; actions that the instructor regulates as part of the instruction process. All regulation consists of directives to act in particular ways, but the actions produced by the mediatee, as a consequence of other-regulation, have their origin in the understanding that constitutes the self of the other as mediator. In the context of other-regulation, then, mediation involves the interception of the self of the mediatee, that is the pre-understandings that constitute the consciousness of the mediatee, and the substituting of the self-understanding of the mediator. Consequently, for the zone of proximal development, a theory of mediation entails an account not only of the mediator as a purposeful or intentional agent but also of the recipient of mediation, the mediatee, for whom mediation is experienced as a happening that is not of her own making. In the same way that Bakhtin (1981, p. 293) argues that ‘The word in language is half someone else's’ so actions that are the product of other-regulation are half someone else's. 

We can distinguish between the actions of an agent and those of an actor or performer in terms of the presence or absence of understanding. In the former case, an agent's actions have their origin in the self-understanding of the agent. In the case of mediation as other-regulation, the mediatee is transformed into an actor whose actions are performances directed by the understanding of the other and, as such, they lack an inner or anterior dimension of self-understanding. These ‘mediated actions’ are performed in the absence of understanding or competence, and to the extent that action is mediated by others, agency is undermined because the central psychological feature of instruction or other-regulation is that it entails a surrender of agency by the mediatee and submission or subordination to the competent-other.46 In this context, agency is the antithesis of mediation in the sense of instruction or other-regulation. 
In the case of direct instruction by a parent or teacher, it is clear that vis-à-vis the child or learner, mediation consists of other-regulation, that is regulation by an other who is also the source of understanding from which the projected actions derive. The other, however, is not merely an actor who produces actions by means of instruction but is an agent whose awareness consists of the presence of the mediating situation and whose consciousness locates the situation within the horizon of a tradition that casts its own shadow of aboutness over and around the situation.47 What mediation must achieve through other-regulation is to place the mediatee within a situation such that the actions and experience of the mediatee that are produced by other mediation cast the same shadow, drawing the situation into the current of consciousness through which tradition flows. The significance of Vygotsky's frequently quoted statement that ‘The path from the thing to the child and from the child to the thing lies through another person’ (1999, p. 20) is that what the child encounters is not only a material object but a cultural object that both embodies and is embodied by a tradition whose path extends not only beyond the child but also beyond the other person. Although the mechanisms that underlie tradition and culture can be traced and identified in the process of direct other-regulation or overt instruction, the weight of tradition and the density of culture typically rely on more covert forms of mediation. 

Second-order mediation
 


The way things are done or lives are lived within any tradition is determined not only by direct instruction or what we could call first-order mediation but by the cumulative accomplishments that constitute tradition and culture. These are the works, the products of human labour, that embody the cultural forms through which life is lived. Art and science, craft and technology, all serve to mediate actions, to orchestrate the doings within and across domains of activity. The availability and use of tools and symbols in the service of art and science (hammer and sickle, bow and arrow) facilitate certain actions and inhibit others. Ortega argues that the world is not a ‘reality made up of things’ but an ‘immense pragmatic or practical reality’ consisting of ‘pragmata’.  


They are only as facilities and difficulties, advantages and disadvantages whereby the I that each one of us is can succeed in being. They are, then, in effect, instruments, utensils, chattels, means that serve me – their being is a being for my ends, aspirations, needs; or else they prove to be obstacles, lacks, impediments, limitations, privations, stumbling-blocks, obstructions, reefs, quagmires. And for reasons that we will see later, being ‘things’ sensu stricto is something that comes afterwards, something secondary and in any case highly questionable.48

(1957, p. 62)





 



The important point is that the products of human action, whether of a symbolic or material nature, function as second-order mediators. Unlike the raw objects of nature, objects that are the products of labour, of actions directed outwards at and on the world, are the external or objective expressions of understanding. Where clocks are abundant, people lose the facility to judge the time of day by glancing at the position of the sun, and in an increasingly digital world, children are unable to fathom the time by the position of hands on a clock face. Only in a dead tradition are its works displayed as the ornaments of culture. In life, tradition flows through its works which order and structure not only our actions but also the awareness and consciousness that we experience as life. 

These two components of experience, awareness and consciousness, correspond to the structure and design of objects that are the products of action: works that are produced by work. All tools have the characteristic of embodying both structure and design and their function as second-order mediators can be illustrated by returning to the example of scissors. When a pair of scissors works, its design is revealed in its structure: the articulation of two blades through a central pivot. Tools are about the function they perform and cutting is what scissors are about. The structure of scissors, how the parts relate to the whole, can be distinguished from their design, that which the structure designates which is the function of cutting. To understand a pair of scissors, then, is to understand its cutting function that inheres in its design or functional structure. To the uninitiated, a person who has never encountered a pair of scissors, its cutting function would remain opaque unless it is made to work. Nothing in the pair of scissors at rest, when the blades are closed with their sharp edges set against each other, suggests that it is a cutting instrument. No sharp edge is perceptible to sight or touch. In the absence of a mediator to guide the actions of a learner, how can a pair of scissors mediate or regulate action? The structure constrains what can be done to and with the scissors and the actions that the learner is compelled to perform by the structure are those of grasping and releasing. Once thumb and forefinger are enclosed within the hollow round handles that invite their insertion, their movement is limited to opening and closing in a continuous and repetitive motion. In this way, the structure of a pair of scissors constrains the actions that can be performed on and with it and when set in motion its design is revealed. Two sharp edges are exposed and when closed against a suitable object, the function of cutting is revealed. It seems highly probable that an adult from a scissorless culture who encounters a pair of scissors for the first time would very quickly fathom its cutting function and how to use it without the need for any direct instruction.49

What, as opposed to how, the pair of scissors mediates through the actions it regulates is its design which, above all, is its aboutness. In its operation as a functional structure,50 its design is revealed. By regulating actions through the constraints imposed by its structure, the scissors mediate in the same way as any other by intercepting the self or pre-understanding of the mediatee. A pair of scissors can be used as a dagger or a punch by a person for whom its cutting function is opaque. However, if its cutting function remains concealed to its user, then it is profoundly misunderstood; and to the extent that it is used as a dagger (in the absence of understanding its cutting function), this imposed pre-understanding prevents or inhibits the potential understanding that is inherent in the design of the tool: the aboutness that it designates in its working. In this sense, a pair of scissors is ambiguous in its design or functional structure or, in plain language, in its way of working. If it is used as a stabbing instrument, the questions it poses are why two daggers should be joined together through a central pivot and why the handle should consist of two large protruding hollow discs that interfere with its effective use as a weapon. To grasp the meaning of a pair of scissors as a cutting instrument requires the surrender of the dagger pre-understanding that obstructs or inhibits the very actions whose doing would serve to reveal the design that lies concealed in the structure of the situation. A pair of scissors, like a text, has the potential to expand or open up new horizons, to use Gadamer's (1975, p. 269) metaphor, or, in Ricoeur's terms, to reveal a new world (1983, pp. 182–93): a world of cutting, of manufacture, of capital accumulation and so on. For this to happen, the situation must pose a question or the experience produce a disjunction, in the sense that habitual ways of acting on the world are obstructed. 

