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The paper explores contemporary state of arts in the perception of cultural-historical theory (CHT) by
the international scholarly community. On one hand, we do have a great number of publications exploring
and advancing Vygotsky’s legacy in many ways and directions. On the other hand, paradoxically, there
is still no agreement about what CHT is as a theory, and what are its subject-matter, laws, principles and
research method. The current state of arts could be expressed by the metaphorical words “Christianity
without Christ”. The problem is that the existing exposition of CHT appeared over 30 years back, when
only a limited number of Vygotsky’s original texts were available. But the new reality, with Vygotsky’s
legacy connected by the publication of a significant number of his unknown previously writings and recent
archival findings, allows us to improve the existing exposition of CHT. This article provides an example of
how this new reality brings solutions to several problems, such as 1) the title of the theory; 2) its subject-
matter and 3) the system of laws of psychological development. The last part of the paper indicates several
problems and issues to resolve in discovering CHT as a wholistic theoretical system.
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The State of the Arts

Does cultural-historical theory (CHT) still ex-
ist? — the question might look naive and even provoca-
tive. It provokes an immediate positive answer: yes,
cultural-historical theory (CHT) does exist! Created in
the1920s—1930s, CHT does not belong to the history
of psychology only, but rather it is living and powerful
theory which informs contemporary research in early
childhood development [14; 16; 17; 29; 31; 36], school
learning and instruction [2; 4; 9; 25; 56; 57; 92], profes-
sional development [12; 15; 28; 30], social studies [12;
15; 28; 30], human-computer interactions [34; 49], sec-
ond language acquisition of adults [11; 37; 38; 39] and
many other fields.

Hundreds of researchers declare they are inspired or
driven by Vygotsky’s ideas and concepts [1; 2; 3; 8; 9; 22;
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23; 24; 26; 29; 31; 40; 56; 59; 92; 94] in developing their
own original theoretical approaches. Indeed, a great deal
of work has been undertaken by international scholars
[18; 22; 23; 24; 37; 38; 40] to discover and advance the
cultural-historical theory.

Contemporary textbooks consider cultural-historical
theory as one of the classical theories in the psychology
of the 20™ century along with Y. Bronfenbrenner and
J. Piaget [55]. Encyclopedia Britannica has an article on
Vygotsky, and Encyclopedia of the Sciences of Learn-
ing includes the chapter “Cultural-historical theory of
development” [52]. The Internet is full of hundreds of
sites presenting and representing the cultural-historical
theory with different levels of accuracy. What other evi-
dence do we need?

However, there is no coherent approach and accep-
tance of CHT within academia. In other words, the ma-
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jor issue is: does CHT represent a coherent theoretical
system and if so what kind of system is CHT? If CHT
does exist as an integrated theoretical system, is it pos-
sible to expose it in an integral wholistic way and form?
The situation looks so that we have a huge number of
different, sometimes conflicting, interpretations, and
interpretations of interpretations. Some researchers
(we can conditionally call them post-Vygotskian or
neo-Vygotskian scholars) consider Vygotsky’s theory
as an unfinished project, i.e. as a more or less developed
combination of several powerful insights, a fusion of gen-
eral ideas, deliberations and conceptions. According to
this vision, cultural-historical conception is rather an
approach, not the theory as the system of theoretical
tools. Therefore, it creates a powerful, but very general
theoretical “umbrella-like” framework for the concrete
research programs and projects. It gives freedom to the
researchers to interpret or re-interpret Vygotsky’s ideas
according to their wishes and purposes. Marsico [43] de-
scribes this in the following way:

“After all, ... Vygotsky represents one among the gi-
ants on whose shoulders anybody jumps picking up piec-
es of his complex theoretical framework and using them
as a self-explaining theoretical umbrella for making any
sort of scientific claims. Very often one can read in aca-
demic papers sentences like “According to Vygotsky’s
theory...” or “Following Vygotsky’s perspective ...” as
a fagade of a scientific kind in the polyphony of the re-
search’s supermarket” (p.v).

For others, the cultural-historical theory is a com-
plex system of interrelated concepts and principles, the
theoretical framework the research could be built on, and
therefore, it can be used as analytical tools for conducting
concrete research, i.e. for data collection and data analy-
sis. Accordingly, this kind of research requires not only a
general theoretical framework, but also careful selection
of proper analytical tools for doing the empirical or exper-
imental study according to the research question/s and
methodology requirements. In some sense, it does not give
a researcher a freedom of interpretations of concepts and
principles, because every theoretical concept has strict
theoretical content that should be properly understood
before being used as an analytical tool. The first (neo-Vy-
gotskian) vision allows great freedom in interpretations of
the theoretical contents of concepts, whereas second one
requires deep study to comprehend Vygotsky’s theory as
a system, i.e. the system of interrelated theoretical con-
cepts, laws, principles, and research methods.

