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Vygotsky in Context

The bits and pieces of information we have been able to
gather about Vygotsky's life portray him as a strange
transplant from the era of encyclopedists and romantics
to the age of commuissars and conditional reflexes. A stu-
dent of literature, philosophy, and esthetics, Vygotsky
plunged into psychology at the age of twenty-eight, and
died of tuberculosis ten years later. A prodigal reader, he
felt equally at home with commentaries on Shakespeare’s
tragedies, the philosophy of Hegel, and clinical studies of
the mentally retarded. A profound theoretician, he was
also a man of practice who founded and directed a num-
ber of research laboratoeries, including the first Russian
Institute for the Study of Handicapped Children. As
Stephen Toulmin so aptly remarked, Vygotsky carried
an aura of almost Mozartian giftedness. And yet he lived
in times that were hardly favorable to Mozarts.

1

We do not know much about Vygotsky’s life. He left no
memoirs, and his biography has yet to be written, That
leaves us with the task of putting together the scattered
reminiscences of Vygotsky’s friends and coworkers.

Lev Semenovich Vygotsky was born in 1896 in the
town of Orscha in Belorussia to a middle-class jewish
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family. His father, a manager with the United Bank of
Gomel, was obviously an educated person and even a
kind of philanthropist—he actively supported the local
public hbrary. His son's education was unconventional;
Lev studied with a private tutor for many years, and en-
rolled in a Jewish gymnasium ‘only at the junior high
school level. By the age of eighteen Vygotsky already had
become an accomplished intellectual—his essay on Ham-
let, which later became an integral part of The Psychology
of Art (1925), was written at that time.

According to Semyon Dobkin, Vygotsky’s school
friend, Vygotsky was particularly interested in the philos-
ophy of history and was a recognized leader of a small
circle of high school students concerned with the prob-
lems of Jewish culture and history. “Vygotsky was at that
time very enthusiastic about the Hegelian view of history.
His mind was then engaged by the Hegelian formula
‘thesis, antithesis, synthesis. . . . "'

Although Vygotsky’s interests clearly belonged to the
humanities and soaal sciences, at the insistence of his
parents he applied to the Medical School of Moscow Uni-
versity. Since he had graduated from the gymnasium
with honors and a gold medal, Vygotsky’s chances for
admission were good, even though the university’s quota
for Jews was only three percent. But a new executive
order of the minister of education, issued in 1913,
jeopardized these hopes, for while preserving the quota,
it required Jewish applicants to be enrolled by casting
lots, making admission not a matter of mental attainment
but of blind luck. Vygotsky was, naturally, pessimistic
about his chances. But then 1t happened—a cable came
from Moscow informing him that he had been enrolled
by the draw. One well may wonder whether it was this
episode that later was to prompt Vygotsky to consider a

role for the casting of lots in the organization of individ-
ual behavior.?
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The years spent in Moscow, 1913—-1917, became a pe-
riod of intensive study and the acquisition of ideas from
seemingly disparate fields. By his first semester at Mos-
cow University, Vygotsky had already transferred from
the Medical School to the Law School, apparently as a
kind of compromise between his own wishes to draw
closer to humanities and the practical wishes of his par-
ents. But Vygotsky was not satishied with the humantties
courses at Moscow University. Many of Moscow Univer-
sity’s leading professors had left to protest the repressive
actions of the minister of education; some of these pro-
fessors subsequently taught at private Shamavsky Uni-
versity, which for a short while became a center of
academic liberalism and innovation. Without dropping
out of Moscow Umiversity, Vygotsky enrolled at Shani-
avsky as well, majoring in history and philosophy.

Moscow in the 1910s was quite an exciting place for a
young intellectual. Unorthodox and innovative trends
in science, the humanities, and the arts were emerging,
and it seems that Vygotsky pursued them all. Theater,
among other things, became a focus of his interests. He
admired Stanislavsky’s Art Theater, and later used
Stanislavsky’s notes for actors in his Myshienie i vech, trans-
lated into English as Thought and Language. Vygotsky was
also fascinated by the innovative interpretation of Hamlet
produced in Moscow by Gordon Craig.

As an aspiring literary critic, Vygotsky showed a keen
interest 1n the “structuralist revolution” being carried out
in linguistics and literary theory. Most probably it was his
cousin, David, a member of the Petrograd Formalist
School, who acquainted Vygotsky with the works of Ro-
man Jakobsom, Lev Jakubinsky, and Viktor Shklovsky.
These names were soon to appear on the pages of Vy-
gotsky’s works dedicated to the problems of the psychol-
ogy of art and the psychology of language.

Being a connoisseur of poetry, both classical and mod-
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ern, Vygotsky did not hesitate to put poetic images in his
psychological works. He was particul{®)y interested in the
poetic treatment of the agony endured when thought
seeks, but cannot find expression in, words. It is in the
context of that problem that the lines of the poets
Tiutchev, Gumilev, and Mandelstam appear in Myshlenie
L rech.

Philosophy was among Vygotsky's favorite subjects.
His lifelong interest in Spinoza was possibly prompted by
his sister Zinaida, who, while studying at Moscow Wom-
en’s University College, chose Spinoza as the topic of her
graduate paper. Vygotsky sought in Spinoza an alterna-
tive to Cartesian dualism, which, by splitting the human
being into machinelike body and spiritual mind, estab-
lished for centuries to come the conflict between materi-
alistic, scientific psychology and idealistic, philosophical
psychology. In his works Vygotsky reveals a penetrating
knowledge of philosophers as diverse as Descartes,
Hegel, Marx, the neo-Kantians, Husserl, and James.