But in what way can inanimate objects such as a pair of scissors mediate consciousness through the actions they regulate? In what sense can the scissors explain or reveal understanding? The answer lies in the design that distinguishes a work from a lump of matter and in terms of which it is able to function as a second-order mediator, one step removed from direct mediation or instruction by another person. The snip-snip of the scissors, their functional structure or working, embodies their design. But this design, this designation of cutting, is a projection of the consciousness of the designer whose purpose is to make an object or instrument that cuts, an instrument that is about cutting. For this reason, works or objects that bear the imprint of design serve as second-order mediators. The designer's self (understanding) is projected through action into the work, where it inheres as design in the structure of the work. This structure, by regulating the actions of the scissors user, reveals its design in its working or functional structure. In this way, consciousness is mediated through work and works. As in the case of direct other-regulation or instruction, consciousness does not leap from self to self but is constituted through the mediation of happenings (actions and experience). What Gadamer (1975, p. 260) calls the ‘miracle of understanding, which is not a mysterious communion of souls, but a sharing of common meaning’,51 has its origin in the mediation of happenings. Works that bear the imprint of design function as second-order mediators by ‘explaining’, through the actions they regulate, the self of the designer whose actions in producing the scissors reveal a consciousness of cutting. In this sense, a tool when it functions is a surrogate form of consciousness and the artefacts of culture are the concrete embodiments of other minds. 

The generative power of second-order mediation is splendidly captured by Vikram Seth in his captivating novel An Equal Music (1999), in which we encounter the main character, who is the second violinist in a string quartet, speaking his mind.  


But the part I like best is where I do not play at all. The trio really is a trio. Piers, Helen and Billy slide and stop away on their lowest strings, while I rest – intensely, intently. My Tononi is stilled. My bow lies across my lap. My eyes close, I am here and not here. A waking nap? A flight to the end of the galaxy and perhaps a couple of billion light-years beyond? A vacation, however short, from the presence of my too-present colleagues? Soberly, deeply, the melody grinds away, and now the minuet begins again. But I should be playing this, I think anxiously. It is the minuet. I should have rejoined the others, I should be playing again. And, oddly enough, I can hear myself playing. And yes,the fiddle is under my chin, and the bow is in my hand, and I am. 

(pp. 110–11)





 


In the above passage, agency is abandoned not as an act of will but as an act of willing surrender and poignant submission to a melodious otherness that transports the silent player to the end of the galaxy and returns him unaware that he has broken his silence and, in so doing, he finds himself rejoined with the others in their collective play.  


Our synchronous visions merge, and we are one: with each other, with the world, and with that long-dispersed being52 whose force we receive through the shape of his notated vision and the single swift-flowing syllable of his name. 

(pp. 114–15)





 





Third-order mediation
 


Even further removed from the tangible other-regulation of direct instruction, but no less potent in their effects, are the institutions, social structures or cultural forms constituted by bundles of relations between people and between people and their products. This third-order mediation captures the wide angle of history where work and works are integrated into the systems and super-systems of society. As instruments of mediation, art and science (symbol and tool) are embedded in networks of relations. The innocuous tick-tock of time has a historical significance that transcends the mediating function of the clock as an instrument of time. It is surely no mere caprice that the standard reward for a lifetime of labour is the wristwatch. In the super-system that we call the modern world, the gift of a timepiece is the symbolic return of that chunk of being that is surrendered when we enter the modern world of work; a form of life that is governed by the relentless swing of the pendulum. History, tradition and culture all show their face behind the dial of the clock. In art, science, commerce, industry, law, education, even recreation – all the institutions that constitute our modern world – the clock regulates our actions, in different ways and for different ends. The unsuspecting child who delights in learning to tell the time becomes enmeshed in a tradition in which action is mediated by the clockwork ethic: punctuality, efficiency, productivity. What distinguishes our modern experience of time, as mediated by the clock through the institutions of society, is not an awareness of the passing of the day or seasons of the year that are shared by all across time and space but a consciousness of what the passage of time is about. In the modern world it is about productivity, efficiency and punctuality that are states of being, pre-understandings that constitute the self, focal nodes of the ‘narrative unconscious’. 

This third order of mediation can be illustrated by extending the scissors example. Here the analysis shifts from the design or aboutness of scissors to the aboutness of the cutting that the scissors generate. The what, when and how of cutting extends beyond the scissors and their operator. In the production of a garment, cutting is about the manufacture of an item of clothing and this item is about satisfying a need for protection or adornment. But the garment may also be about satisfying some other need for which the garment is either exchanged or sold. Of course, the analysis can be extended into familiar categories such as means and relations of production, class, capital, markets, enterprise, initiative and so on. As we move through these analyses, from the aboutness of scissors, to the aboutness of cutting, to the aboutness of garments, through to the aboutness of commodities and of the economy, consciousness spreads out and is contained at its limit in the concept of society. The structure of society is reflected in its social systems or institutions and its design finds expression in the functional structures we call culture. 

What society regulates are the roles, or to use Bhaskar's term, ‘positioned-practices’ (1979, p. 52), that constitute social systems. To play out a role, whether in the theatre or in life, is to partially disengage the self from involvement in the activity that is produced by the actor. The distinguishing feature of action as a role that is enacted by an actor is the eclipse of the self. In the theatre, an actor must suspend the real self and substitute the ‘self’ of the character that is portrayed. By penetrating into the life of the stage character, a convincing or moving performance is achieved. In real life, social roles that govern much of our daily intercourse are also characterized by a suppression or suspension of the self. Social or cultural conventions and roles are often enacted mindlessly, in the sense of ‘going through the motions’, as is irritatingly evident in the expressions ‘have a good day’ and ‘take care’ whose tone usually conveys if not the opposite then the depths of disinterest. It is as if the self is suspended in many activities that constitute routine actions in the course of social life. Ortega (1957, p. 65) refers to this as a ‘veiled, unapparent, and as it were, dormant form of habituality’.53 To use Ortega's words, ‘what acts in us through acquired habit we do not especially notice’. In other situations we are called on to suspend personal judgements and remain objective, meaning that we put aside something subjective or something of ourselves. This is evident in situations in which social conventions are formalized, as in the case of the legal system, or any other overtly rule-governed activity. In these situations, the suspension of the self is an indispensable requirement. The roles of judge, prosecutor, advocate, juror, defendant, etc., are regulated by a canon that is the product of the collective and cumulative work of law makers whose consciousness inheres in the body of the law their labour has produced. Judges and lawyers are expected to put aside their personal views and feelings and act within the boundaries of the rules prescribed by the body of the law and many courtroom dramas reflect a tension between the dogma of law that must ultimately prevail and the cause of ‘justice’ that in the process may be sacrificed. In the world of the court, actions are strictly controlled and severely limited, with all the participants being constrained and regulated by the roles each is called on to enact. What is put aside in this living drama is the self and what is left in place is an actor who performs a role, a player who plays a part. To act impartially in this way is not to act without a part but to play a part such that one's actions are bound by rules and derived from a surrogate self or set of understandings defined by the social or cultural role that is being enacted and from which understanding derives. 

The institutions or social systems that together constitute society regulate action in the same way as any other mediator by intercepting the self of the mediatee and thereby reducing an agent to an actor. The regulative order of society54 does not imply a Durkheimian collective consciousness or superorganism any more than the regulative power of a pair of scissors implies a cutting consciousness immanent in the scissors. Ortega (1957) uses the terms ‘inhuman man’ and ‘impersonal man’ to convey the loss or absence of agency that produces what he calls ‘this strange contradictory entity’. 