The state of arts exposes an interesting picture. On
one hand, we do have a great number of publications ex-
ploring and advancing Vygotsky’s legacy in many ways
and directions. On the other hand, paradoxically, there
is no agreement about what CHT is as a theory, what
is its subject-matter, laws, principles and the research
method. There is nothing bad in this:

“The best thing that can happen to a scholar is that
someone else takes her idea and elaborates it further. Rep-
lication, reification, and even taking care lead to no fur-
ther theoretical advancement, since they tend to maintain
the orthodoxy of the original formulation. The most faith-
ful student makes the worst service to the teacher since
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she may merely reproduce or echo the teacher’s voice.
New ideas will emerge only in the process or cannibaliza-
tion, dissection, and remaking. Thus, just “taking care” is
not enough for the process of science making. What we
need is “cultivating” new possibilities to understand the
phenomenon under investigation” [44, p.v].

I would agree with this and I am against orthodoxy.
However, the situation described in this quotation re-
quires an important clarification: all this is correct only
when the original ideas of the teacher are properly under-
stood, at least in the first approximation. You can never
be successful in improving any complex system if you
do not understand what it is and what it is for. Improv-
ing without understanding always leads to nothing and
looks miserable and pathetic. And T am not the only one
who cares about this:

“Nevertheless, if the misconceptions lead to devel-
opments that capture the imagination, spur research,
and influence educational practice, is this not a positive
outcome? The problem is that, in lieu of discussions and
applications of key principles, the rich understandings
provided by the theory do not receive a hearing in the
forum of professional ideas” [25, p.114].

F. Mikhailov, one of the leading experts in Vygotsky’s
studies, expressed this in a very strong way saying that
most Western scholars have fundamentally misunder-
stood Vygotsky (Mikhailov, 2001) as his ideas “have
been substantially distorted by commentators, disciples,
and users to meet their own needs” [47, p. 11]. This is in
line with Cazden [19] who argued that most references
to Vygotsky’s work are selective, employed to fortify an
author’s pre-existing beliefs rather than to reconceptual-
ize prior understandings through a careful and extensive
reading of his work.

The situation though is more complex and contains a
risk of discreditation of the entire theory. Saying this I
share Gredler’s point that:

“Accurately assessing the potential of... theory ... is
in serious jeopardy when only fragments of a few con-
cepts attract attention and the limited information be-
comes popular. Researchers and practitioners begin to
make inferences and extrapolations from the limited in-
formation, but such views cannot reflect the theorist’s
orienting framework. The connections between ideas,
“the holistic structure (Gestalt) of a scientist’s thinking
necessary to understand the meanings of the elements” is
missing” [25, p. 114].

This leads to a more serious outcome:

“... ultimately, the theory itself is often discredited
when the popular view is found wanting. This problem
has not yet occurred with Vygotsky’s theoretical system.
However, his theory is the most recent perspective to be
discussed largely in terms of popular misconceptions”
[25, p. 114].

Summarizing this point, Gredler describes this by
comparing Piaget’s phrase that “fragments of an idea
were assimilated into existing schemas” [25, p. 128].
What I can add to this is that such assimilation some-
times happens without any signs of accommodation. I
agree, Vygotsky’s theory is not yet discredited, but I also
agree that it is a victim of popular misconceptions.
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This means that the overall situation has not changed
much since the 1980s when Luria declared: “Vygotsky
managed to create a psychological system that has not
yet been fully studied” [41, p. 44]. The current state of
arts could be expressed by the metaphorical words of
Ronald Miller: “Christianity without Christ” [48, p. 53].
This inevitably leads to fragmentation and simplifica-
tion of Vygotsky’s ideas as well as to a series of misinter-
pretations and misconceptions which dominates in con-
temporary studies, as several researchers express their
concerns about [ 65; 13; 6; 7; 48].

The problem

It might seem that the main problem which has gen-
erated such a controversial and contradictory situation
with Vygotsky’s legacy is that he did not leave a sepa-
rate book that presents the theory in a systematic way;
instead, the ideas are scattered across different works
and their connections are not always obvious and clearly
highlighted. Yet, this is only a part of the problem, and
not even a major one. Contemporary neo-Vygotskians
could easily do the same as they do, even if such a book
by Vygotsky were written. Quite often they do not care
that their interpretations directly contradict the origi-
nal meaning given in Vygotsky’s original texts. Just an
example: Holzman argues:

“Vygotsky seems to be saying that learning-leading-
development is created collectively. This suggests that
the ZPD is more usefully understood as a process, as a
spatio-temporal entity, an activity rather than an actual
zone, space, or distance” [32, p. 29].

I could understand why the authors of a Wikipedia
article refuse to define ZPD as a distance between two
levels of development as Vygotsky formulated in his fa-
mous definition [72, c. 42], but what remains a mystery is
that high-class experts in this field deny the idea of dis-
tance and space as though Vygotsky’s original definition
does not exist at all. From the fact that learning-leading-
development is being created collectively, it does not at
all follow that the zone itself must be understood as an
activity. On the contrary, Vygotsky says that teaching-
learning (obuchenie) creates ZPD or occurs within ZPD
[79, c. 264] being focused to support “the buds of devel-
opment” [72, c¢. 16]; so, ZPD is not an activity if we fol-
low Vygotsky’s logic expressed in the original definition.