Upon graduating from Moscow University in [917,
Vygotsky went to Gomel, where his parents were then
living, and where the October Revolution of 1917 was to
find him. The years in Gomel, 1918-1924, were to be
a germinating period for Vygotsky's psychological
thought. On the surface, life was hardly cheerful. Vygot-
sky’s health started deteriorating: “He was unwell, it was
difficult to get food, and there was tuberculosis in their
family.”® Teaching literature in a provincial school also
hardly fit Vygotsky’s aspirations. However, he soon left
the school for a position at a local teachers’ college. It was
at this college that Vygotsky delivered his hrst lectures in
psychology, and for the first time encouni®red the prob-
lem of the education of the physically handicapped, the
problem to which he was to return more than once.

The titles of the books he was reading from those years
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in Gomel give some idea of the direction in which Vygot-
sky's thought was moving. According to Dobkin, Vygotsky
had a keen interest in James's The Varieties of Religious
Experience, Freud’s Psychopathology of Everyday Life, and
Thought and Language, the book of the nineteenth-
century Russian linguist and follower of Humboldt, Al-
exander Potebnja. The impact of these studies on his
views of the unconscious, religious experience, and lan-
guage is seen in Vygotsky's first large research project,
The Psychology of Art. Vygotsky finished the manuscript in
1925 and presented it as a Ph.D. thesis at the Moscow
Institute of Psychology. The Psychology of Art was first
published, in Russian, only in 1965 (the English transla-
tion appeared in 1971%).

Although it i1s very tempting to venture into an exten-
sive analysis of this masterpiece of the young Vygotsky, I
shall limit myself to a couple of comments. First, the very
title of Vygotsky’s book suggests that to him psychology
was a method of uncovering the origins of higher forms
of human consciousness and emotional life rather than
of elementary behavioral acts. This preoccupation with
specifically human functions, in opposition to merely natu-
ral or brological ones, was to become a trademark of Vy-
gotsky’'s hifework. Moreover, 1t suggests that Vygotsky
never believed that psychological inquiry should be con-
sidered as a goal in itself. For him, culture and conscious-
ness constituted the actual subject of inquiry, while
psychology remained a conceptual tool, important but
hardly universal.

Second, in the very beginning of The Psychology of Art
Vygotsky argued that psychology cannot limit itself to
direct evidence, be it observable behavior or accounts of
mtrospection. Psychological inquiry is investigation, and
like the criminal investigator, the psychologist must take
into account indirect evidence and circumstantial clues—
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which in practice means that works of art, philosophical
arguments, and anthropological data are no less impor-
tant for psychology than direct evidence.

In the case of The Psychology of Art, certain structuralist
literary approaches together with the psychoanalytic con-
cept of catharsis supplied him with the method of inquiry
into the perception of works of art. In later works Vy-
gotsky turned to other concepts and different methods,
but he never ceased to uphold the principle of recon-
structing psychological phenomena from data seemingly
belonging to other disciplines. Although Vygotsky was to
modify the ideas to be found in The Psychology of Ari, the
work bears clear signs of intellectual maturity. With this
work, Vygotsky, stll in his late twenties and never to
receive formal psychological traimning, emerged as an
original thinker, with his own ideas on what constitutes
the subject and the method of psychological study.

I

Vygotsky entered professional psychology impetuously,
one may say in an onslaught. On 6 January 1924 the
Second Psychoneurologicai Congress was held in Lenin-
grad. Vygotsky delivered a talk on “The Methodology of
Reflexological and Psychological Studies.” His thesis was
simple: Scientific psychology cannot ignore the facts of
consciousness. Taking aim at the reflexologists, Vygotsky
argued that while reflexes provide the foundation of be-
havior, we can learn nothing from them about the “con-
structon” erected on this foundation—which means that
neither the category of consciousness nor that of the un-
conscious can be ignored. Studies of the Wiirzburg
School, as well as those of the Gestaltsts, should be incor-
porated into scientific psychology. This statement must
be considered in the context of the times. It challenged
the position of leading Soviet behavioral scientists, from
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Pavlovians to Bekhterev and Blonsky, who either viewed
consciousness as an idealist superstiion or limited its
sphere of applicability to descriptive, nonscientific psy-
chology. But there was at least one receptive listener in
that audience, Alexander Luria. In Lurnia’s account, “In-
stead of choosing a minor theme, as might benefit a
young man of twenty-eight speaking for the first ime toa
gathering of the graybeards of his profession, Vygotsky
chose the difficult theme of the relation between con-
ditioned reflexes and man’s conscious behavior. . . . Al-
though he failed to convince everyone of the correctness
of his view, it was clear that this man from the small
provincial town in western Russia was an intellectual
force who would have to be listened to.™

Luria’s enthusiastic recognition of Vygotsky had very
practical consequences. Although only twenty-six years
old at that ume, Luria already held the position of aca-
demic secretary at the Moscow Institute of Psychology,
and he managed to persuade its director, Konstantin
Kornilov, to invite Vygotsky as a research fellow. In the
fall of 1924, Vygotsky and his wife Roza (née Smekhova)
moved to Moscow.

In its initial stage, Vygotsky’s program for the new,
nonreflexological scientific psychology contained the fol-
lowing directions: It had to be developmental; it had to
resolve the problem of interrelation between higher
mental functions and the lower, elementary psychologi-
cal functions; and it had to take socially meaningful activ-
ity (Tdtigkeit) as an explanatory principle. But before
turning this sketch into an articulated research program,
Vygotsky felt obliged to take on the theoretical crisis in
psychology, the result of which was The Historical Meaning
of the Crisis in Psychology, finished in 1926, but published
only half a century later, in 1982.° (Vygotsky'’s Crisis does
not stand alone as a critique of psychology as practiced in
the 1920s. Die Krise der Psychologie of Karl Biihler ap-
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peared only a few months after Vygotsky finished his
work, and the writings of the Swiss psychoanalyst Ludwig
Binswanger and the German-American Hugo Miinster-
berg antedated Vygotsky's concern with the method of
psychology.)