 


Now, the ‘usual’, the customary is something that we do because it ‘is done’. But who does what ‘is done’? Why, people. Very well – but who is ‘people’? Why everybody and, at the same time, no one in particular. So here again we find no author of the usage, who willed it and is responsible for the reality that devolves to it as usage. Our coming and going in the streets and our dressing have this most strange condition: that we perform it ourselves, and hence it is a human act, but at the same time it is not ours, we are not its active subjects and protagonists; on the contrary it is decided, resolved on, and actually done in us by Nobody – the nobody who is indeterminate – and hence it is an inhuman act. 

(pp. 182–3; italics in the original)





 


 


But man, if he is truly man, is personal; the human phenomenon – we said earlier – is always a personal phenomenon. But here we have an impersonal man – ‘one’, on, se – who does what ‘is done’ [se hace] and says what ‘is said’ [se dice] – hence an inhuman man. And the momentous thing, when we ourselves do what ‘is done’ and say what ‘is said’ is that then the se, this inhuman man, this strange contradictory entity, is, within us, we are he. 

(pp. 183–4; italics in the original)





 



In the same way that opening a bank account requires that we learn the rules of banking, entry into any social system requires learning of the rules that serve to coordinate the roles that constitute the system. The rules are prescriptions for the actions that must be performed or the roles that must be enacted for the system to work and also include the workings of objects (e.g., chequebook, credit card) and the actions they regulate. The way society works is reflected in the message that often used to be displayed in butchers’ shops: Banks don't sell sausages and we don't cash cheques. The bank cashier's enquiry, ‘How are you?’ carries a very different meaning from that of the doctor and the answer we give in each case is determined by the role we are enacting within a system of prescriptive rules or discursive scripts. The reason we do not respond to the bank cashier in the same way as to the doctor is because the former dispenses money and the latter medicine. Banks are about money, medicine is about illness. 

Socialization is the term we use to cover the entry into society by the adoption of roles in the social structures, systems or institutions that constitute society. These systems or structures are defined by sets of relationships that obtain between roles. When we enter a social system we become part of its structure because entry is only possible by the enactment of a role. Objecting that the concept ‘socialization’ implies ‘the inscription of a Durkheimian regulative order on the “raw material” of humanity – immature individuals’, Ingold (1986, pp. 262–3) argues that the term ‘socialization’ should be ‘dropped altogether’ and replaced by ‘enculturation’ to convey ‘what a unique individual acquires from other unique individuals of the same population in consequence of their interaction’. Once we enter a system (open a bank account, take up employment, commit a crime, etc.), or are entered into a system (school, religion, military) by some authority (parents, state, etc.), our actions are constrained and regulated in a manner that, in principle, is no different to the constraints imposed when thumb and forefinger enter the handles of the scissors. 

In the same way that the structure of a pair of scissors both limits and facilitates the actions that can be performed with it, social structures through their constitutive roles and relations between roles facilitate certain actions while inhibiting others.55 But in the process, in the enactment of social roles, the aboutness of social structures is revealed in their working and, in this sense, the design of social functional structures is reflected in their working. To the uninitiated, the aboutness of a social system, its design, is revealed through participation in its structure. But this structure must be understood as a functional structure, what Ortega (1957) calls a usage, that exists only in its working.  


It follows that, from the time we see the light, we live submerged in an ocean of usages, that they are the first and strongest reality that we encounter; they are, sensu stricto, our environment or social world, they are the society in which we live. It is through this social world of usages that we see the world of men and things, see the universe. 

(p. 191)





 



Long before the digital virtual world of computing, language led us astray by conflating the virtual with the actual. The cutting object that we keep in a drawer and call a pair of scissors only becomes ‘scissors’ when it cuts and it is in the cutting that the scissors reveal their aboutness.56 Children are a constant source of amusement and sometimes embarrassment precisely because they either confuse or are oblivious to the aboutness of social situations, that is, the workings of social structures. A young child may well launch into a detailed medical history in response to the ‘How are you?’ of a friendly bank cashier. Not only children but all initiates into social structures stumble over the design as they work through and are worked through the system. 

The situations we experience as part of a working social system have the same qualities of awareness and consciousness that constitute all experience. We become aware of the system, its component parts and their interrelations, and also conscious of what the system does in its working and our part in the doing. In terms of the scissors, our part in their doing is the cutting. To be conscious of a pair of scissors is to understand that it is about cutting but it is also to understand that cutting is our part in its doing. Similarly, in the case of social structures, to be conscious of a role is to understand that its enactment is our part in its doing. The surrender of the self that is entailed by the other-regulation of actions that are prescribed by social roles does not mean that socialization is like casting actors for a play. We enter social systems as actors but participate fully as agents. The surrender of agency that is entailed by all mediation as the interception of the self by the other is only the start of a process that leads through understanding to the recovery of agency. But in this process, the agent is transformed. In the course of social life, as new roles are coordinated and old ones elaborated and refined, the horizons of consciousness expand. The agent who participates in society projects through action a consciousness that is multidimensional, reflecting a self whose mode of being is not fragmented like the roles of an actor scattered about a scrapbook but is consolidated and integrated as understanding. 
Because the focus on mediation emphasizes the acquisition of social roles does not mean that as human agents we are constituted as ‘society's gift’, to use Archer's term. In living our lives, our practices are not accounted for entirely by the prescriptions entailed by rule or norm governed roles. There are varying degrees of freedom attached to different social roles that allow for an array of diverse expressions of how the essential elements that constitute the roles are played out.57 As self-conscious beings that can reflect on our part in the playing, we are able to transform existing roles and also to create new ones. Archer (2000) provides a compelling argument that although our personal powers are conditioned, they are not determined by the natural, practical and social environment and this enables us to have ‘rich private lives which are not internalised mimetics of external reality’ (p. 298). In fact, Archer's conclusion that ‘Being human is our gift to society – certainly with society, through society and in society – but it can never be society's gift to us’ (p. 305) is so compelling that it seems to threaten its realist moorings that grant independent emerging powers to society. 

Humanity's gift resides in the fact that people have the powers not only to transform but, as Archer points out, also to create social roles, and this means that these newly created roles would not pre-exist their creators and that any powers that would emerge from these roles would always be derivative, having their source in the ‘creativity and commitment’ of the ‘personal powers’ (p. 297) of their makers.58 In Archer's terms, the core ingredient of being human is reflexive self-consciousness and this accords well with Vygotsky's conception of what constitutes our humanity. But, for Vygotsky, this gift is not something that ‘persons’ give to ‘society’ but is more along the lines of returning something borrowed, not like a cup of sugar but more like a favour in which the thought and not its content is what counts. Certainly, humanity's ‘gift’ lies in the property of self-consciousness. At issue is not the nature of the gift but who does the giving and who the receiving.  


Much of the inner conversation will undoubtedly be about the three orders of reality, but we now have a robust subject with the wherewithal to reflect upon the outside world as object. Certainly they employ the public linguistic medium in their private ruminations, and are thus constrained by the things which can and cannot be said within any natural language, but not in what they chose to think about within it. Human persons have been left with their souls. 

(p. 298; italics in the original)





 



For Archer, the ‘wherewithal to reflect upon the outside world as object’ is separate from and independent of the ‘public linguistic medium’ that may constrain what can and cannot be said. For Vygotsky, human speech is not only a medium of representation that is constrained by its nature but provides the means or necessary conditions or generative power or ‘wherewithal’ for self-consciousness. But before we talk to ourselves in the course of our inner conversations and in order to do so, we first must talk to others without whom our humanity remains only a possibility and our souls a singular impossibility.59

If society is understood as a functional super-structure, the working of the workings of systems constituted by relations between self-conscious reflexive agents, then its design is what we mean by the term culture. In Ortega 's words, ‘As you see, usages are interconnected and rest one upon another, forming a gigantic architecture. This gigantic architecture of usages is, precisely, society’ (1957, p. 221). As this analysis has attempted to show, the design of a functional structure mediates consciousness through action. Culture is the interface between mediated doing and happening, a reservoir of consciousness externalized in the material and symbolic works that together constitute a tradition through which life is lived. 