Where is the problem then? In my opinion, the
problem is that the contemporary understanding of Vy-
gotsky’s theory, the existing picture of the theory so to
say, is not a contemporary picture in its origins. This pic-
ture arose a long time ago — namely, in the 70—80s of
the last century on the basis of a very limited number of
Vygotsky’s works published and available to research-
ers. Starting from Mind in Society [74] — the cocktail-
like compilation of separate fragments of various works
by Vygotsky mixed with editorial inserts and paraphras-
es — this picture was doomed to be very fragmented,
superficial, and contradictory. In the Preface [74] the
Editors honestly warned readers of “significant liberties”
they had taken with Vygotsky’s texts, saying that:
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“The reader will encounter here not a literal trans-
lation of Vygotsky but rather our edited translation of
Vygotsky, from which we have omitted material that
seemed redundant and to which we have added material
that seemed to make his points clearer ... We realize that
in tampering with the original we may have distorted
history” [ 74, p. 10].

At that time, however, there was no other way to
introduce Vygotsky to the Western audience, having a
very limited number of Vygotsky’s original manuscripts.
Michael Cole’s Prologue to The Essential Vygotsky [53,
p. xi] makes clearer why these drastic editorial changes
were considered necessary at the time. The publication
of the Collected Works in Russian and in English, para-
doxically, did not change the situation significantly. Un-
fortunately, neo-Vygotskians follow the tradition and
in many cases continue taking “significant liberties” of
interpretations and paraphrasing, even though these in-
terpretations directly contradict Vygotsky’s ideas.

In the 80s—90s, due to limited sources of Vygotsky’s
original texts available, there could be no other, completer
and more accurate picture — a synthesized picture of a holis-
tic theory. But this does not mean that there can be no other
picture now. Why? Because over the past 20 years, what I
call “the new reality” of the legacy of Vygotsky has emerged.
In the next parts of the article, I will show what this new re-
ality is and how, on its basis, we can begin work on creating
and reconstructing a holistic, systemic presentation of Vy-
gotsky’s theory; that is, to present a new vision of the theory
precisely as a system with a precisely defined subject-matter,
research methods, a complete set of laws, and a system of ba-
sic interconnected concepts and principles. In my opinion,
the new reality puts this task on the agenda and provides an
opportunity for its solution. I am fully aware that to restore
the theory as an integral system requires collective efforts,
and I am ready to contribute to this project. In this article I
would like to outline possible paths to go. The challenge of
time is very clear: either we remain inside the already exist-
ing picture of Vygotsky’s theory and continue to assimilate
new sources without accommodation, by adapting them to
existing schemes, or we will try to take the next step and
begin work on synthesizing a new reality — reconstructing
CHT as the holistic theory trying to avoid superficial inter-
pretations and giving the voice to Vygotsky himself.

Mission impossible?

I begin this part of the article from the words of
Meshcheryakov, who claims:

“Vygotsky’s conceptual approach is very complex and
multifaceted, and it certainly cannot be scraped from the
surface of the author’s texts. He had too little time to fol-
low through on all the implications of his theory, to sys-
tematize and present them in an extended academic fash-
ion. Therefore, we must not expect to find finished and
complete conception in all of his texts, although these
texts may be used as an implicit, internal form for recon-
structing a more comprehensive conception” [45, c. 156].

But even the task of reconstructing a more compre-
hensive conception is nearly impossible to solve. Even a
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very brief analysis of the literature shows that there are
a number of insurmountable obstacles and barriers that
can be classified as follows:

1) Quick and rapid evolution of Vygotsky’s theoreti-
cal views [10; 45; 46];

2) Several key Vygotsky’s works remained inacces-
sible and not translated [104];

3) Poor translation of Vygotsky’s texts [27; 26; 58; 66].

Each of them is seriously reasoned and justified.
Thus, speaking about the first obstacle, the editors of
Cambridge Companion to Vygotsky made a strong claim:

“A close reading of Vygotsky’s work shows how his
ideas developed and were transformed over a very brief
period of time. It is difficult to reconcile some of the writ-
ing from the early 1920s with that which was produced
during the last 2 years of his life. These rapid changes,
coupled with the fact that his work was not published
in chronological order, make synthetic summaries of his
work difficult” [10, p. 2].

What complicates the whole issue (Obstacle 2) is that
not all Vygotsky’s key texts, even the published ones,
were included into the Collected Works being unavailable
even for Russian researchers and remaining untranslated.
Poor translation (Obstacle 3) began to be sporadically
discussed already in the beginning of 1980s (see, for ex-
ample, [27]). The more texts became available the more
issues with poor translation came to the attention of re-
searchers [25; 58; 65; 66]. The difficulties are exacerbated
by the fact that translations of Vygotsky’s original works
often are heavily abridged and edited, which has led to the
statement that “existing translations are marred by mis-
takes and outright falsifications” [62, p. 475].