From the outset of his book, Vygotsky claimed that his
intention was to bring forth a “methodological,” that is,
metapsychological, analysis of the crisis in psychology.
His position, therefore, was that of a theoretician who
assesses the crisis from the “outside,” rather than that of a
professional psychologist tied to some partisan point of
view. Psychological scholarship in the 1920s fell into a
number of schools—behaviorism, reflexology, psy-
choanalysis, Gestalt psychology, and so on—which chal-
lenged each other on theoretical or methodological
grounds. Vygotsky went beyond affirming this state of
affairs to showing that not only their theoretical and
methodological approaches but their very facts were in-
compatible. In doing so he introduced, with great effec-
tiveness, a notion that much later was to become popular
in the philosophy of science as “theoretically laden facts”:
“Any fact, being expressed in terms of these systems
(introspectionism, behaviorism, and psychoanalysis]
would acquire three entirely different meanings, which
indicate three different aspects of this fact, or more pre-
cisely, three different facts.”” A group of facts existent in
one system sometimes simply disappears in the other. To
Pavlovians, the idea that a dog remembers food 1n the in-
stant the bell rings sounds fantastic. To psychoanalysts,
the Oedipus complex is an empirical fact; to behaviorists,
it 1s a fiction.

Vygotsky arrived at the conclusion that the divisions
among the systems of psychology were so serious and
their basic theoretical premises so liable to various inter-
pretations that we should speak here of different sciences
rather than of a number of schools within one science.
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More than that, some of these systems of psychology
were so closely connected with philosophy and the
humanities that there was no reason to squeeze them into
the conceptual framework of science.

It 1s of interest that more than fifty years after Vy-
gotsky, Sigmund Koch came to a somewhat similar con-
clusion in a work marking the hundredth year since
psychology had taken to itself a place among the sci-
ences.® Almost repeating Vygotsky, Koch claimed that
the nineteenth-century myth of psychology as a uni-
fied science did not and could not sustain the test of
time; psychology is, rather, a collection of studies hav-
ing absolutely different theoretical foundations and
methodologies.

Vygotsky, however, was not content with asserting the
divergences within psychological scholarship. Tracing
the evolution of psychoanalysis, reflexology, Gestaltism,
and personalism, he revealed a uniform pattern to their
development, an aggressive expansion in a desperate at-
tempt to attain methodological hegemony. The first stage
in the development of each of these systems is an empir-
ical discovery that proves to be important for the revision
of the existing views concerning some specific behavioral
or mental phenomena. In the second stage of its develop-
ment, the initial discovery acquires a conceptual form,
which expands so as to come to bear on related problems
of psychology. Even at this stage the ties between concep-
tual form and the underlying empirical discovery are
eroded; the former becomes an abstraction almost unre-
lated to the latter, existing, however, because of the repu-
tation built upon the latter. The third stage 1s marked by
the transformation of the conceptual form into an ab-
stract explanatory principle applicable to any problem
within the given disciphne. The discipline is captured by
this expanding explanatory principle—all behavior turns
out to be a sum of conditional reflexes, or unconscious
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motifs, or gestalts. At this moment the explanatory prin-
ciple loses its power, since nothing is left outside it, but
the inertia of expansion pushes it until the whole domain
of psychology is absorbed by it. At the fourth stage the
explanatory principle disengages itself from the subject
matter of psychology and becomes a general methodol-
ogy applicable to all fields of knowledge, at which point—
Vygotsky observed—it usually collapses under the
weight of its enormous explanatory claims. It ceases to
exist as an independent intellectual principle and merges
with one of the dominant philosophies or worldviews.
Vygotsky suggested that upon becoming a worldview the
“psychological idea reveals its social origin, which earlier
was concealed under the guise of a fact of knowledge."®

The uniform character of the development of the
schools of psychology indicated to Vygotsky the necessity
for some “general psychology” that would provide a
methodological guide for all the psychological disci-
plines. On the one hand, the enormous and illegitimate
methodological claims of particular psychological systems
were nothing but the symptoms of crisis; on the other
hand, however, these symptoms could be understood as
the genuine and legitimate desire to have a general
methodology of psychological research. Vygotsky made it
clear that only epistemologically competent metapsy-
chological analysis of the current state of psychological
knowledge could provide a genuine general methodol-
ogy—what he called “general psychology.” To the ques-
tion, Where may the resolution of the crisis come from?,
Vygotsky gave a dialectically sharpened answer: From
the crisis itself! For this purpose, however, the crisis
should be reconsidered as a positive, rather than as a
negative, phenomenon. To comprehend the crisis as a
positive phenomenon—that 1s, to see it through the
Hegehan concept of “contradiction”—means to discover
those forces that stand behind the apparent dispute over
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the “need” to become a general methodology. The basic
contradictions underlying all symptoms of crisis should
therefore be considered as the moving force in the devel-
opment of psychology at any given historical moment.

Following the theoretical analysis undertaken by Hugo
Miinsterberg in his Grundziige der Psycholechnik of 1914,
Vygotsky applied epistemological analysis to distinguish
two major poles of attraction dividing all psychological
systems: the naturalist and idealist worldviews. The crisis
brought about naturalistic scientific psychology and
philosophical descriptive psychology. Objective historical
development of the contrasting worldviews turned out to
be a hidden source of the crisis.