Kinds of understanding
 


The functional structure of the zone of proximal development does not entail the transmission of understanding from the head of the mediator to the head of the mediatee but is revealed through the mediation of happenings that are produced by the mediatee at the behest of the mediator. In this process, in which the learner acts without understanding, awareness and consciousness become unstuck and the learning–teaching task that must culminate in new understanding requires the learner not simply to follow instructions but to make sense of the happening brought about by the teacher's instructions. Given the dislocation between awareness and consciousness that defines the task of new understanding, different kinds of failures of understanding can be distinguished. 

Misunderstanding
 


The condition of misunderstanding is revealing of the role of awareness and consciousness as constituents of experience. Although paradoxical on the surface, misunderstanding is a form of absolute understanding in the sense that as long as it persists, it blocks any transformation to a new or deeper understanding. The paradoxical nature of misunderstanding is that it is experienced as understanding. To misunderstand a situation is to attach an incorrect aboutness to the awareness of a situation that produces a kind of perseveration of experience in which consciousness and awareness are locked together. In this sense, misunderstanding is a condition of misplaced consciousness. Consequently, misunderstanding cannot be experienced as such but only as understanding. Misunderstanding can only be recognized by another person and what the other person recognizes is confusion; a joining together of an awareness and an aboutness that do not belong together, at least from the perspective of the other person. Because misunderstanding is experienced as understanding, it presents a formidable barrier to learning. This is because for learning to occur, a process must be set in motion whereby one form of understanding is overcome and transformed, and this requires that the learner must experience a rupture between awareness and aboutness; an un-happening or un-doing of experience. To overcome misunderstanding, a situation must be experienced in a different way and given that the same situation produces the same state of awareness, new understanding can only replace misunderstanding if consciousness is dislodged from the experience of the situation. 

This process of casting off our consciousness or un-learning is not easily achieved and it may be that it is for this reason that the solutions to what appear to be intractable problems seem to pop into our heads when our guard is down and we least expect it. This strange phenomenon of understanding resisting our most intense concentration but yielding suddenly and effortlessly when that concentration lapses60 may be explained by the very process of attention in which consciousness is intensely and narrowly focused such that the aboutness of a situation is tightly drawn around and encloses the awareness of the situation. To understand a situation differently is to experience it differently by raising or shifting our consciousness of what the situation is about. Understanding and misunderstanding are both experiences in which awareness and consciousness coincide. But there are situations, in particular learning situations, in which we do not understand what we experience. Two kinds of failures of understanding can be distinguished in terms of awareness and consciousness: non-understanding in which consciousness strives for awareness; and not-understanding in which awareness gropes towards and struggles to establish a clear and well-defined consciousness.61



Non-understanding and not-understanding
 


Non-understanding is a problem of awareness, not of consciousness, and corresponds with what we usually mean by the term ‘ignorance’ as distinct from ‘innocence’. By the term ‘innocence’ we mean that a person has no awareness and no consciousness of a situation. To be innocent of something is to have no experience of that thing. In contrast, to be ignorant is to be ignorant of something and not about something. In other words, to be ignorant is not only to lack awareness of something but to know that one lacks this awareness. It is an experience of aboutness without adequate awareness. Visitors to foreign countries may not be aware of the nature of prevailing customs and acceptable forms of behaviour but may be conscious of or know about their existence. They are ignorant of but not about the situation. In principle, non-understanding does not present a learning problem. It may of course require strenuous efforts to acquire the necessary awareness, as in the case of ignorance of a foreign language, and a good teacher may be able to render the learning task less arduous. Most of the content of education is directed at transforming non-understanding into understanding (and the same applies to what Kuhn (1962) called normal science). To acquire content in a particular discipline is to broaden one's awareness and much of what is referred to as the learning of skills is concerned with the extent and efficiency of content learning. But a discipline is not merely a body of content or collection of facts. As the term itself suggests, it is a way of dealing with and relating to the aboutness of the content of the discipline and the absence of this kind of understanding should be distinguished from the non-understanding characterized by a lack of awareness or content. 

Whereas non-understanding is a problem of awareness, not-understanding is a problem of consciousness and occurs frequently in learning situations in which a learner responds by saying, ‘I do not understand.’ If the not-understanding can be transformed by the simple expedient of repetition then of course the problem of the initial not-understanding is trivial. However, teachers are most vulnerable when confronted by learners who do not understand and for whom repetition62 has not been successful. The limitation of repetition in the face of not-understanding is that while it may serve to clarify awareness of a situation or problem, it does not address the aboutness of the situation. A simple example is a set of instructions that are not understood. If each word and sentence is understood on its own but not in their totality then a failure to understand is a failure to comprehend what the instructions are about. Not-understanding is the failure to reconcile the awareness of a situation with what the situation is about. 

When confronted with a problem of not-understanding, successful teachers (and learners) often use examples and analogies. The power of examples, and particularly analogies, is that they illustrate what the situation or problem is about and it is this that can be detached from the awareness or content of the analogy and attached to the awareness of the situation or problem at hand. A good example is provided by the Piagetian concepts of assimilation and accommodation that are often explained by using the analogy of digestion63 in which food is broken down and ‘assimilated’ into the contents of the stomach while at the same time the stomach and its contents accommodate to the nature of the food by releasing the appropriate chemical components to digest the food. Although the digestion analogy captures the reciprocal dependency between assimilation and accommodation, it also incorrectly suggests a passive quality to the concept of assimilation in which food is absorbed by the digestive system in the way that a sponge absorbs or assimilates water. This understanding of the concept of assimilation is also consistent with the general meaning of the term of being absorbed by or being incorporated into a larger whole. But this understanding is very different from the Piagetian concept of assimilation as an active process or operation that is performed on the world. The ‘absorption’ understanding of assimilation represents a misunderstanding that enjoys fairly widespread currency. 

Another Piagetian example, by way of personal anecdote of a struggle to understand a theoretical construct, may help to clarify the idea of not-understanding. I first encountered the notion of a ‘functional-structure’ in the context of an explanation of Piaget's theory. In common with many other novices, my understanding of Piaget was based on second-hand accounts in which Piaget's theory is depicted as having structural and functional components, the former consisting of schemas and structures and the latter of the adaptive processes of assimilation and accommodation. My teacher64 tried in vain to explain that Piaget's schemas and structures had to be understood as functional-structures and that although an analytical distinction could be made between structure and function in Piaget's theory, the ‘functions’ of assimilation and accommodation could not be separated from schemas and structures. The difficulty I had was that I could not fathom what was meant by the term ‘functional-structure’ that sounded to me like a contradiction in terms. Either one dealt with a function like digestion or with a structure like a stomach but not with both at the same time and, worse, both rolled together. This, then, was my pre-understanding that I brought to the situation of trying to understand Piaget's theory. Overlaid on this understanding was also the idea that a structure was a kind of thing, like a building, rather than a kind of form like a shape. The more I tried to work out how a schema could be a functional-structure, the less I understood and the more pronounced the contradiction became. When the ‘insight’ finally occurred, it fulfilled all the criteria that are assigned to this concept such as arriving out of the blue when least expected and, most important, when the problem was not being thought about. In this case, the understanding arrived full-blown while singing in the shower! The thought that burst into my consciousness was ‘it's not a kind of structure but the other way round – it's about functioning’. Holding on to this thought I then realized that a ‘structure-function’ referred to a way or form of functioning and that the term ‘functional-structure’ could be replaced by ‘structure/way/form of functioning’. 

