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he fate of Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky’s psycho-
logical theory is quite extraordinary. The creator
of one of the most original theoretical systems in psy-
chology remained unknown to the wider international
psychological community until quite recently. Most of
his works are still unpublished in his homeland, and nev-
ertheless, he is regarded as one of the founders of modern
Soviet psychology. What is most remarkable about Vy-
gotsky’s teachings is that they only gained widespread
recognition and began to exert increasing influence post-
humously — about forty years after the author’s death.
Yet, there is nothing truly unusual about this: with
careful reading of Vygotsky today, it becomes evident
that his ideas remain highly relevant, alive, and largely
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still unparalleled. Tt is worth noting that modern re-
searchers consider Vygotsky one of the founders of semi-
otics and psycholinguistics: his ideas and investigations
into the problems of meaning and sign systems, as well as
their role in organizing and developing human behavior,
continue to serve as a model for scientific research.
Vygotsky’s personal fate is truly remarkable. Liv-
ing through a transformative era — during the October
Revolution and the height of socialist-oriented thought,
both before, during, and immediately after — Vygotsky,
it seems, formed his theory of psychological phenomena
in an instant. Leaving it incomplete, he died of tubercu-
losis, not reaching the age of 38. He only just missed —
by a few months — the publication of his main work
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“Thinking and Speech”, which is now being introduced
to Yugoslav readers.

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky was born in 1896. Until
1924, Vygotsky was not involved in psychology. His ear-
ly talents manifested most notably in literary criticism,
literary and art theory, and linguistics. However, this
early intellectual activity did not go without influenc-
ing his subsequent development of psychological ideas.
It seems that especially his analysis of Shakespeare’s
Hamlet (twelve notebooks written at a time when Vy-
gotsky was only 20 years old) led him to psychology of
art. The book Psychology of Art, completed in 1925 (and
published in its original version only in 1968"), became
a significant event in Vygotsky’s intellectual evolution,
decisively turning him towards the study of psychologi-
cal phenomena.

In 1924, as a young researcher at the reformed In-
stitute of Psychology in Moscow, Vygotsky began his
psychological studies — both theoretical and experimen-
tal — from which the cultural-historical concept of psy-
chological phenomena would later emerge.

The scene that Vygotsky faced in those years was
far from encouraging: both in world and in Soviet psy-
chology, the notorious crisis of its foundations still con-
tinued, a crisis that had accompanied this young scien-
tific discipline from its earliest independent steps after
separating from philosophy. It seemed that this crisis
of psychology inherited itself from philosophy, from
which it had only recently parted. In Western Euro-
pean countries, where psychology emerged as an inde-
pendent discipline, the tradition of speculative analysis
of the spirit was too strong, so attempts to create an
empirical psychology modeled on the natural sciences
led to complete disjunctions and insurmountable prob-
lems. Could psychology become a scientific discipline
on par with others — objective and causal — or was it
destined to be limited to descriptive, phenomenological
analysis of subjective experience, an analysis aimed to
understand rather than explain? Is it possible to con-
struct a unified psychology, or do two disciplines ex-
ist: one studying the subjective, experiential side of the
mental, and the other its objective external manifesta-
tions? What is the subject of psychology — conscious-
ness or external behavior? What are the relationships
between physiological and psychological phenomena
(parallelism, causal links, mutual functional depen-
dence)? Finally, do two entirely separate psychologies
exist — one studying the individual and their subjective
experiences (individual psychology), and the other ex-
amining the relationships between individuals (social
psychology)? And due to all these dilemmas, what are

the main methods of psychology — the introspective or
the objective?

Soviet psychology of the 1920s — 1930s — the period
during which Vygotsky worked — actively engaged in
discussions of the common dilemmas characteristic of
psychology at that time. These dilemmas were so nu-
merous that they gave rise to a colorful variety of names
for the discipline itself: psychology, reflexology (both
individual and collective), reactionology, psychoneurol-
ogy, behavioral science (behaviorism), psychoanalysis,
empirical psychology (which analyzes only subjective
experience), experimental psychology, and so on — all
of these terms aim to denote the field that psychology is
supposed to study.