Another source was practical psychology. Vygotsky ob-
served a major difference between so-called applied psy-
chology, which 1s secondary to that particular system
from which it has sprung, and a genuine practical psy-
chology, which elaborated its methods in the context of
its own practice. For example, the applied psychology of
Miinsterberg, which started from idealist premises, was
“forced” to arrive at naturalistic conclusions. Approach-
ing practical problems, psychologists change their a
priori conceptual schemas along the lines dictated by
practice itself. Practice, therefore, joins philosophy as a
force pushing psychological systems toward the opposite
poies of naturalism and idealism.

Vygotsky almost prophetically foresaw the concentra-
tion of psychological systems at the opposite centers of
behaviorism and phenomenology. Modern develop-
ments show that Vygotsky was not mistaken in his diag-
nosis. Behaviorism and the theory of conditional reflexes
have become the ultimate manifestation of naturalistic
experimentalism, while philosophic and humanistic
studies have grouped around the phenomenological
paradigm. But the label “science,” according to Vygotsky,
had to be reserved for the naturalistic studies; phenome-
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nology had to break ranks with the scientific paradigm
and openly approach its subject with the help of the
methods developed in philosophy and the humanities.
This lobbying on behalf of behaviorism and other natu-
ralisic approaches might seem inconsistent with his
concern with the higher mental functions. Vygotsky,
however, clearly indicated that his diagnosis of the crisis
did not imply satisfaction with the existing systems of
naturalistic psychology. He emphasized that “the ques-
tion still remains open, whether we have a right to call
psychology precisely a naturalistic science. Only because
West European psychology had never known social psy-
chology, it identified its subject as that of naturalistic
science.”!?

The last section of the Crisis is devoted to discouraging
attempts to find a “third way” other than that of scientific
or philosophical psychology. In Vygotsky's view, three
major attempts of this kind had been made: by Gestalt
psychology, by the personalism of William Stern, and by
so-cailed Marxist psychology. In the case of Gestalt-
psychology, Vygotsky asserted that objectively, and some-
times even against the will of its own masters, this
discipline had graduaily become a part of the naturalistic
tradition and lost its image as a “third way.” As to Stern’s
personalistic psychology, Vygotsky held that the develop-
ment took the opposite course. Starting with the concrete
scientific problems of differential psychology, Stern had
arrived at an avowedly idealistic, teleological theory of
the psyche, and proceeding in this direction, had failed to
establish an independent “third way” for psychology,
merging instead with the philosophical tradition.

Vygotsky directed his strongest criticisms, however,
against those of his colleagues who ventured to establish
Marxist psychology as an alternative to naturalism and
idealism. Vygotsky’s refutation of the Marxist psychology
of Konstantin Kornilov and others was threefold: these
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scholars sought Marxist support “in the wrong places”;
they assimilated “the wrong material”’; and they used this
material “in a wrong way.”'' Vygotsky strongly opposed
the method of casually picking and choosing quotations
from the classics of Marxism. He also emphasized that
the dialectical method is quite different in biology, his-
tory, and psychology, and that therefore there are no
Marxist magic formulas for solving the problems of psy-
chology. “Immediate application of the theory of dialec-
tical materialism to the problems of science, and
particularly to biology and psychology, is impossible, as it
is impossible to apply it instantly to history and sociol-
ogy.”'? No one philosophical system, including Marxism,
would be able to help psychology until it had established
an intermediate link in the form of methodology. The
only legiimate way for Marxism to become useful for
psychology was in its possible contribution to general
methodology. “Any other ‘contributions’ . . . would in-
evitably lead to mere scholastic verbiage.”'?

For the rest of his life Vygotsky desperately sought this
new methodology that would make psychology scientific,
but not at the cost of the naturalization of cultural phe-
nomena, and that would make use of the Marxist method
without degenerating into “Marxist psychology.”

Vygotsky's research program started taking shape in
his early paper “Consciousness as a Problem of Psychol-
ogy of Behavior” (1925). The major goal of that paper
was to restore the legitimacy of the concept of conscious-
ness, but not at the expense of the return to introspective
mentalistic psychology. The major objection Vygotsky
had to the mentalistic tradition was that it confined itself
to a vicious circle in which states of consciousness are
“explained” by the concept of consciousness. Vygotsky
argued that if one is to take consciousness as a subject of
study, then the explanatory principle must be sought in
some other layer of reality. Vygotsky suggested that so-
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cially meaningful actvity (Tdtighe:t) may play this role and
serve as a generator of consciousness.

Vygotsky's first step toward concretization of this prin-
ciple was the suggestion that individual consctousness is
built from outside through relations with others: “The
mechanism of social behavior and the mechanism of con-
sciousness are the same. . . . We are aware of ourselves,
for we are aware of others, and in the same way as we
know others; and this i1s as it 1s because in relation to
ourselves we are in the same [position] as others are to
us.”H

One cannot but find a striking similarity between this
statement and the concept of significant symbol devel-
oped by George H. Mead: “As we shall see, the same
procedure which is responsible for the genesis and exis-
tence of mind or consciousness—namely, the taking of
the attitude of the other toward one’s self, or toward
one’s own behavior—also necessarily involves the genesis
and existence at the same time of significant symbols, or
significant gestures.”'® It seems that Mead’s revision of
behaviorism and Vygotsky’s struggle for consciousness
had much in common—both authors pointed to the same
phenomena and followed similar methedologicai paths.