Non-understanding and not-understanding are incomplete kinds of understanding but are not symmetrical in the sense that each is a mirror image of the other. Awareness is given by a situation. To be in or to experience a situation is to be aware of something. A lack of or inadequate awareness is corrected by creating appropriate situations. To the extent that awareness presents a problem for a learner, the solution lies in creating the kind of situation or happening that is revealing of the awareness or content that a learner may lack. In science, experimentation is one way to produce awareness. An experiment is a carefully contrived situation designed to elicit a happening; a method of controlling our experience and regulating our awareness of selected events. Although usually considered to stand in opposition to experimentation, participant observation of the kind traditionally employed by anthropologists is another way to produce awareness. Here the situation itself is not contrived. Rather the investigator contrives to place herself into situations that are constituted by the kinds of happenings the investigator wishes to experience. Methodology, or the means of investigation, is essentially a way of manipulating our experience to produce particular kinds of awareness. In this sense, very disparate scientific methods have in common the deliberate attempt to control and manipulate our awareness in order to render more complete our understanding of a given situation. But neither the intrepid fieldworker intent on participant observation, nor the meticulous experimenter bent on controlling variables, can proceed without a prior consciousness that anticipates the aboutness of the situations that the methods used are designed to capture. 
All forms of investigation or inquiry are expressions of aboutness. Both experimentation and participant observation embody the consciousness of the investigator in the sense that both are predicated on a prior understanding of what the situation they will encounter through their methods is about. Unlike awareness that is given by a situation, consciousness is the means whereby situations are precipitated. The methods we employ to generate data reflect our prior understanding of what the data will be about; what the happenings that constitute a situation will reveal. Method is the externalization or objectification of consciousness and the reason why we cannot deal in neutral facts or theory-free data is because to do so is to eliminate consciousness. Prior understandings that are formalized are theories and theories are explicit statements that describe the aboutness of situations. Theories are the language of consciousness and aboutness finds elegant expression in logic and mathematics. But only a small part of consciousness is formalized into explicit theories that find expression in prescriptive methodologies. For the most part, the language of consciousness through which our daily activities are conducted is clumsy, imprecise and implicit (Geertz, 1983). But whatever its form, consciousness imposes itself as prior or pre-understanding in a kind of transcendental sense in which situations are only possible because they are constituted by a dimension of aboutness. 

It is only when the experience of a situation does not conform to the pre-understanding or aboutness that the person brings to bear on a set of happenings that a condition of not-understanding occurs. The difficulty for the learner or teacher is to dislodge the pre-understanding that is fused to the awareness of a situation, thereby distorting our experience of the happenings that constitute the situation, such as the idea of a structure as a thing rather than a form. What we experience is con-fusion, a condition of not-understanding. This is not the experience of a void that needs to be filled or an absence of something that must be replaced by a presence. Not-understanding is a discordant happening or state of disharmony between awareness and consciousness. The tension we experience in not-understanding cannot be resolved by more intense awareness of the situation. On the contrary, the tension increases the more we attempt to impose an inadequate or inappropriate pre-understanding on a situation that requires to be understood in a fundamentally different way. New understanding can only be achieved at the expense of pre-understanding and requires an act of surrender65 so that, like Ricoeur's reader, we can only find ourselves by losing ourselves.66




Learning, playing and understanding
 


There is another situation in which agency is suspended in the production of action. This is the situation of play in which, as Gadamer (1975) suggests, the actor or player is played with or constrained to perform in ways prescribed by the situation of the game.  


[A]ll playing is a being-played. The attraction of a game, the fascination it exerts, consists precisely in the fact that the game tends to master the players . . . Whoever ‘tries’ is in fact the one who is tried. The real subject of the game . . . is not the player, but instead the game itself. The game is what holds the player in its spell, draws him into play, and keeps him there. 

(pp. 95–6)





 



The essential difference between the activities that constitute play and those of a learning task is that play does not pose a question or culminate in the transformation of the consciousness of the self. In play, the situation of the game is re-created over and over and the design of the game, its playing, is an expression of being in which the self marks time.  


Thus the child gives itself a task in playing with the ball, and such tasks are playful ones, because the purpose of the game is not really the solution of the task, but the ordering and shaping of the movement of the game itself. 

(pp. 96–7)





 



The situation of the game, or the experience of playing, is not negated by play as is the case of a learning task. Play is never accomplished in the way that the mastering of a task marks its termination. In play, becoming is suspended as creation is overtaken by re-creation. Unlike a learning task, whose resolution is its undoing, in play we return again and again to the game whose playfulness consists in the infinite variety of possible answers to the same question.  


The movement which is play has no goal which brings it to an end; rather it renews itself in constant repetition.

(p. 93)





 



A learning task, then, is not a serious kind of play and play is not a frivolous kind of task. To the extent that a game initially presents a situation that requires understanding, a potential player or novice will engage in the task of becoming a player. Once this is achieved, however, the actions required by the game are performed in the same repetitive and routine manner as any other actions. Whereas a task culminates in the negation of the experience of a situation, such that the situation is incorporated into the being of the self, in play, the self is drawn outwards into the game, a situation whose design is the re-creation of experience with each playing of the game. Recreation, then, is a re-affirmation of the self in contrast to the transformation of the self that is achieved by the acquisition of new understanding. In engaging in a learning task, the performance that is enacted entails a negation of the pre-understanding that the learner brings to the task, such that the new understanding dislodges the old and, to the extent that the new takes hold and is grasped, it serves to displace the old. To treat a situation as a game is to retain a degree of detachment from the situation by substituting for the task routine actions that sustain the situation. To play the system, to name the game, to go through the motions, are all ways of maintaining the identity and being of the self as against engagement in a learning task whose realization is the negation of the self as a moment in its transformation from one state of being to another. 

Unlike the achievement of understanding, accomplishment in play depends on the improvement through practice of the routine actions that constitute the game. Clearly, in Piagetian terms, the achievement of conservation by concrete operational children cannot depend on the practice and perfection of non-conservation. It is in this sense that skills must be distinguished from understanding. Whether we speak of the artisan, sportsperson, actor or writer, it is not understanding that is made perfect by practice but actions whose performance not only depends on prior understandings but is generated by them. Horses and athletes can be and are trained by trainers who cannot themselves achieve the level of skill they are attempting to attain in their trainees. In contrast, teaching becomes redundant when the teacher's level of understanding is matched by the student. This is why the best students outgrow their teachers or convert them to trainers who can coach them to improve their techniques but not their understanding. Training is a process of acquiring answers to preconceived questions, whereas education requires that the actions of the learner must reveal what the situation is about; the question to which the situation is an answer. To ask a question is already to impose understanding on a situation. We do not ask, cannot ask, questions about matters we do not understand. The task of education or understanding, in Vygotsky's sense of learning that runs ahead of development, is to trace the path that leads from answers to questions. In this sense, we can distinguish between training and education. In moving backwards from answer to question, from awareness to consciousness, situations are transformed into learning tasks, the essential characteristic of which is the surrender of agency or submission to the design inherent in the situation. In this sense, the ends of education justify its means, whereas the means of training justify its ends. Practice, in the sense of training, may strive for perfection but it is the antithesis of negation; a celebration of habit and stability in the face of innovation and transformation. 