However, the situation in the Soviet Union after the
revolution was quite unique in many ways. First of all,
the large-scale social upheaval that took place and was
still ongoing created a favorable context for innovations
in the spiritual sphere as well. The second important fac-
tor, stemming from the first, was that the search for new
theoretical solutions in psychology was based on Marx-
ist philosophy, which provided incomparably more fruit-
ful frameworks for addressing the mentioned fundamen-
tal problems of psychology.

Two main historical circumstances — the state of
psychology as a science and the socio-ideological climate
in the Soviet Union of that time — form the framework
within which Vygotsky’s activity as a psychologist un-
folds. Tt is these factors that determine the grand project
undertaken by the young scientist: the creation of a uni-
fied scientific psychology aimed at addressing specifical-
ly human psychological problems — higher mental func-
tions. In other words, the goal is to avoid, in the pursuit
of objective scientific research, a false solution such as
studying elementary mental functions that are the same
in humans and animals, and to not leave the higher forms
of mental life (thinking and speech, intentionality and
will, higher emotions, etc.) to speculative analysis, which
remains outside the scope of science. Finding a princi-
pled solution to the problem of the relationship between
physiological and psychological processes, and discov-
ering the links between individual and social psychol-
ogy — these are some of the main points of Vygotsky’s
scientific program during his short ten years of work.

Of course, certain favorable objective circumstances
somewhat eased Vygotsky’s task. The social upheaval
of such a scale as the October Revolution contributed
to the awareness of the historical variability of behavior
and the psyche — one of Vygotsky’s fundamental dis-
coveries. Marxist anthropological teachings about man
as a being of practice, as a social and historical creature,

! Translation into Serbo-Croatian: L.S. Vigotski: Psihologija umetnosti (by J. Jani ijevi ), Nolit, Beograd, 1975.
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offered a general philosophical solution to a number of
dilemmas that psychology faces. However, the path from
these general principles to specific scientific psychologi-
cal solutions was long and complex.

Evidence of this can be found in the searches, and
sometimes in the wandering, attempts to apply Marxism
to psychology in the young Soviet psychological science.
Some believed that truly Marxist psychology was the old
empirical psychology (Chelpanov), others considered
Pavlovian reflexology as such, a third group looked to
American behaviorism (Blonsky in his early work), and
a fourth saw the solution in a synthesis of introspective
psychology and behaviorism (Kornilov)?. Nevertheless,
Vygotsky’s predecessors in Soviet psychology largely
laid the groundwork. First and foremost, a fairly clear
understanding was reached regarding the significance
of social factors in determining psychological phenom-
ena. Even before Vygotsky, Blonsky and Kornilov broke
away from the dominant naturalistic orientation and
developed the idea that psychology, in its essence, is a
social science. (In confrontation with Pavlov’s teaching,
which was strictly oriented towards the natural science
paradigm, such ideas would give rise to one of the spe-
cific theoretical difficulties of Soviet psychology: how to
reconcile the materialist thesis that mental processes are
merely one property of the brain as a highly organized
matter, with the position of social determination of the
mental.) In the works of Blonsky, Kornilov, and other
authors of the 1920s, this emphasis on the importance of
social factors sometimes goes so far that universal laws of
human behavior are denied, and it is claimed that it only
makes sense to study the specific psychology of repre-
sentatives of different social classes.

The overall atmosphere contributed to the emer-
gence of the first ideas of historical psychology. In par-
ticular, Blonsky arrived at a clear understanding that
mental functions are not something fixed and unchange-
able forever.

Additionally, Pavlov’s teachings on higher nervous
activity (although to some extent diverging from the
social orientation of the young psychologists) in the
context of the Soviet Union finally undermined idealis-
tic notions about the separation of the mental from the
material substrate.

Alongside Vygotsky’s work, other psychologists
were also developing the principles of Marxist psychol-
ogy. Notably, the works of S.I.. Rubinstein should be

highlighted, in which the application of Marx’s category
of practical (object-oriented) activity of humans in psy-
chology was elaborated?.