According to Vygotsky, human higher mental func-
tions must be viewed as products of mediated activity. The
role of mediator is played by psychological tools and means
of interpersonal communication. The concept of a psy-
chological tool first appeared in Vygotsky's thought by
loose analogy with the material tool, which serves as a
mediator between the human hand and the object upon
which the tool acts. Vygotsky obviously was under the
influence of the Hegelian notion of “cunning of reason™:
reason’s mediating activity, which, by causing objects to
act and react on each other in accordance with their own
nature, in this way, and without any direct interference in
the process, carries out reason’s intentions. Like matenal
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tools, psychological tools are artificial formations. Both
are naturally social but while material tools are aimed at
the control over processes in nature, psychological tools
master natural forms of individual behavior and cogni-
tion. Although sensory-motor schemas connected with
practical actions also may become psychological tools, the
latter usually have a semiotic nature. Psychological tools
are internally oriented, transforming the natural human
abilities and skills into higher mental functions (Vygotsky
noted such psychological tools as gestures, language and
sign systems, mnemonic techniques, and decision-making
systems—for example, casting dice). For example, if an
elementary effort at memorization connects event A with
event B through the natural ability of the human brain,
then in mnemonics this relation is replaced by A to X and
X to B, where X is an artificial psychological tool—a knot
in a handkerchief, perhaps, or a written note.

Vygotsky thus made a principal distinction between
“lower,” natural mental functions, such as elementary
perception, memory, attention, and will, and the
“higher,” or cultural, functiomns, which are specifically hu-
man and appear gradually in a course of radical transfor-
mation of the lower functions. The iower functions do
not disappear in a mature psyche, but they are structured
and organized according to specifically human social
goals and means of conduct. Vygotsky used the Hegehan
term “superseded” (aufgehoben) to designate the transfor-
mation of natural functions into cultural ones.

If one decomposes a higher mental function into its
constituent parts, one finds nothing but the natural,
lower skills. This fact, argued Vygotsky, secures the
scientific status of his method, which needs no speculative
metaphysical categories in order to approach the higher
forms of behavior. All the “building blocks™ of higher
behavior seem absolutely materialistic and can be ap-
prehended by ordinary empirical methods. The latter
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assumption does not imply, however, that a higher func-
tion can be reduced to lower ones. Decomposition shows
us only the material with which the higher functions are
built, but says nothing about their construction.

The constructive principle of the higher functions lies
outside the individual—in psychological tools and inter-
personal relations. Referring to psychological tools as in-
struments for the construction of higher functions,
Vygotsky wrote, “In the instrumental act, humans master
themselves from the outside—through psychological
tools.”!> As to the structural role of interpersonal rela-
tions, Vygotsky followed Pierre Janet, who claimed that
intrapersonal processes are just transformed interper-
sonal relations: “Each function in the child's cultural
development appears twice: first, on the socal level,
and later, on the individual level; first, between peo-
ple (interpsychological), and then inside the child
(intrapsychological).”’

In concrete experimental practice, the idea of internal-
1zation of psychological tools acquired two different, and
ultimately even conflicting, forms. Internalization as the
process of transformation of external actions into inter-
nal psychological functions was thoroughly studied by
such followers of Vygotsky as Peter Zinchenko, Alexan-
der Zaporozhets, and Peter Galperin. Their studies un-
doubtedly had much in common with Piaget’s concept of
the development of intelligence through the internaliza-
tion of sensory-motor schemas. Vygotsky himself, how-
ever, was much more interested in the problem of
internalization of symbolic psychological tools and social
relations. He was greatly impressed by the works of the
French sociological school of Emile Durkheim and by re-
lated 1deas of Maurice Halbwachs, Charles Blondel, and
Pierre Janet, who studied the internalization of so-called
collective representations.

To understand 1in what direction Vygotsky’s thought
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was moving, consider the following problem: How
does the indicatory gesture appear in a child’s behavioral
repertoire? At first it is simply an unsuccessful grasping
movement directed at an object. Vygotsky used the term
“gesture-in-itself” to designate this stage of the develop-
ment of gesture. When mother comes to the aid of the
child, the situation acquires a different character. Ges-
ture “in-itself” becomes gesture “for-others.” Others
{mother in our case) interpret the child’s grasping move-
ment as an indicatory gesture, thus turning it into a so-
aally meaningful communicative act. Only afterward
does the child become aware of the communicative
power of his movement. He then starts addressing his
gesture to adults, rather than to an object, which was the
focus of his interest in the first place. It is essential that
the child be the last person who consciously apprehends
the meaning of his own gesture. Only at this later stage
does a gesture become a “gesture-for-oneself.”

The focus of Vygotsky's research program in the pe-
riod 1926—-1930 happened to be the experimental study
of the mechanism of transformation of natural psycho-
logical functions into the higher functions of logical
memaory, selective attention, decision making, and com-
prehension of language. Besides Alexander Luna and
Alexei Leontiev, who joined Vygotsky as early as 1924,
his group of collaborators included Lidia Bozhovich, Al-
exander Zaporozhets, Natalia Morozova, Roza Levina,
Liya Slavina, Lev Sakharov, and Zhozephina Shif. Studies
were developing along three avenues of research: instru-

mental, developmental, and cultural-historical.
The instrumental approach centered on the use of ex-

ternal means, that is, psychological tools in facilitating of
the development of higher forms of memory, attention,
and decision making. Here the 1932 study of Alexei
Leontiev on natural and instrumentally mediated mem-
ory remains a classic.'® In that study children were asked
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not be confined to the investigation of the progressing
complexity of such functions as perception, attention,
and memory; it must also inquire into the inner evolution
going on in psychological formations that at the first
glance may seem to be well developed. (A summary of
Vygotsky's earliest developmental studies were set forth
in his monograph History of the Development of Higher Men-
tal Functions, which was finished in 1931, but published,
in unabridged form, only in 1983.%%)

Although Vygotsky's theory embraced all higher men-
tal functions, Vygotsky himself was primarily interested
in the development of language in its relation to thought.
Language and speech occupy a special place in Vygot-
sky’s psychological system because they play a double
role. On the one hand, they are a psychological tool that
helps to form other mental functions; on the other hand,
they are one of these functions, which means that they
also undergo a cultural development. Vygotsky's work in
this field became his most popular book: Myshlenze i
rech—Thought and Language.*'

Like many of his other works, Vygotsky's Myshlenie 1
rech is in the form a critical dialogue in which the survey
of conflicting approaches is interspersed with experimen-
tal data and theoretical constructions. The participants in
this imaginative dialogue in Myshlenie i rech are William
Stern, Karl Buhler, Wolfgang Kdéhler, Robert Yerkes,
and, above all, Jean Piaget.