The pleasure we derive from a game is that it presents a challenge to our skill, or ego, but not to our being or self; and the satisfaction we derive from improving our performance in play is self-satisfaction. The effort and energy that are expended on the activities in which we engage for relaxation serve to affirm the self by entrenching its way of being. 


It is part of play that the movement is not only without goal or purpose but also without effort. It happens, as it were, by itself. The ease of play, which naturally does not mean that there is any real absence of effort, but phenomenologically refers only to absence of strain, is experienced subjectively as relaxation. The structure of play absorbs the player into itself, and thus takes him from the burden of the initiative, which constitutes the actual strain of existence. This is also seen in the spontaneous tendency to repetition that emerges in the player and in the constant self-renewal of play, which influences its form. 

(Gadamer, 1975, p. 94) 





 



The excitement that surrounds sporting contests, the compulsion to pursue ‘whodunit’ stories and the addiction induced by soap operas lies in the suspense of the answer that is given at the end of the game, in the concluding chapter of the book, or the next episode in an infinite series of television banality. But no mystery attaches to the questions, all of which are given in advance by the genre of which they are an expression. Even when we do not participate as players we are drawn into the game as spectators. In this situation, of which we are a part, we may take delight in the skill of the players or be disappointed by their ineptitude. But in the event, the game, each time it is played, is a reaffirmation of the inner world of our being, of the way in which we understand the world and our place in that world. Entertainment is essentially a situation in which our mode of participation is that of spectator. The spectacle that unfolds does not pose a problem or impose itself as a task. On the contrary, entertainment is predicated on prior understanding and dedicated to its preservation. This is why entertainment is often contrasted with education and, perhaps more significantly, why learning should not be confused, or confuse itself, with entertainment and play.67

It is as spectators and not as players that we experience the world of art in all its expressive forms. This does not mean that as spectators we stand apart or detached from works of art. A work of art is a potential situation, an open invitation, not only to participate in a world whose horizons are expressed by the work, but to enliven that world. As a product of work, art is an answer the understanding of which does not lie in an explanation of its production but in the questions that its expressive power evokes. Whereas games are performed primarily for the player, art is performed primarily for the spectator. Gymnasts perform for themselves as do dancers at a party, unlike ballet dancers whose performances are directed at an audience. In this sense, it is the spectators who play or are played with by the artistic performance. For the performers, the performance is work, as is the creation of the artistic work whose destiny is to find expression in performance. Artistic expression is part task part play, embodying both creation and re-creation. In its re-creative aspect, art most resembles play when viewed from the perspective of the spectator or audience. It is also in its re-creation that art endures and lives as part of tradition and it is this power of endurance that we attribute to great works of art. But what is being done or happening when we attend performances of classic works with which we are thoroughly familiar? Wherein lies the excitement and pleasure in experiencing again and again a Beethoven symphony, a production of Hamlet, a Van Gogh landscape? 

Every performance has a festive air and is a celebration that culminates in applause, itself an expression of joy and appreciation. Clearly, the audience's applause is most directly addressed to the performers’ skill. In applauding the performers we celebrate more than the performance. Artistic works are not re-produced in their performance but re-created and we celebrate their creation in our applause. But in applauding the work and genius of its creator, we again reaffirm the tradition of which it is a part and which is part of us and, in so doing, set the stage for its next performance. But the act of creation that we celebrate with each performance of a work of art, in contrast to the act of production, is not the playing of a game. It is the transformation of our being that occurs when understanding shifts the horizon of our inner world. In its creative aspect, art shows itself as an enchanted task that playfully teases our understanding, enticing the self to surrender to its charm. Once understood, our aesthetic experience cannot be undone or set aside and a special effort, that requires understanding, is needed to appreciate unfamiliar forms of artistic expression in the same spontaneous, self-evident and intuitive way that we are drawn to the familiar. Aesthetic intuition is the expression of a tradition of art that culminates in the consciousness that confronts new forms of art as pre-understanding. In the same way that the meaning of a pair of scissors is revealed in its design, an artistic work reveals its meaning in its performance that endures and is perpetuated with each performance. But the meaning of a work that is realized in performance does not reside in the work as a part, aspect or attribute of its constitution. Meaning is a property of consciousness, an attribute of understanding that constitutes the inner world of the self. 



Mind without culture is empty and culture without mind is unthinkable
 


The world we experience, the works we encounter, envelop us in a current of aboutness, a way of living our lives, of understanding, of being and becoming. That elusive entity, often called the human spirit, that moves through history and spreads through society, that constitutes the being of each finite life but is not confined to the finitude of discrete beings living particular lives, is a consciousness whose form is the design of being and whose substance is understanding. It is consciousness that grounds and unifies the now of culture and then of tradition. As the unfolding culmination of tradition at a given time in history and place in society, culture is the subject of mediation; that which mediates through the agency of people and their products or life forms. The object of mediation is being, understood as a process of becoming, of being and un-being, of learning and unlearning, where the process entails the negation and overcoming of the self by the transformation of consciousness through action.68 This relentless process of reconstruction of the self that culminates in understanding is made possible by the work of mediation. In his fictionalized autobiographical novel Summertime, J. M. Coetzee has the teacher Mr Coetzee explain himself to the concerned mother of a student.  


What I call my philosophy of teaching is in fact a philosophy of learning. It comes out of Plato, modified. Before true learning can occur, I believe, there must be in the student's heart a certain yearning for the truth, a certain fire. The true student burns to know. In the teacher she recognizes, or apprehends, the one who has come closer than herself to the truth. So much does she desire the truth embodied in the teacher that she is prepared to burn her old self up to attain it. For his part, the teacher recognizes and encourages the fire in the student, and responds to it by burning with an intenser light. Thus together the two of them rise to a higher realm. So to speak. 

(2009, p. 163)





 



Understanding is the stuff of consciousness, or to use the more dynamic idiom of James, consciousness is the stream through which understanding flows and constitutes the inner world of our being: a world that lives in us as distinct from the world in which we live. 

Nowhere is the unity of mind and culture more eloquently expressed than in Helen Keller's dazzling account of how the darkness of her inner world was illuminated by the living word.  


Someone was drawing water and my teacher placed my hand under the spout. As the cool stream gushed over one hand, she spelled into the other the word water, first slowly, then rapidly. I stood still, my whole attention fixed upon the motions of her fingers. Suddenly I felt a misty consciousness as of something forgotten – a thrill of returning thought; and somehow the mystery of language was revealed to me. I knew then that ‘w-a-t-e-r’ meant the wonderful cool something that was flowing over my hand. That living word awakened my soul, gave it light, hope, joy, set it free! 

(1990, p. 15)





 



Light, hope, joy and freedom are not the gifts of Homo habilis with whom we share a propensity to shape and fashion sticks for probing, prodding and penetrating the surrounding world in which we live. It is the poetry of Homo sapiens that releases us from the captivity of that world and awakens our souls by also using sticks to draw castles in the sand.  


Consciousness is reflected in the word like the sun is reflected in a droplet of water. The word is a microcosm of consciousness, related to consciousness like a living cell is related to an organism, like an atom is related to the cosmos. The meaningful word is a microcosm of human consciousness. 

(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 285) 





 







1 ‘Tool and sign’, chapter 1 in Vygotsky, 1999. 





2 See the discussion about Marx 's example in which he distinguishes ‘the worst architect from the best of bees’ in Chapter 2. 