Taken together, these obstacles and barriers produce
a cumulative effect, which gives the impression that Vy-
gotsky either did not have a holistic theory at all, or if it
was, then it is impossible to make its systemic synthesis.
Vygotsky himself did not leave such a book, but almost a
century after his death, none of Vygotsky’s numerous fol-
lowers neither tried to do this nor did they even put such
a task on the agenda. On the contrary, leading Vygotsky’s
scholars consider this task impossible and the goal un-
reachable in principle. The common opinion sounds like a
famous movie title — Mission Impossible. Yet, is it?

New reality with Vygotsky’s legacy

In the 1980s, when the Russian edition of the Collect-
ed Works (1982—1984) was published, a significant num-
ber of Vygotsky’s works remained unknown and were
not included into that edition. Some of them remained
practically unavailable as they were originally published
in the 1920s and 1930s in a very limited number of cop-
ies; others existed only in a form of manuscripts, diaries,
and notes in archives. The situation started to change
gradually, as previously unavailable texts began to ap-
pear creating a new reality in Vygotsky’s legacy. I give
only several examples to clarify the point.

Among seminal and foundational works, Concrete
Psychology of Man was published in 1986 [80], The
Problem of Cultural Development of the Child [69] was
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republished in 1991 [82], Imagination and Creativity in
Childhood (1930) in 1991 [83]. On the other hand, archi-
val materials started to be published, for example [76].
Many of these materials, such as Concrete Human Psy-
chology [81] were translated, and included to separate
volumes, such as The Vygotsky Reader |61], The Essential
Vygotsky [52].

On the other hand, some foundational works are now
available only in Russian and still unavailable in Eng-
lish; we do have in Russian the whole text of the Prob-
lem of Age [79, 88] which was only partly presented in
both Russian and English Collected Works. We do have
the complete text of the Pedology of Adolescent [70; 71]
whereas only 4 Chapters are available in the Collected
Works. We do have the complete text of The Intellectual
Development of Children in a Process of Instruction [72]
from which only pieces of two chapters are available in
English [74]. The Problem of Development and Disinte-
gration of Higher Psychological Functions [73; 90] is not
yet translated. And since 2001 we do have Lectures on
Pedology in Russian [88], but only one out of these sev-
en lectures was available in English [61] and the whole
book is only recently translated [91].

In addition to this, a series of publications of previ-
ously unknown scientific diaries of Vygotsky, published
and commented by Zavershneva [97; 98; 99; 100; 101;
102; 103] does not only allow access to new sources, but
shows Vygotsky’s thinking and opens an “internal labo-
ratory of thought”. This “archival revolution” is culmi-
nated with a book [104].

I should limit myself here with a few examples and
there are many more to take into account. Yet, now, with a
huge number of sources recently available, we have a new
situation, a new reality with Vygotsky’s original texts.
This new reality allows us to make a new step in discover-
ing the cultural-historical theory as a system or at least
to significantly improve the traditional picture. Because
of these new sources, there are some aspects in the theo-
ry which now can be clarified on the basis of Vygotsky’s
original texts. There are some theoretical links which
were hidden and now became clear; there are some exam-
ples of concrete research conducted by Vygotsky and his
collaborators which were unknown, but now can help to
clarify the research method and its links to the theoreti-
cal concepts. There are some general laws of development
of human higher psychological functions which Vygotsky
presented and explained in these new sources, which for
many years were unavailable for Western audience. All
these might contribute to the on-going process of discov-
ering the cultural-historical theory. In the following part
of the paper I show how this new reality contributes and
might contribute much more in solving the problem of
presenting CHT as a holistic theoretical system. T also will
show how this new reality might help us rethink obstacles
as challenges which might be met and resolved.

Obstacles or challenges?

Quick and rapid evolution of Vygotsky’s theoretical
views, which was considered as an obstacle preventing
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or making difficult the synthetic summary of Vygotsky’s
system in 1980s, is not an obstacle anymore.

In many cases it is not even difficult to restore the
chronological order of Vygotsky’s writings. For example,
The Consciousness as a Problem for the Psychology of Be-
havior [85, pp. 63—68], and The Methods of Reflexologi-
cal and Psychological Investigation |85, pp. 35—50] are
considered to be related to the same stage of Vygotsky’s
work. Thus, the first was published in 1925 [67], the
second in 1926 [68]. However, they were written in an
opposite order and reflect different stages of Vygotsky’s
theoretical evolution. The Methods of Reflexological and
Psychological Investigation coincides with the title of the
presentation Vygotsky did on the Second All-Russian
Congress on Psycho-neurology on January 6, 1924. The
main idea of that paper was to show that reflexological
methods might be used in psychological research. Yet,
The Consciousness as a Problem for the Psychology of Be-
havior which is critical to any attempt to apply reflexo-
logical methods to psychology definitely belongs to an-
other period of Vygotsky’s creative theoretical evolution
(more on this in [64]).