A few words are in order here concerning Vygotsky’s
presentation of experimental material. Quantitative
methods and operationalistic descriptions were not a
significant feature of Soviet psychology in the 1920s, and
Vygotsky, in particular, emphasized ideas and arguments
in his monographs intended for the general educated
audience, reserving experimental details for technical re-
ports. After all, the number of professional psychologists
in Russia at that time was so insignificant that each of
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them knew all the others, making it easy for them to
clarify the experimental details in the technical reports of
their fellow psychologists. As a result, Myshlenie i rech may
strike some nowadays as Inadequately grounded in ex-
pennmental data, even as careless. However, the studies
by Vygotsky’s followers have shown that the basic
hndings are sound, and that argument may arise only as
to the interpretation of these findings.

Vygotsky's first obiective in Myshlenie t rech was to show
that thought and speech have different roots, merging
only at a certain moment in ontogenesis, after which
these two functions develop together under reciprocal
influence. In its historical context, this thesis constituted
a critique of those who either identified thought with
speech (J. B. Watson) or, on the contrary, absolutized
their differences. Vygotsky's thesis called instead for an
tnterfunctional interpretation of higher mental functions.
As was mentioned earlier, Vygotsky’s initial concept of
higher mental function focused on the transformation of
natural functions into cultural functions under the in-
fluence of psychological tools: Further research con-
vinced him that of even more importance was the
interaction of different higher mental functions, forming
thereby so-called functional systems: “Studying the de-
velopment of thought and speech in childhood, we found
that the process of their development depends not so
much on the changes within these two functions, but
rather on changes in the primary relations between them,
. . . Their relations and connections do not remain con-
stant. That is why the leading idea is that there is no
constant formula of relation between thought and speech
that would be applicable to all stages and forms of de-
velopment or involution. Each of these stages has its
own characteristic form of relation between these two
functions.”??

Vygotsky elaborated this thesis in his critical review of
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the phylo- and ontogenetic studies of Kohler, Yerkes,
and Bihler (Myshlenie i rech, chapter 4). He concluded
that the primate shows certain elements of humanlike
intelligence in its use of primitve tools and implements
and that at the same time its language has such human
aspects as phonetics, emotional expression, and primor-
dial social meaningfulness. What is lacking in the pri-
mate, Vygotsky held, is a close reciprocal relation
between thought and language—their interfunctional re-
lations are in a prehistorical stage. In ontogenesis Vy-
gotsky also made a distinction between the roots of
speech and those of thought. A child’s development
knows preintellectual speech as well as nonverbal
thought; only with the establishment of interfunctional
systemic unmity does thought become verbal, and speech
become intellectual.

Vygotsky was able to establish the concept of interfunc-
tional relations on an experimental basis only to the ex-
tent (and even then only partially) of the sign-concept
connection (Myshlenie i rech, chapter 5); his follower Alex-
ander Luria succeeded, however, in basing this concept
on much richer material, and eventually made 1t a cor-
nerstone of his neuropsychological theory. Vygotsky's
experiments in concept formation were designed in ac-
cordance with the Ach-Sakharov sorting test, in which a
triplet of letters, that is, a “sign,” was afhxed to each
object to be sorted. Vygotsky described his experimental
procedures as a method of double stimulation, presum-
ing that the physical properties of objects to be grouped
constitute one form of sumulation, while triplets of words
provide the other, semiotic, stimulation. Experimental
data obtained indicated tc him a long and complex devel-
opmental process leading from classification based on
unorganized congeries of physical characteristics of ob-
jects, through the stages of “complex” and “pseudocon-
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ceptual” thinking, to mature forms of classification based
on conceptual thinking.

Vygotsky's hypothesis concerning the *“geological”
character of concepts was fully confirmed. For example,
“flat, triangular, and green” turned out to be a dynamic
tormation, having different characteristics at different
stages of psychological development. One of the most
important discoveries in Vygotsky’s study 1s “pseudocon-
ceptual” thinking: a form of child’s reasoning that
phenotypically coincides with reasoning in the adult and
yet has a different, preconceptual nature. In this respect
Vygotsky’s study resembled very much those of Heinz
Werner. It is not surprising that Werner’s followers en-
thusiastically used Vygotsky's sorting test in their studies
of the preconceptual thinking of schizophrenic pa-
tients.”®> Vygotsky observed in addition that preconcep-
tual, and even mythological, thinking not only is
characteristic of children and the mentally ill, but also
forms the basis of the everyday, normal reasoning of
adults. This latter insight, like many others, was ne-
glected by Vygotsky’s followers, and the problem of pre-
conceptual forms of everyday intelligence has remained
practically untouched in Soviet studies.

In the work of Vygotsky’s student Zhozephina Shif the
study of concept formation was extended to its educa-
tional setting (Myshlenie t rech, chapter 6). Different forms
of childhood experience were put into correspondence
with stages in the development of concept formation. In
this connection, Vygotsky had distinguished two basic
forms of experience, which give rise to two different,
albeit interrelated, groups of concepts: the “scientific”
and the “spontaneous.” Scientific concepts originate in
the highly structured and specialized activity of class-
room instruction and impose on a child logically defined
concepts; spontaneous concepts emerge from the child’s


http://www.cvisiontech.com

xxxiv Vygolsky in Context

own reflections on everyday experience. Vygotsky made
it a point to argue that scientific concepts, far from being
assimilated in a ready-made form, actually undergo sub-
stantial development, which essentially depends on the
existing level of a child’s general ability to comprehend
concepts. This level of comprehension, in its turn, is con-
nected with the development of spontaneous concepts.
Spontaneous concepts, in working their way “upward,”
toward greater abstractness, clear a path for scientifc
concepts in their “downward” development toward
greater concreteness.