Thus, although Vygotsky worked in a favorable in-
tellectual environment and relied on certain theoretical
achievements of his predecessors and contemporaries,
the problems he recognized and posed appeared in all
their vastness. How to connect such disparate factors
as the “material substrate of the mental”, “social na-
ture of human psyche”, “historicity”, “practical activ-
ity”, “consciousness”, and so on? And especially, how to
transform all this into concrete scientific psychological
research, and what methods should be used in doing so?
Vygotsky also possessed several personal prerequisites
for successfully solving such complex tasks. Thanks to
his prior engagement with issues of literature and art,
he was extremely sensitive to complex psychological
phenomena (issues of meaning, problems of psychology
of thinking and speech and their interrelation, issues of
complex human feelings, etc.). Moreover, Vygotsky was
an outstanding expert in all major psychological direc-
tions of his time; he knew German psychology very well,
which held a leading position at that time. Among other
things, he co-authored a book on contemporary trends
in psychology with Gellerstein, and wrote reviews and
prefaces for Russian editions of works by Freud, Kéhler,
Thorndike, Stern, B hler, Koffka and others. In addition
to his broad general psychological culture, Vygotsky
also possessed deep knowledge of linguistics and phi-
losophy, including Marxist philosophy, which many So-
viet psychologists sought to apply, but which Vygotsky,
according to his colleagues, knew more deeply, directly
from original works by Marx. Despite all this, it is evi-
dent that Vygotsky had extraordinary personal abili-
ties — primarily, judging by his texts, a special gift for
psychological analysis.

Under these conditions, Vygotsky boldly embarked
on his ambitious project of reforming psychology as a sci-
ence. While for some, the crisis in psychology served as
a reason to seek simplified solutions (for example, deny-
ing the existence of consciousness, as behaviorists did, or
fundamentally rejecting the possibility of scientific study
of more complex mental phenomena), for Vygotsky, this
crisis became an unprecedented challenge for theoreti-
cal creativity. Right at the beginning of his scientific
career, he formulated what might seem to be a paradoxi-
cal problem — “consciousness as a problem of behavioral

?Psychology and Marxism (Collection), Leningrad, 1925 (in particular, see Kornilov's work of the same name); Smirnov A.A.: The Develop-
ment and Current State of Psychological Science in the USSR, Pedagogy, Moscow, 1975.
3 Already in 1933, in S.L. Rubinstein's work “Problems of Psychology in the Works of Karl Marx” (reprinted in the book S.L. Rubinstein:

Problems of General Psychology, Pedagogy, Moscow, 1973).

This direction in Soviet psychology culminated in the theory of activity, developed by A.A. Leontiev (see, in particular, his book: Activity —
Consciousness — Personality, Publishing House of Political Literature, Moscow, 1975).
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psychology”™ — emphasizing in the very first page of the
relevant article: “By ignoring the problem of conscious-
ness, psychology itself closes the door to studying many
complex issues of human behavior”. This becomes one of
the recurring themes throughout Vygotsky’s work: it is
necessary to tackle those psychological problems that
are specific to humans, to seek theoretical explanations
specifically for these higher mental functions, and to de-
velop methods for their objective study.

Already in this first work from 1925, Vygotsky
moves in the right direction, although there are still
many ambiguities and oscillations. Consistently seek-
ing the distinctive psychological characteristics of
humans, he clearly realizes that alongside personal
experience, humans also have “historical experience”
and “social experience” (“collective coordination of be-
havior”), and that within this coordination, self-aware-
ness — “consciousness is a kind of social contact with
oneself” — arises. From this follows the “sociologization
of consciousness as a whole” (1), as well as the conclu-
sion that “the social moment of consciousness has both
temporal and factual primacy. The individual moment
is formed as secondary and derivative, based on the so-
cial and strictly modeled after it” (p. 196). Even here,
Vygotsky sees the key role of language and speech in
the formation of the human personality (“the source of
social behavior and consciousness is found in speech”).
At the same time, the relationships between the main
determinants of mental phenomena had not yet been
precisely identified, nor had the thoughts themselves
been formulated with sufficient clarity; particularly
noticeable was the lack of analysis of the psychologi-
cal mechanisms of interaction between different com-
ponents. However, in principle, new horizons were
opened, and the internal logic of the initial assump-
tions, as well as specific psychological research, would
lead Vygotsky to increasingly clearer and more devel-
oped formulations of his theory.