Due to the contemporary publication of Vygotsky’s
archival materials and notebooks [104] and deep investi-
gation of key periods of Vygotsky’s theoretical evolution
[7] there are no more blank spaces left. These publications
allow us to not only to reconstruct completely all key pe-
riods of Vygotsky’s theoretical pathway, but to identify
absolutely clearly when, at what year, and sometimes the
exact dates all his published and unpublished works (in-
cluding preparatory materials and notes) were written.
This might help to avoid the situation when ideas from
different periods are heaped together and the evolution
of Vygotsky’s position is undervalued or simply ignored.

This new reality provides the opportunity to over-
come the second obstacle, that is limited access to origi-
nal texts of Vygotsky mentioned above. The task to
study Vygotsky’s theory as a system should not be lim-
ited by the Collected Works; other sources unavailable in
1980s and 1990s and available now, significantly enrich
our understanding of the conceptual content of Vy-
gotsky’s theory. Due to the collective efforts, now, in the
beginning of the 21 century, there are no fundamental
texts of Vygotsky which are unknown and/or unavail-
able despite not all of them being available in English.

What existed and what was absolutely correctly con-
sidered as obstacles that make a synthetic summary of
Vygotsky’s theory difficult or even impossible does not
exist anymore. Great amounts of materials, which are
now available in Russian and English, should be consid-
ered as valuable (and sometimes exclusive) sources for
discovering the cultural-historical theory and building a
synthetic summary. This does not mean that the discov-
ery of the cultural-historical theory in all its complexity
is not difficult; yes, it is difficult, but not impossible. Yes,
it requires deep reading and comparative analysis show-
ing directions of Vygotsky’s theoretical pathway, its
turning points and dramatical contradictions; it requires
deep analysis of conceptual contents and contexts, but
this job must be done, and it has to be done now. In the
next section I will show some examples of which con-
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troversial issues have been resolved and which problems
can be resolved if we consider the new reality.

Making mission possible

There are several generally accepted, or widespread,
provisions that, due to the fact that they are widely mul-
tiplied, have not become the subject of a critical attitude.
The new reality, which opened Vygotsky’s previously in-
accessible texts, allows a critical review of these issues. The
scope of this article does not allow a detailed discussion of
all these issues and this requires further collective work, so
I focus only on a few that seem to me indisputable.

The title of the theory

This question seems unimportant and inconsequen-
tial. A tradition has been established when Russian
researchers use the term “cultural-historical theory”,
whereas Western scholars prefer the term “sociocultural
theory”. However, the label matters. The point of view is
very widespread that Vygotsky himself never called his
theory “cultural-historical”; even more there is a claim
that this term was introduced in mid-30s by critics with
defamatory aims and have been later accepted by Vy-
gotsky’s followers in consequence of the mechanism of
“identification with the aggressor” [35].

The new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy solves this is-
sue completely and irrevocably. In recently re-published
Preface to Leontiev’s book “The development of memo-
ry” [89] we see the following definition:

“In its essence the... theory of the historical (or cultur-
al-historical) development in psychology means the the-
ory of the higher psychological functions (logical memory,
voluntary attention, verbal thinking, volitional processes,
etc.) — nothing more, and nothing less” [89, p. 200].

Thus, Vygotsky does not only give the title of his theo-
ry, but clearly identifies its subject matter — the cultural-
historical theory of development of higher psychological
functions. The original source, thus, clearly shows that
the title of the theory was introduced by Vygotsky him-
self before 1931, but not by the critics in the mid 1930s.

The problem, however, is deeper: both “cultural”
and “historical” mean something important. “Cultural”
addresses human culture and separates it from organic
development. “Cultural” relates to the cultural develop-
ment of behavior as a theoretical concept [86, p. 7]. “Cul-
tural” relates to “social”; “... everything cultural is social.
Culture is both a product of social life and of the social
activity of man” [86, p. 106].

The word “historical” in the title highlights the na-
ture of human higher psychological functions both in the
history of mankind (phylogenesis) and individual histo-
ry of development of the child (ontogenesis). Individual
development of the child and adolescent, and historical
development of cultural forms of behavior are the same
type of development [79, p. 221].