Two forms of learning responsible for concept forma-
tion were thus distinguished. One of them, systematically
organized learning in an educational setting, later at-
tracted the attention of Soviet psychologists and was thor-
oughly investigated in the works of Peter Galperin and
Vasili Davydov.** The much less articulated spontaneous
learning turmed out to be perceived rather as an obstacle
on the road to concept formation, and its characteristic
features were mostly neglected. There is a certain irony
in this turn of events, for Vygotsky argued at length
against Piaget’s preoccupation with spontaneous con-
cepts at the expense of scientific concepts. Vygotsky's
followers made the opposite mistake by neglecting spon-
taneous concepts and centering all their attention instead
on scientific concepts. As a result, concept formation in
children became a one-sided process.

A study of concept formation in educational setting led
Vygotsky to another insight, namely, the dialogical
character of learning. In his analysis Vygotsky departed
from what he perceived as the inability of Piaget’s theory
to reconcile the spontaneous character of a child’s rea-
soning with the scientific—and thus the adult—nature of
concepts learned at school. Where Piaget saw confronta-
tion, Vygotsky sought dialogue. Vygotsky was also critical
of those methods of mental testing that routinely took
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into account only the problem-solving progress made by
the child who is left on his own. Vygotsky argued that the
progress in concept formation by a child achieved in
cooperation with an adult would be a much more sensi-
tive gauge of the child’s intellectual abilities. In this con-
nection, Vygotsky used the term zo-ped, “the zone of
proximal development”: the place at which a child’s em-
pirically rich but disorgamized spontaneous concepts
“meet” the systematicity and logic of adult reasoning. As
a result of such a “meeting,” the weaknesses of spontane-
ous reasoning are compensated by the strengths of
scientific logic. The depth of zo-ped varies, reflecting chil-
dren’s relative abilities to appropriate adult structures.
The final product of this child-adult cooperation is a so-
lution, which, being internalized, becomes an integral
part of the child’s own reasoning.

The last of the major problems discussed in Myshienie i
rech is the phenomenon of inner speech (chapters 2 and
7). The problem of inner speech enters Vygotsky's dis-
course twice: the first time in the context of polemics with
Piaget concerning child egocentrism, and the second
time in connection with a problem of the personal senses
of words. Vygotsky chalienged Piaget’s thesis that the in-
herent autism of a child’s thought manifests itself in ego-
centric speech. According to Piaget, autism 1s the
oniginal, earliest form of thought; logic and socialized
speech, from his point of view, appear rather late, and
egocentric thought is the genetic link between autism and
logic. Vygotsky, who repeated some of Piaget's experi-
ments, insisted, however, that the earliest speech of the
child is already social. At a certain age this original social
speech becomes rather sharply divided into egocentric
speech, that is, speech-for-oneself, and communicative
speech-for-others. Egocentric speech, splintered off
from general social speech, gives rise to inner speech.
Inner speech is therefore a rather late product of the
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transformation of a speech that earlier had served the
goals of communication into individualized verbal
thought.

In Piaget’s view, however, the uniqueness of speech-
for-oneself, which is incomprehensible to others, is
rooted in the child’s original autism and egocentrism,
and ultimately in the pleasure principle. In the course of
the child’s development this individual speech dies out,
giving place to socialized speech, which is easily under-
stood by any interlocutor, and which is ultimately con-
nected with the reality principle.

Without denying the phenomenon of autism as such,
Vygotsky suggested that egocentric speech is rather a
transitory form situated between social, communica-
tive speech and inner speech. For Vygotsky the major
problem was not that of socialization, but rather of indi-
vidualization of the originally communicative speech-for-
others. As was mentioned earlier, Vygotsky believed that
the outward, interpsychological relations become the in-
ner, intrapsychological mental functions. In the context
of this idea, the transition from egocentric to inner
speech manifests the internalization of an originally com-
municative function, which becomes individuaiized inner
mental function. Peculiarities of grammar and syntax
characteristic of inner speech indicate this submergence
of communication-for-others into individualized rea-
soning-for-oneself: in inner speech, culturally prescribed
forms of language and reasoning find their individ-
ualized realization. Culturally sanctioned symbolic sys-
tems are remodeled into individual verbal thought. The
principal steps in this remodehing include the transition
from overt dialogue to internal dialogue.

The problem of interpersonal communication and in-
trapersonal communication (ebschenie) thus appeared at
the forefront of Vygotsky's theory. An objective develop-
ment of his ideas now required that the typology of
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semniotic means of mediation should be complemented by
the typology of the overt and inner dialogues in which
culture acquires its psychologically individualized form.
Unfortunately Vygotsky had no time to develop this as-
pect of his study; he just outlined it, mentioning that the
difference in the conditions of social interaction between
children in different settings plays a decisive role in
understanding the coefficients of egocentric speech. The
children observed by Piaget, the children observed by
William Stern in German kindergartens, and the chil-
dren observed by Vygotsky—all had different social
milieus and consequently different types of communica-
tion shaping the processes by which they developed ver-
bal thought.