The decisive factor that protected Vygotsky from
being absorbed by sociologizing schemes (similar to
those known in French sociological psychology or found
among some Soviet psychologists) was the constant dy-
namic interplay between his theoretical constructs and
concrete psychological research, which constituted the
true passion of the scientist. Turning to the problems of
animal behavior, issues of normal child development, the
study of children with disabilities, psychopathological
problems of adults, as well as problems of psychology of
language and art — all of these served as a powerful an-

tidote to schematism and at the same time as a source of
new challenges requiring solutions.

The main ideas regarding the problems of conscious-
ness, formulated in the mentioned article (1925), Vy-
gotsky develops quickly and consistently in subsequent
years. The analysis of zoopsychological research by other
authors, as well as his own studies of the development
of children with disabilities (blind, deaf, mute, mentally
retarded), who have diminished influence of social and
cultural factors (and therefore, in a kind of natural ex-
periment, the influence of these factors can be traced es-
pecially clearly), compel Vygotsky to further develop his
cultural-historical position more actively. In the works
from 1928—1929, as evidenced by their titles, Vygotsky
is entirely focused on the problems of “cultural develop-
ment of a child™.

Based on the reconstruction of Vygotsky’s intellectual
evolution, it can be argued that during 1929 and 1930,
he had finally developed his cultural-historical theory of
mental phenomena. In these years — the most productive
period of Vygotsky’s rich scientific life — he formulated
the doctrine on the role of tools and signs in the emer-
gence and functioning of mental processes, the teaching
about higher mental functions, which, in terms of origin,
nature, and structure, differ from lower functions (the lat-
ter Vygotsky called natural or innate, while higher mental
functions are cultural). In the same years, Vygotsky clear-
ly realized that the nature and structure of mental func-
tions are not unchanged throughout history, and there-
fore psychology should also be based on the science of the
historical changes of the psyche and behavior.

The existence of culture is a fundamental feature of
humans compared to animals, and the historical devel-
opment — which is also absent in animals — gives rise
to profound differences between people of different his-
torical eras. Nevertheless, psychology has long — and to
a large extent still does — remain largely insensitive to
these so important and decisive facts (possibly due to
an excessive focus on micro-facts established through
experiments). As a result, the conceptual and termino-
logical toolkit of psychology contains many agultural
and ahistorical ideas (for example, when talking about
natural child development, the relationship between the
organism and the environment, the connections between
stimulus and response, or the innate and unchanging
mental properties of individuals or groups).

For Vygotsky, who was based on a different method-
ological foundation (as mentioned earlier), the study of
higher mental — cultural — functions and their changes

4 Vygotsky, L.S. “Consciousness as a Problem in the Psychology of Behavior” (in the collection Psychology and Marxism, Leningrad, 1925).
> The most complete list of Vygotsky's works is published in: Shakhlevich T.M.: “Bibliography of L.S. Vygotsky's Works”, Voprosy psikholo-

gii (Problems of Psychology), 1974, issue 3, pages 152—160.
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becomes the focus of scientific research. However, not in
the sense that it is enough to simply prove the existence
of changes throughout history (since the emergence of
the modern biological type of human). This seems obvi-
ous; at the same time, naturalistic psychological theories
are unable to explain the very historical variability of
mental properties and, moreover, to identify the psycho-
logical mechanism underlying this variability in humans.
Vygotsky’s theory is essentially aimed at developing
psychological mechanisms that underpin the historical
variability of higher mental functions in humans. Thus,
if it is impossible to show that, since the appearance of
the modern biological type of human (with a skull vol-
ume of about 1400—1600 cm?), there have been pro-
gressive changes in the size and structure of the human
brain, at the same time (especially over the last 20000—
30000 years, with a tendency toward acceleration), there
is a clear increase in intellectual effectiveness, as well as
changes in the structure of mental functions and person-
ality as a whole, then the task for psychology becomes
explaining the nature of these transformations during
human cultural development.

Through a comparative analysis of the behavior of
higher animals (primarily based on Kéhler’s experiments
with chimpanzees) and a comparative analysis of the be-
havior of human groups at different stages of cultural de-
velopment (using data collected from numerous anthropo-
logical studies, especially from the works of Levy-Bruhl),
Vygotsky gradually arrived at an understanding of the
psychological mechanism underlying behavioral change.