The subject-matter of CHT
It looks strange, but there is still no unity among re-
searchers on what is the subject matter of cultural-his-
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torical theory. Literature either circumvents this issue
and does not give an exact answer, or captures any one
aspect, fitting the theory into the framework of classi-
cal psychological academic traditions. This uncertainty
and diffusion leads to the state of arts where Vygotsky’s
theory is often classified as sort of social constructivism
[33], or as a theory of social development [5], a theory
of learning and development [3], or simply as a theory
of the development of thinking [25; 26]. Indeed, in Vy-
gotsky’s writings one can find deep ideas about the in-
terconnectedness of education and development, the
development of thinking, social development, etc., but
all these provisions do not exhaust and do not answer
the question “What is the subject of cultural-historical
theory?” And vice versa, to understand the full deepness
of these ideas and correctly interpret them is only pos-
sible if you see that these ideas were formulated through
the prism of the main problem, for the solution of which
the theory was created.

Vygotsky’s theory was the answer to the problem
formulated by W. Wundt — is it possible to objectively
study higher psychological processes (functions) in hu-
man beings? Wundt’s answer was negative; Vygotsky’s
answer was positive. Already established higher psy-
chological functions, functions per se, are not available
for objective study. But if we make the entire process of
their development and becoming the subject matter of
research, the opportunity for their objective scientific
study appears.

“The origin and development of the higher psycho-
logical functions, their construction and composition,
their way of functioning and their mutual connections
and interdependencies, the laws that govern their course
and fate — all this is constituting the exact content and
the true subject matter of these investigations” [89,
c. 200].

Thus, the subject matter of CHT is the process of de-
velopment of the higher mental functions of man in all
its basic aspects: 1) their origins 2) their construction
3) their composition 4) their mutual connections and
interdependencies and 4) the way of functioning. The
fundamental issue is the idea of development: to explain
the development of higher psychological functions not
from its properties, but to deduce its properties from its
development [85, p. 126].

An exact definition of the subject matter of theory
is not a simple formality. This relates to the problem,
namely the problem of lower (elementary, biologically
driven) psychological functions and higher (cultural)
psychological functions. This is a complex problem that
has been brilliantly solved in cultural-historical theory:
but I will dwell briefly on only one aspect. Secondary
literature, referring to the cultural-historical theory, as-
cribes to higher psychological functions not only volun-
tary attention, intentional memory, and logical thought
(which is correct), but also “problem solving, learning,
and evaluation of the effectiveness of these processes”
[38, p. 1—2] which looks confusing and very embarrass-
ing. Slightly changing the clear and intelligible “higher
psychological function” to “higher mental capacities”
[38, p. 1—2] or even “higher functioning” completely
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eliminates the opportunity to understand Vygotsky’s
original message and leads to the fact that they are mixed
in vague terminological constructions, like “lower and
higher elementary functioning” [8, p. 25] which strictly
and directly contradicts Vygotsky’s theoretical model.
As aresult, Vygotsky is credited with the idea that “The
general logic of development, Vygotsky maintains, is as-
sociated with the transformation of natural mental func-
tions into higher ones” [63, p. 151]. This take is so widely
disseminated that no one doubts that it accurately re-
flects the concept of theory.

The new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy allows us
to say that this view needs substantial refinement.
In The Problem of Development and Disintegration
of Higher Psychological Functions [73; 90] Vygotsky
with great details explains the dialectics of relations
of higher and lower psychological functions and gives
the clear answer: higher psychological functions are
special functional systems “that are not a direct con-
tinuation or development of an elementary function,
but represent a whole in which elementary mental
functions exist as one of the instances that make up
the whole” [90, p. 13].

The lower functions, of course, are involved as inte-
gral components of the higher ones, while they uncondi-
tionally transform. However, lower functions in no case
determine the composition of the higher function due to
the fact that the higher functions have a different nature
and origin. Moreover, having become an instance in the
composition of a new whole, lower functions begin to
work according to the laws of this new whole — this is
the essence of the matter.

The very fact of the publication of this Vygotsky’s re-
port calls into question the widespread belief that in the
last years of his life Vygotsky abandoned (or even simply
rejected) the ideas of the cultural-historical theory de-
veloped in 1927—1930. However, it was precisely estab-
lished that this report was made at a conference of the
All-Union Institute of Experimental Medicine in April
1934 [73, p. 364]. In other words, three months before
his death, Vygotsky continued to assert that “the prob-
lem of higher psychological functions is the central prob-
lem of the whole psychology of man” [73, p. 364].

The transition from studying the genetic processes
of the emergence of higher functions to studying their
development from the point of view of changing inter-
functional relationships was the essence of the last stage
of the development of CHT. The first results of this new
research program were presented by Vygotsky in that
report. We could conclude that at all stages of the de-
velopment of CHT, the process of development of higher
psychological functions remained the main subject-mat-
ter of the theory.