3 Referring to a child who uses the word ‘broken’ having broken the lead of his drawing pencil, Vygotsky (1993, p. 195) comments as follows: ‘Like a plan, that word contains within it, in condensed form, the entire further behavior of the child; it signifies a resolution discovered for a different situation, an expressed purpose, a sketch for future action.’ 





4 It should be noted that although these devices may resemble material tools, they function as signs. 





5 This statement can of course also be applied to the concept of labour in which it is not only the use of tools but also the organization and distribution of work that is important. 





6 See Chapter 7 for a discussion of Cole's account of a mediational triangle. 





7 The scaffolding metaphor that is so often invoked in relation to learning in the zone of proximal development seems more appropriate when applied to such a request for help in the execution phase. 





8 This example, or a very similar one, is included in the text of Mind in Society (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 25). 





9 Lyuba's words illustrate the convergence between Vygotsky's concept of conscious awareness (see Chapters 4 and 5) and Piaget's concept of the taking or grasp of consciousness (‘la prise de conscience’). Discussing the ‘transition from the sensorimotor level to the reflective level’, Piaget comments that one of the essential conditions is ‘an awareness, not simply of the desired results of action, but its actual mechanisms, thus enabling the search for the solution to be combined with a consciousness of its nature’ (1976, p. 121). (See Martí (1996) for further discussion.) 





10 This point is also discussed in Chapter 6 on ‘Thought and word’. 





11 The concept of ‘pre-understanding’ captures the essence of Piaget's concept of ‘assimilation’ and, in particular, the notion of schemes of assimilation that rush to apply in any given situation. 





12 This refers to the idea that a text as a whole can only be understood in terms of its parts that, in turn, depend for their understanding on the text as a whole. Hence, the circularity involved in the interpretation of texts. 





13 In stark contrast to Ricoeur's model of the text, Harré (1998, p. 45) argues that ‘A useful model for skilled action, that is action that is intentional and normatively constrained, is conversation.’ 





14 Gadamer (1975) makes essentially the same point. ‘Understanding is not to be thought of so much as an action of one's subjectivity, but as the placing of oneself within a process of tradition, in which past and present are constantly fused’ (p. 258). Similarly, in understanding a text, ‘we do not try to recapture the author's attitude of mind but, if this is the terminology we are to use, we try to recapture the perspective within which he has formed his views’ (p. 259). 





15 It is now established that Volosinov was a pseudonym used by Bakhtin. 





16 In discussing ‘The problem of age’, Vygotsky (1998) expresses a similar idea. ‘Progressive development of the child's personality, the continuous construction of the new, which had been so prominent in all stable ages, is seemingly attenuated or temporarily suspended. Processes of dying off and closure, the disintegration and breakdown of what had been formed at preceding stages and distinguished the child of a given age move to the forefront. During the critical periods, the child does not so much acquire as he loses some of what he had acquired earlier’ (p. 192). 





17 It is the title of chapter 1 of her book Realist Social Theory (1995). Also see Archer, 2000, pp. 307, 308. 





18 As Flanagan (1994, p. 205) points out, ‘The idea that the self is a fiction is compatible with its being real and its playing a functional role in an individual's psychological economy and social life.’ A similar point was made by Geertz (1975, p. 15) with respect to anthropological writings. ‘They are, thus, fictions; fictions, in the sense that they are ‘something made’, ‘something fashioned’ – the original meaning of ficti[image: ] – not that they are false, unfactual, or merely “as if” thought experiments.’ 





19 For an alternative approach, see Dennett (1993, pp. 412–30). 





20 ‘There is a persistent tendency, especially prevalent amongst sociological imperialists, to absorb the sense into the concept, and thus to credit a human universal to the effects of culture’ (Archer, 2000, p. 125). 





21 Archer appears to ‘absorb’ self-consciousness into the sense of self by treating them as alternative expressions for the same thing: ‘our continuous sense of self, or self consciousness, emerges from our practical world’ (p. 3). 





22 ‘What distinguishes us from them is precisely our tendency to enhance or extend our embodied knowledge by the invention and use of artifacts, i.e. the development of material culture which is simultaneously the deposition of the practical order’ (pp. 161–2). It is precisely the human capacity for ‘invention’ that is the gift of reflexivity. 





23 Contrary to Harré who believes that Vygotsky's great insight was that ‘the private experience of a human being is shaped and ordered in learning to speak and write’ (1998, p. 42). 





24 Bernstein (1993, pp. xx–xxi) argues that Chomsky and Piaget's competence theories ‘democratized competence’ in the sense that, ‘All children, irrespective of culture, necessarily acquire these crucial competencies.’ But he also points out that ‘the concept of competence legitimated and constructed the de-contextualized but active, creative child, abstracted from gender, class, race, region – apparently the imaginative author of his or her texts under the aegis of internal motivation and peer group activities’. 





25 ‘Central importance has been given in this book to the “inner conversation” in making us who we are because of the ultimate concerns we endorse and the manner in which we then live them out’ (p. 314). 





26 It is a pity that Archer's engagement with Vygotsky is via Harré's so-called ‘Vygotskyan square’ and his interpretation of Vygotsky that at best is half-baked and at worst a misrepresentation. Consider, for example, the following statement that he claims is one of the principles of Vygotsky's developmental psychology. ‘The structure of the developed human mind comes about through the acquisition of skills in psychological symbiosis with others’ (1998, p. 27). (See Chapter 8, note 6.) 





27 ‘So let us grant that emotions are the basis for moving us, but now qualify this such that the passions are not blind urges, but involve knowledge (contra Hume)’ (p. 186). 





28 Freeman (1993, pp. 11–13) discusses the idea that the self is a fiction and concludes that despite the fact that it is not a thing or bounded entity, ‘it is nevertheless eminently real and – within limits – eminently knowable’. 





29 The tension in this dialectic of doings and happenings is captured in Dennett's (1993, p. 418) account of a narrative self that is constituted by the stories we tell about who we are. ‘Our tales are spun, but for the most part we don't spin them; they spin us. Our human consciousness, and our narrative selfhood, is their product; not their source.’ 





30 ‘[B]y their very nature self-conscious beings cannot be unitary, integral entities. The self contains within itself an essential element of alienation: its own consciousness of (and therefore distance from) itself’ (Fay, 1996, p. 36; italics in the original). In a similar vein, Freeman comments ‘that there is a basic and irreducible alterity that characterizes the human condition. An inner otherness and obscurity, founded upon our being “inhabited” by myriad influences, even forces, of which we are largely unaware’ (2010, p. 146; italics in the original). 





31 Vygotsky used the term ‘meaning’ to refer to referential or lexical meaning of a word and ‘sense’ to refer to the way in which a particular speaker used the word in a specific discursive context. 





32 In discussing the ‘inner conversation’, Archer provides a number of examples (e.g., ‘I will never let you do that again’ (p. 229)) that do not reflect this quality of inner speech but the structure of vocal social speech with two interlocutors, I and you. In addition to the I and you that Archer borrows from Peirce, she also adds a historical me that ‘functions as the known to both “I” and “you”, as knowers’ (p. 229). Despite the compelling arguments about the role of the inner conversation, Archer's account of the I, you and me seems more contrived than ‘real’, with neither I nor you appearing as participants in our inner conversations. 





33 It is this self that is absent from Piaget's epistemic subject and whose origins do not seem adequately explained by Archer's ‘sense of self’ that emerges from the infant's embodied sensorimotor actions. 