For Vygotsky’s position, which in a certain sense is
instrumentalist in nature, the decisive factor is that the
nature of mental activity depends on the tools through
which this activity is carried out. Vygotsky writes: “Just
as the use of a tool in general determines the form of labor
operations, so the nature of the sign used is the primary
factor that influences the overall process”. From this fol-
lows: “...in higher structures, it is precisely the sign and
the way it is used that functionally determine the whole
and form the focus of the entire process”®.

Thus, for the structure of higher mental functions, it
is characteristic that they are organized through signs,
meaning they are mediated by a sign. The ability to cre-
ate and use signs and sign systems (the semiotic, or sym-
bolic, function — another name for this ability) is based
on a new neurophysiological principle — the “principle

of signification” — which is exclusively inherent to the
human brain’. In this way, the natural property of the
human brain — the ability to create signs (symbols) —
unlocks unprecedented possibilities for communication
between individuals through sign systems, thus reveal-
ing the potential for a decisive influence of social factors
on the organization of mental functions.

With the help of sign systems, what Marx called the
“inorganic body” of a person is formed. The historical
variability of behavior, despite the unchanging morphol-
ogy of the brain, is therefore explained by the develop-
ment of sign systems and systems of meanings that hu-
mans create and which, as we have seen, constitute an
essential part of their mental organization: “... the contin-
uous development of human behavior is primarily based
on the improvement of external signs, external methods,
and techniques, which are formed in a specific social en-
vironment under the influence of technical and econom-
ic needs. Under their influence, all natural psychological
processes of a person are also transformed. Some die out,
others develop. But the decisive, essential, and specific
aspect of these processes is that their improvement oc-
curs externally and ultimately depends on the social life
of the group or nation to which the individual belongs®”.
The new principle of psychological development, un-
like the one that arises from the improvement of neural
structures (such as in the transition from lower animals
to higher ones or during anthropogenesis up to the emer-
gence of the modern Homo sapiens), is based on amor-
phous development? — the development outside of the
individual, through exteriorization and objectification of
achievements thanks to the “principle of signification”.

Since sign systems and the ways they are used
change throughout historical and ontogenetic devel-
opment, and since a sign, as we have seen, represents
the “focus of the entire (mental) process”, all men-
tal processes have a variable structure. In his further
theoretical developments and experimental studies,
Vygotsky concludes that the essence of developmen-
tal changes lies not only in the fact that under the
influence of a sign individual mental processes (func-
tions) change but also in the change of the relation-
ships between these functions. In short, development
consists in the formation of complex “psychological
systems”, that is, complexes of individual mental func-
tions interconnected through a sign'’. Unlike lower

6 “History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions” (written in 1931—32 as part of a large unfinished work and published in the book:

Development of Higher Mental Functions, Moscow, 1960).
7 Ibid. pages 111, 113.
8 Essays on the History of Behavior (1930), pages 113—114.

% Similar theses about development through “amplifiers” of human capabilities, developed later under the influence of Vygotsky, are elabo-
rated by American psychologist J. Bruner, and they are also reflected in M. McLuhan's ideas about the “extensions” of human abilities.
10 See about this in: Vygotsky, L.S. “Historical Development of Behavior”, Psychology, 1972, Issues 1—2, pp. 77—85.
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(natural) functions (motor, sensory, elementary forms
of memory, primary emotions, etc.), which are simple
structures and historically unchanging, higher men-
tal functions (logical memory, voluntary attention,
speech, thinking, verbal thinking, complex feelings,
etc.) are complex structures because they include signs
and meanings, which change. As a result, higher mental
functions are organized differently in various human
groups, in different historical epochs, and in children
at different developmental stages (it suffices to recall
how different are the relationships between affect and
intellect or memory and thinking). It is worth not-
ing here that this position fundamentally grants hu-
man development a greater degree of freedom. Unlike
naturalistic approaches, which claim that development
is determined by unchanging and universal laws, Vy-
gotsky’s position shows that each human group, and
within a certain historical epoch — each individual —
can create a specific human environment mediated by
signs and other auxiliary means, and that divergent de-
velopmental lines are possible!!.