It is a pity, this late-stage work of Vygotsky, which
significantly contributes to the CHT and allows us to
clarify the relations between lower and higher psycho-
logical functions, is not yet available in English. This is
one more of many other examples of how the new real-
ity challenges the limitations, fragmentation, and even
fallacy of the existing picture of the cultural-historical
theory presented in contemporary literature.
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Laws of psychological development

No scientific theory, in the classical sense of the word,
can be called such if it is not built on discovered and ex-
perimentally justified objective laws: Newton’s theory,
for example, is impossible without the three basic laws
of mechanics. Yet, are there objective laws for explaining
complex mental phenomena that are subjective in nature?
Contemporary psychology is actively discussing this issue
and these discussions are either calming down or going
back on the agenda. Cultural-historical theory answers
this question unambiguously — if the subject matter of
the theory is the process of development of higher psycho-
logical functions, then the task is to identify the universal
and general laws of their development. If psychological
development is an objective process, then it is necessary
to identify the laws of development of higher functions,
the laws “which govern their course and fate” [89, c. 200].

Vygotsky’s invaluable contribution to developmental
psychology is that he identified and experimentally justi-
fied the general objective laws of development of higher
psychological functions. However, the literature, built on
outdated reality and based on a very fragmented view of
the theory as a whole, gives the same fragmentary and con-
tradictory picture when it comes to the laws of develop-
ment. Thus, Mahn claims that “Vygotsky discovered two
fundamental laws” [42, p. 63]. Gredler and Shields [26]
speak about 3 general laws of cultural-historical theory,
Meshcheryakov [45; 46] and Obukhova [51] present differ-
ent lists of four laws each. The bulk of researchers, however,
is limited to references to only one, the most famous law —
the general genetic law [86, p. 106] in best case scenario,
or simply to its abridged and incorrect translation in the
Mind in Society |74, p. 57]. These different lists are full of
inconsistencies, incorrect references to Vygotsky’s original
texts, inaccuracies, or subjective interpretations. For ex-
ample, the law which Vygotsky defined as “the law of the
transition [of the child] from direct, innate, natural forms
and methods of behavior to mediated, artificial psychologi-
cal functions” [79, p. 221], is called “the law of mediation”
[46, p. 162] or the “law of the transmission” [26, p. 50].

It might sound unbelievable, but now, after nearly a
hundred years from the time the theory appeared, there is
no research presenting the complete and systematic list of
laws of psychological development which could be found
in Vygotsky’s original writings. Secondary literature
gives some general understanding of Vygotsky’s laws,
but: 1) the numbers of laws in different lists do not match;
2) the formulations of laws are not always given accu-
rately but in accordance with the authors’ interpretation
and approach, rather than in agreement with Vygotsky’s;
3) some of them are based on wrong translations; 4) some
important original sources where Vygotsky had formu-
lated the general laws of development are not considered.
Even the question of how many laws of psychological de-
velopment is presented in Vygotsky’s texts causes confu-
sion and bewilderment among neo-Vygotskians.

Again, the new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy pro-
vides an accurate answer to this question. The first law
of psychological development that cultural-historical
theory based on is the law of four stages of development
as the “extremely important genetic law that character-
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izes the development of all higher mental functions — of
logical memory, voluntary attention, and thinking in
concepts” [87, p. 103]. Three more laws are presented
and explained with great details in the Pedology of an
Adolescent |87, pp. 167—171]. Together with the general
genetic law [86, p. 106] this makes up 5 laws. It is amaz-
ing that all of these Vygotsky’s works are accessible; all
that is needed is to work carefully with the Collected
Works. Yes, the voice of Vygotsky himself is almost inau-
dible in the chorus of modern interpreters.

The new reality with the legacy of Vygotsky presents
surprises even to those who think that this list of 5 laws is
the final one. In the recently translated Lectures on Pedol-
ogy [88; 91], four more laws of psychological development
(laws of differentiation and subordination of psychologi-
cal functions) are systematically presented and discussed
in Lecture 5. In this lecture, Vygotsky does not only for-
mulate and explain these laws, he shows how they are in-
terrelated and interconnected and gives a huge number of
examples showing how these laws work at different stages
(psychological ages) of child development.

New reality and new opportunities

Cultural-historical theory does exist as a theoreti-
cal system and the new reality makes it possible to dis-
cover the cultural-historical theory as a system, i.e. the
system of laws, theoretical concepts, and principles. The
time is coming to discover the theory as deeply con-
nected to the research method, where theoretical ana-
lytical tools and research analytical tools constitute the
cultural-historical genetic research methodology. Doing
this we will find what kinds of new opportunities the
cultural-historical theory might provide for educational
research in the 21st Century.