34 Brockmeier (1996, p. 132) points out that ‘The child cannot just take over the canonical knowledge even if the culture (parents, teachers, politicians, priests, etc.) would like them to do so – whether it be by enticing offers or severe educational practices.’ He quotes Piaget's comment (1995, ch. 5) that ‘Each individual is called upon to think and to rethink – on his own account and by means of his own system of logic – the system of collective notions.’ 





35 In discussing action and experience in relation to embodiment, Overton comments as follows: ‘In claiming that action is the general mechanism of all development, it is necessary to recognize that within an action based perspective, action and experience are identical concepts. Consequently, the claim that action is the mechanism of development is identical to the claim that experience is the mechanism of development. All development occurs through experience. In this definition, however, it should be clear that experience as action excludes neither the biological nor the sociocultural and environmental. In fact, experience understood as action of the person-agent represents a synthesis of these points of view’ (2008, pp. 9–10). 





36 Ortega (1957, pp. 69–70) distinguishes between things that ‘are there’ and things that ‘are to us and for us’, and comments that the latter consist ‘in being indications, signals, for our conduct of our life, in informing us that something with certain favourable or adverse qualities that we must take into account is there’. This idea is often attributed to Heidegger (1962, pp. 95–122) in terms of his distinction between ‘ready-to-hand’ and ‘present at hand’. 





37 Although Heidegger is not addressed explicitly in the text, the concept of self that is elaborated is not far removed from that of Dasein. Although not by design, Being and Time (1962) seems to provide a common thread that is woven into the ideas of a number of the authors whose ideas have informed the text. Ortega claims provenance for some of Heidegger's ideas; Gadamer and Ricoeur both acknowledge their debt to Heidegger; and Harré acknowledges the more or less equivalence between Heidegger's being thrown into a life-world and Wittgenstein's forms of life that provide the springboard for his analysis. 





38 See Dennett's comments about intentionality and what he calls the intentional stance (1997, pp. 25–73). 





39 For a discussion on the human experience of time, see Polkinghorne (1988, pp. 127–35). 





40 This is contrary to Archer's claim that self-consciousness emerges from our practical activity. 





41 Ortega expresses the idea of history as presence as follows: ‘That past is past not because it happened to others but because it forms part of our present, of what we are in the form of having been, because, in short, it is our past. Life as a reality is an absolute presence: we cannot say that there is anything unless it be present, of this moment. If, then, there is a past, it must be as something present, something active in us now’ (1941, p. 212). 





42 ‘Herein lies the dual meaning – of history: while on the one hand it refers to the facts of the past, marching along, irreversibly, “in” time the “and then, and then, and then” of clocks and arrows – it also refers to the narrative, the story told about that past’ (Freeman, 2010, p. 190). 





43 ‘Appropriation will be the complement not only of the distanciation of the text, but also of the relinquishment of the self’ (Ricoeur, 1983, p. 183). 





44 Hoffman speaks of ‘the force of an internalized past’ (2004, p. 27). 





45 The term orders of mediation is intended to convey a sense different from that of Kozulin's (2003, p. 18) ‘two faces of mediation, one human, the other symbolic’ and Wertsch's (2007) ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ mediation. 





46 Wertsch (1991, pp. 33, 38) refers to ‘The agent of mediated action’ and to ‘agency as mediated’ and, in this mediated sense, agency represents a partnership in which ownership of action is distributed unevenly between the actors. But in using the term ‘mediated’ as a modifier of agent or agency, Wertsch seems to miss or omit the psychological significance of mediation that entails the surrender of agency. 





47 This shadow of aboutness is what we mean by the term ‘discipline’ when applied to fields of study. For example, the institution of a university may be understood from the perspective of different disciplines in terms of the learning–teaching process, the power relations between teachers and learners, its financial resources, its rituals and ceremonies, norms and conventions, and so on. 





48 Although obviously emphasizing the pivotal role of action, unlike Archer's triune version of natural, practical and social orders of reality, for Ortega the world of ‘things’ is not only ‘secondary’ but is also ‘highly questionable’. 





49 Karpov (2003, p. 144) comments that children ‘would not be able to discover without adults’ mediation how to use a spoon for eating’. This may be the case for very young children but does not seem plausible for older children and adults. 





50 This idea of tools as functional structures is discussed in Chapter 6. Also see Miller (1990) for a more detailed discussion of the concept of functional structure. 





51 Vygotsky (1987, p. 282) expresses a similar idea. ‘The crux of the matter is that the immediate communication of consciousness is impossible not only physically but psychologically. The communication of consciousness can be accomplished only indirectly, through a mediated path. The path consists of internal mediation of thought first by meanings and then by words.’ 





52 The reference is to the composer J. S. Bach. 





53 Gadamer (1975, p. 245) expresses a similar idea. ‘Long before we understand ourselves through the process of self-examination, we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society and state in which we live. The focus of subjectivity is a distorting mirror. The self-awareness of the individual is only a flickering in the closed circuits of historical life. That is why the prejudices of the individual, far more than his judgments, constitute the historical reality of his being.’ 





54 Ingold (1986, pp. 222–44) distinguishes ‘three senses of the social – the interactive, the regulative, and the constitutive’. He rejects both the Spencerian ‘superorganism’ and the Durkheimian ‘superorganism’ versions of the regulative sense of sociality. 





55 Giddens (1976, p. 161) refers to ‘the duality of structure’ and to ‘structuration’ as a reciprocal process whereby structures are constituted by actions and actions are constituted structurally. 





56 See Chapter 6 for an elaboration of this idea. 





57 Even the most restrictive rules such as those attached to impartial roles cannot efface all trace of the incumbent's personal identity such as body language and the choice of words. 





58 This is not the place to launch a substantial critique of social realism. However, it does seem appropriate to mention that Archer's critique of upward conflation depends critically on a thoroughly inadequate conception of persons (Modernity's Man or Homo economicus). If we replace this conception with Archer's concerned and creative person then upwards conflation becomes a more difficult target to demolish and social realism seems less convincing or necessary. (A critique is provided in Miller, 1990.) 





59 ‘In consciousness, the word is what – in Feuerbach's words – is absolutely impossible for one person but possible for two’ (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 285). 





60 These lapses of concentration seem to occur when our attention is directed elsewhere, such as in situations like driving a car, taking a walk or shower and, as often reported, on waking after sleeping. 





61 This distinction is useful for the design of interventions to improve ‘academic literacy’. Bridging programmes that fill the gap between students’ knowledge of a discipline and the required entry level for further study of the discipline are primarily addressing a problem of non-understanding. Far more difficult is to design programmes that address the problem of not-understanding in which the content of the discipline is organized, integrated and related in distinctive and often ‘hidden’ or implicit ways. 





62 Repetition is often disguised by the simple expedient of using different words. 





63 See, for example, Ginsburg and Opper, 1979. 





64 My long-suffering teacher was Juan Pascual-Leone, a truly novel and wonderful teacher. 





65 Gadamer (1975, p. 299) comments: ‘Understanding is possible only if one forgets oneself. This is the demand of science.’ 





66 ‘As reader, I find myself only by losing myself’ (Ricoeur, 1983, p. 144). 





67 ‘In play, subjectivity forgets itself; in seriousness, subjectivity is regained’ (Ricoeur, 1983, p. 186). 





68 ‘There is therefore no direct interface between molecules and meanings, for between them stretches this hugely important middle ground of practical life in which our emerging properties and powers distance us from our biological origins and prepare us for our social becoming’ (Archer, 2000, p. 190). 
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