Sign systems (among which the linguistic system is
the most significant) represent a social formation, and
their original function is communicative in nature. Un-
like traditional psychology, which takes the isolated
individual as its starting point, Vygotsky clearly shows
that individuals within a human group are connected
by extremely complex systems of psychological rela-
tionships'?. Practical communication through actions
during joint activity, affective communication by non-
verbal means, and, above all, communication using sign
systems — primarily verbal communication — constitute
a necessary condition for the preservation of the com-
munity, the development of both the community and the
individual, as well as the mental health of people who,
when deprived of such communication, fall into patho-
logical autistic states.

Sign systems, which arose from communicative
needs, transform — and this is one of Vygotsky’s most
important discoveries — into means of organizing indi-
vidual behavior. A sign turned inward serves to struc-
ture individual behavior: for self-awareness, for organiz-
ing one’s own mental processes, and for their voluntary
regulation. Thus, there is no insurmountable gap be-
tween social and individual psychology; on the contrary,
there is intensive interaction between the individual
and social levels of behavior. The linking role between
these two levels is played by sign systems, with social

factors having primary importance, since the individual
encounters already formed social sign systems, primarily
the linguistic system. A child begins their “cultural de-
velopment” precisely by acquiring the linguistic system,
which at first serves for communication with the social
environment and, during development, begins to fulfill
the function of organizing individual behavior (in the
development of logical memory mediated by signs, in the
process of forming concepts, in the emergence of higher
forms of thinking — verbal thinking, and others)'.
Thus, we come to Vygotsky’s most important theo-
retical discovery: higher mental functions have a social
origin. To properly understand the meaning of this state-
ment, it is necessary to emphasize that it fundamentally
differs from many cultural and sociological theses about
the role of social and cultural factors in mental develop-
ment. In this case, something much more radical and es-
sential is asserted: social factors (joint practical activity,
social interaction, sign systems, communication through
signs) are a constructive element of higher mental func-
tions, meaning that without their influence, higher men-
tal functions cannot arise at all. Therefore, what is most
specific in the psychological organization of the individ-
ual, as well as what seems most personal (inner speech,
complex feelings, the sense of personal identity, the ca-
pacity for self-awareness, etc.), arises exclusively in the
process of exchange within the human group (society).
Such a theoretical solution would have been less
clear, less convincing, and less significant if Vygotsky
had not placed it at the foundation of a large-scale sci-
entific program — one that allows for empirical verifi-
cation. The cultural development of a normally devel-
oping child, the cultural development of a child with
disabilities, the identification of the complex network
of psychological connections within the human com-
munity, the study of semiotic, communicative, and
psychological functions of the linguistic system, the in-
vestigation of the ontogenetic development of speech
as a means of communication, as a means of thinking,
and as a means of self-awareness and regulation of one’s
own behavior, the study of historical changes in behav-
ior (through comparative research of human groups at
different stages of development, or analysis of products
of human activity), and the study of art as a system of
signs and meanings — these are only some of the the-
matic areas that, in light of Vygotsky’s cultural-his-
torical theory of mental phenomena, have been widely
opened for scientific research. It is easy to notice that

" This is rightfully emphasized by J. Bruner as well in the preface to the American edition of Vygotsky’s book on speech and thinking (See:
L.S. Vygotsky: Thought and Language, The M. I. T. Press, Cambridge, 1962).

12 See about this in the introductory chapter of the present book.

13 At the same time, these are the central themes of Vygotsky’s present book.
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many of these problems have only recently become the
subject of intensive study, and some have given rise to
new scientific disciplines that did not exist at the time
of the formation of Vygotsky’s theory — semiotics, psy-
cholinguistics, and developmental psycholinguistics.

At its core, Vygotsky’s theory emphasizes genetic
and comparative methods. The comparative-genetic
method (comparative study of development in animals
of different species, including comparison with child
development), the genetic-experimental method (ex-
perimental introduction of certain factors into the de-
velopment process of normally developing children),
and, more broadly, the application of the genetic meth-
od — that is, the study of development as a way to solve
general psychological problems — historical research
into mental development (studying historical changes in
the psyche based on preserved materials), the historical-
experimental method!' (investigating changes in mental
functions in human groups that undergo major histori-
cal shifts within an extremely short period — within one
generation — as happened with some population groups
in the Soviet Union during the October Revolution),
constructive analysis (analysis not reduced to breaking
a whole into elements, but aimed at revealing the pro-
cess of gradual formation of a new complex wholeness
during development), and the analysis of units rather
than elements (that is, the analysis of parts containing
all the properties of the whole, for example, the analysis
of the meaning of a word as a unit that includes proper-
ties of speech, thinking, and verbal thinking — a topic
the reader can encounter in this book) — all these are
preferred methodological approaches that best align
with Vygotsky’s theory and were extensively used by
Vygotsky himself.