The task to present Vygotsky’s theory in synthetic
summary is still challenging, but not impossible. What
we need is to include texts which recently became
available (including these not translated to English
yet) into already available sources which we can use
to solve the task of fully discovering the psychological
system Vygotsky had created. There is no single book
where Vygotsky presents his system as a whole; how-
ever, there are new sources where he introduces con-
cepts, laws, and principles being clearly formulated and
theoretically interrelated; there are texts where we can
find concrete examples of how those theoretical ana-
lytical tools work to study experimentally the process
of psychological development. The obstacle is that we
still deal with the tradition when ideas from different
periods are heaped together and the evolution of Vy-
gotsky’s position is undervalued or simply ignored. In
contrast to this, the cultural-historical theory might be
presented in the way it was developed during two key
stages: 1) 1927—1931 and 2) 1932—1934 [104; 18]. We
need to explain the theoretical continuity of these two
stages as well as differences between them; we need and
we can present and explain the concepts and principles
developed during these stages and theoretical links be-
tween them.
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We should as much as we can reduce the tradition
of interpretations of interpretations, and focus on col-
lective generative understanding of what Vygotsky said
himself, what were the original psychological meanings
of his theoretical “messages” since the only way to un-
derstanding is to reconstruct the theoretical content of
the theory in all its key components based on Vygotsky’s
original texts. Otherwise, without giving the voice to
Vygotsky, we will be doomed to remain in the situation
which Miller describes as “Christianity without Christ”
in contemporary sociocultural studies [48, p. 54].

Final remarks

The new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy, with a huge
amount of sources become recently available allows to
start a business that even 20 years ago seemed impos-
sible. This new reality allows us to make a new step in
discovering the cultural-historical theory as a system.
Because of these new sources, there are some aspects in
the theory which now can be clarified on the basis of Vy-
gotsky’s original texts. My article is focused on several
examples, and there is much more to do. There are some
theoretical links which were hidden and now became
clear; there are some examples of concrete research con-
ducted by Vygotsky and his collaborators which were
unknown, but now can help to clarify the research meth-
od and its links to the theoretical concepts. And finally,
there are some general laws of development of human
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B crarbe uccemyeTcs coBpeMeHHOe COCTOSTHUE JIe/1 B BOCIIPUATHH KYJILTYPHO-MCTOPUYECKOH TEOPUH
(KUT) MexayHapoaHbiM HayuHbIM coobiiecTBoM. C 0IHOI CTOPOHBI, Y HAC €CTh MHOKECTBO 11y OJIMKAIIHiA,
B KOTOPBIX UCCJIEyeTCsT M Pa3BUBaeTCsl Hacjaeie BBITOTCKOTO BO MHOTHX OTHOIIEHUSIX W HAIIPABJICHUSX.
C apyroit CTOPOHBI, KaK 3TO HU T1apa/IOKCAIbHO, HET €JIMHOTO MHeHUs 0 ToM, uTo Takoe KUT kak Teopus,
KaKOBBI €€ TIPe/IMET, 3aKOHBI, TPUHIUIIBI U MeTOJL uccieoBanus. COBpeMEHHOE COCTOSTHUE /1T MOKHO BbI-
pas3uTh MeTaOPUYECKUMU CIOBAMHU «XpUCTHAHCTBO Oe3 Xpucrayr. [Ipobiema B TOM, 4TO CyIIeCcTBYIOIIEe
npezcrasiaenre o KUT Bosuukio Gosee 40 et Haza/l, KOT/Ia HCCJAEA0BATENSIM OBLIIO IOCTYITHO JIUIITH OTpa-
HUYEHHOE KOJIMYECTBO OPUTHMHAJIBHBIX TeKCTOB Boirorckoro. Hosas peanbHocTh ¢ Hacaenuem JI.C. Boi-
TOTCKOTO, CBSI3aHHAs ¢ MyOJIMKaIeil 3HaYMTeTLHOTO Yicyia ero paboT, HEM3BECTHBIX paHee, 1 HeJlaBHUe
apXUBHBIE HAXOJIKH TO3BOJISAIOT YJIYUIIUTD cyliecTByoree npejacrasiaenre o KUT. B crarbe npusoasrcs
[IPUMEPBI TOTO, KAK 3Ta HOBasl PEAJIbHOCTD [I03BOJISIET PEIIUTH HECKOJIBKO IIPOOJIeM, TakuX Kak: 1) HasBaHue
teopun; 2) ipeaver KUT u 3) cucrema 3akOHOB IICUX0JIOTHYECKOTO Pa3BUTHS. B mocsieiHell yacT ctaTbn
0603HaYAETCST HECKOJIBKO 1PO6GJIEM, KOTOPbIe HEOOXOANMO U MOKHO PENTTh, ecau mnpeacrasutb KT kak

CANHYIO 1 MEJOCTHYIO TECOPETUYCCKYIO CUCTEMY.

Kntoueewvte cnosa: BoirOTCKIIA, KyJIbTYPHO-UCTOPUYECKAS TEOPHS, PA3BUTHE ICUXNYECKUX (DYHKIUIL.

BaaromapHocTu: ABTOp BhIpakaeT IPU3HATEbHOCTh DHTOHM Bappa 3a ero 1oMolb B pe/Jak THPOBAaHUN HACTOSIIIEH CTa-
Thu. OTHesnbHast 6Iar0APHOCTD YIACTHHKAM MeKIYHAPOAHOI AMCKYCCHOHHON TPYTIIIBI MO KYJIBTYPHO-HCTOPUYECKOT

IICUXOJIOTUU B YHUBCPCUTETE Momuarir.
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