The research program that emerged before Vygotsky
in light of his theory is still far from fully realized. Vy-
gotsky himself — independently or together with his col-
leagues — initiated numerous studies stemming from this
program, and some of them he brought to successful com-
pletion. The most significant among these are precisely
the studies discussed in this book: the development of
meanings, the process of concept formation (both experi-
mental and real concepts, especially scientific concepts),
the emergence and development of verbal thinking, the
formation of inner speech (as well as the description of
the functions and structure of inner speech). Outside the
scope of this book remain reports on important studies in

the fields of psychopathology (abnormal development,
thinking in schizophrenia), psychology of art, insightful
analyses of animal behavior and the thinking of so-called
primitive peoples (both based, however, on empirical
data from other researchers), studies of higher emotions
(an extensive unpublished monograph from which only
one fragment is known to us'®), games and children’s cre-
ativity, psychology of grammar, and others.

The period of approximately forty years since Vy-
gotsky’s death is relatively long, especially considering
the accelerated pace of scientific development. There-
fore, it is all the more remarkable that an author from
such a relatively distant past is so frequently cited in
the latest psychological literature — and notably as one
of the carriers of new trends. The explanation for this
should be sought in the originality and scale of the sci-
entific achievement accomplished by Vygotsky in psy-
chology. Having begun his work during a “crisis of psy-
chology”, Vygotsky proposed solutions to fundamental
problems of psychological science that even today have
not been sufficiently utilized either in theory or in psy-
chological research practice, and thus continue to serve
as a productive theoretical framework for analyzing con-
temporary issues in psychology.

It should also be noted that in modern psychology
there are no empirical data that seriously call into ques-
tion the fundamental propositions of Vygotsky’s cultur-
al-historical theory. Moreover, none of the significant
experimental results from his research have lost their sci-
entific validity to this day, so that most of these findings
have become an integral part of educational knowledge
about higher mental functions.

In Soviet psychology, Vygotsky’s teachings consti-
tute one of the stable components of the psychological
science system — both in its theoretical and empirical di-
mensions. Nevertheless, it can be said that even in Soviet
psychology, not all the possibilities of Vygotsky’s theory
have been fully utilized. This is partly possibly explained
by the lingering consequences of the prewar ban on
Vygotsky’s works (the book Thinking and Speech was
banned for two years after its publication and was only
republished in 1956'6, while many of his works still re-
main unpublished). Alongside some justified critical re-
marks — particularly that Vygotsky draws too sharp a
distinction between natural and cultural functions and
somewhat underestimates the importance of practical
activity (i.e, relations with reality mediated by social

4 Vygotsky himself initiated one such study in Soviet psychology in the early 1930s. See: Luria A.R.: On the Historical Development of

Cognitive Processes, Nauka, Moscow, 1974.

15 L.S. Vygotsky: “The Theory of Emotions in the Light of Modern Psychoneurology”, Questions of Philosophy, 1970, No. 6, pp. 119—130.

16 Included in the book: Vygotsky, L. S.: Selected Psychological Studies. APN, Moscow, 1956, with an extensive introduction by A.A. Leon-
tiev and A. R. Luria. The same authors wrote an interesting paper for Vygotsky’s 80th birthday (“From the History of the Formation of L. Vy-
gotsky’s Psychological Views”, Questions of Psychology, 1976, No. 6, pp. 83—93).
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practical activity) as a factor of mental development —
there still seems to be some restraint and caution within
Soviet psychology regarding certain basic concepts of
Vygotsky’s theory. Differences are also found in the
understanding of culture and the interpretation of com-
munication'’, especially in the interpretation of the sign
and sign systems — differences between Vygotsky and
contemporary Soviet psychologists, including some of
his pupils. Vygotsky was especially sensitive to phe-
nomena of human communication, viewing them as a
fundamental factor in mental development, primarily in
ontogenesis. It appears that neither he nor other Soviet
psychologists found a fully satisfactory solution to the
problem of the relationship between the two main forms
of human activity — practical activity and the activ-
ity of communication between people. Vygotsky gave a
brilliant analysis of the significance of the latter for the
emergence and development of higher mental functions,
which is of great importance, even if this perhaps led to
overshadowing the problems of real practical activity
and real practical relations between people (which are
not reducible solely to communication relations).

Regarding Vygotsky’s theory of the sign, sign sys-
tems, and meaning, it seems that Soviet psychology af-
ter Vygotsky did not fully utilize the opportunities that
this theory opened for the development of psychological
problems related to significative activity. (Only recently
has the Soviet psycholinguist A.A. Leontiev, in a number
of his works, begun to develop what was potentially em-
bedded in Vygotsky’s theory of the sign).

In our opinion, outside the framework of Soviet
psychology there are two significant fields that are in-
tensively developing today and where the value of Vy-
gotsky’s theory is confirmed most clearly, although nei-
ther of them can be called directly influenced by him.

The first area is represented by disciplines that deal
with semiotic problems: semiotics, linguistics, psycho-
linguistics (both general and developmental). These rel-
atively new and dynamically developing sciences inves-
tigate issues that occupy a central place in Vygotsky’s
theoretical system: the nature of the sign, the organiza-
tion of sign systems, the consideration of an artwork as
a system of signs, problems of semiotic communication,
the psychology of speech and thinking, the acquisition of
the language system by children, and the relationship of
this process to the development of thinking, etc. At the
same time, it creates the impression that even in these
fields — especially when it comes to psychological analy-

17 Vygotsky consistently uses the term “communication”.

sis of the mentioned problems — modern research still
does not reach the depth that Vygotsky anticipated and
partially developed. A particular shortcoming of many
contemporary studies is that individual components of
significative (semiotic) behavior are considered in iso-
lation. To date, there is a lack of studies analyzing the
significance of social semiotic systems in the develop-
ment and functioning of individual behavior in greater
detail than Vygotsky did. That is why the outline of the
research program Vygotsky proposes in the last chapter
of this book (the psychological nature of meaning, the
nature of inner speech, the grammar of inner and outer
speech, the relationship between thought and word, the
dependence of consciousness and volitional regulation of
personality over their own mental processes on the de-
gree of mastery of social sign systems, etc.) still remains
the most substantive and attractive program for study-
ing semiotic activity.

The second significant field where Vygotsky’s
ideas find convincing confirmation is historical psy-
chology — a developing scientific discipline whose
subject is precisely the historical variability of human
mental functions. As we have seen, Vygotsky’s theory
asserts the historical variability of the psyche and pro-
poses a reliable psychological mechanism that acts as
a mediator between historical factors and the human
psyche. However, Vygotsky himself did not engage in
actual historical-psychological research. Meanwhile,
in the post-war period, especially in France, histori-
cal psychology began to take shape as a new scientific
discipline at the intersection of psychology and his-
tory. Alongside historians such as L. Febvre and M.
Bloch, it is important to note the significant pioneer-
ing contribution of the psychologist I. Meyerson!'s,
who developed a doctrine largely close to Vygotsky’s
theory — on allomorphic development and the histor-
ical variability of mental functions, which transform
through externalization in works (cultural forms).
An important role was also played by a group of psy-
chologists with a strong historical background, led by
J.-P. Vernant and F. Malrieu, as well as psychologists
from several other countries!’.

Such intellectual currents in modern science, fully
consistent with Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory
of mental phenomena, serve as confirmation of the high
heuristic value of this theory.

Ivan Ivic

18 Meyerson, I: Les fonctions psychologiques et les oeuvres, Vrin, Paris, 1948.

19 J.P. Vernant: Mythe et pens e chez les Grees (Etudes de psychologie historique), vol. I—I1, 1974; Ph. Marieu: “Vers une psychologie histo-
rique”, Pensée, 1951; J. P. Vernant: “Sur les recherches de psychologie comparative historique”, Journ. de Psychol., 1960, pp. 445—451; Barbu, L.:
Problems of historical psychology, Rout-ledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1960.
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