Vygotsky returned to the problem of inner speech in
connection with a study of generalization versus contex-
tualization of word meaning. He made a distinction
between word meaning (znachenie), which reflects a gen-
eralized concept, and word sense (smysl), which depends
on the context of speech. The sense of a word is the sum
of all the psychological events aroused in a person’s con-
sciousness by the word. It is a dynamic, complex, fluid
whole, which has several zones of unequal stability.
Meaning is only one of the zones of sense, the most stable
and precise zone. A word acquires its sense from the
context in which it appears; in different contexts, it
changes its sense.

According to Vygotsky, the predominance of sense
over meaning, of sentence over word, and of context
over sentence are rules of inner speech. While meaning
stands for socialized discourse, sense represents an inter-
face between one's individual (and thus incommunicable)
thinking and verbal thought comprehensible to others.
Inner speech is not an internal aspect of talking; it is a
function in itself. It remains, however, a form of speech,
that is, thought connected with words. But while in exter-
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nal speech thought is embodied in words, in inner speech
words must sublimate in order to bring forth a thought.
In inner speech two important processes are interwoven:
the transition from external communication to inner dia-
logue and the expressibn of intimate thoughts in lin-
guistic form, thus making them communicative. Inner
speech becomes a psychological interface between, on the
one hand, culturally sanctioned symbolic systems and, on
the other hand, private “language” and imagery. The
concretization of psychological activity in this context ap-
pears as a psychological mechanism for creating new
symbols and word senses capable of eventually being in-
corporated into the cultural stock.

This was a return on Vygotsky’s part to the enigmatic
problem of artistic and intellectual creativity, which, ap-
parently, had not left his mind since The Psychology of Art
(1925). In Vygotsky’s view, the process of artistic or intel-
lectual creaticon is antipodal to the process of internaliza-
tion. In creative activity, inner context-dependent senses
gradually unfold their meanings as symbols-for-others.
Vygotsky remarked (Myshlenie i rech, chapter 7) that in
titles like Don Quixote, the entire sense of a book 1s con-
tained in one name. Initially such a name is meaningful
only in the context of a plot conceived in the author’s
head. But in being “exteriorized,” that is, becoming a
literary fact, Don Quixote ceases to be merely the name
of a character and acquires meaning immediately recog-
nized by any educated person. Name, thus, becomes a
generalized concept.

Vygotsky intrepidly overstepped here the border of
strictly psychological discussion, plunging into the much
broader subjects of human creativity and cultural forma-
tion. This was not strange for Vygotsky, however; after
all, he had started as a literary critic, and for a number of
years, considered psychology a temporary diversion from
his main studies, which were literature and art. But, as it


http://www.cvisiontech.com

Vygotsky in Conlext  xxxix

turned out, psychological “diversions” were to occupy
him for the rest of his life. He remained, however, an
outsider with respect to psychology, no matter how
paradoxical it sounds nowadays, when he is widely re-
garded as the father of Soviet psychology. His approach
was essentially “methodological,” focused on the elabora-
tion of what is or ought to be the subject of psychological
inquiry, and which method of study psychology should
take on to fit its objectives; but such a task belongs not so
much to professional psychology as to philosophy. More-
over, from The Psychology of Art on, Vygotsky refused to
consider experimentally elicited behavior or mental op-
erations as the sole legitimate material for psychological
research. He emphasized that psychological inquiry is
akin to criminal investigation, relying on circumstantial,
indirect evidence; in such roundabout investigation,
works of art, manifestations of unconscious and cultural-
anthropological data, play no less important role than
direct responses. It is not surprising, therefore, that Vy-
gotsky the philosopher and humanist was mostly rejected
by professional psychology, dominated as it was by be-
haviorists in the West and reflexologists in the East. His
“methodological” approach and his concern with semi-
otic means of psychological mediation were innovative,
but they challenged the accepted views of the discipline
of psychology.

Although Myshienie i rech undoubtedly marks a high
point in Vygotsky's career, it was by no means its conclu-
sion. There were other avenues of research opened by
Vygotsky, many of which he only partly explored. One
was the study of the mediating role of signs taken in their
cultural-historical context. The concept of historical
transformation of higher mental functions under the in-
Auence of changing forms of mediation was theoretically
elaborated by Vygotsky and Luria in their book Essays in
the History of Behavior (1930). To reinforce their theoret-
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ical conjectures with empirical observations, Vygotsky
and Luria organized an expedition to remote parts of
Soviet Central Asia, the objective of which was to study the
psychological changes that followed the rapid and radical
socioeconomic and cultural restructuring taking place in
the 1930s in Soviet Uzbekistan, where historically distinc-
tive layers of society then coexisted: living on high moun-
tain pastures “as if nothing had happened,” collective
farm workers receiving minimal schooling, and students
studying at a teachers’ college.

The study included experiments in classification, con-
cept formation, and problem solving. It concluded that
illiterate peasants failed to perform abstract acts of
classification, either grouping objects according to prin-
cipes of usefulness or lumping them all together accord-
ing to the dictates of practical situations; farm workers
who had received minimal schooling accepted the task of
abstract classification without difficulty, but used the situ-
ational mode as well, especially when they tried to reason
independently; and young people who had had a year or
two of school training easily picked up the abstract no-
tions of class, group, and similarity—the process of

absiraci categorization seemed to them a natural and
self-evident procedure.

The conclusion of this field study, which was executed
by Luria and coworkers, fully confirmed the basic tenets
of Vygotsky and Luria’s cultural-historical theory. For
illiterate peasants, speech and reasoning simply echoed
the patterns of practical, situational activity, while for
people with some education the relation was reversed:
abstract categories and word meanings dominated situa-
tional experience and restructured it. Although this
study opened interesting perspectives on cross-cultural
research and suggested parallels with ontogenetic mate-
rial, it came under fire from critics for its alleged resem-
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blance to the “bourgeois speculations” of Emile Durkheim.
The results were refused publication, and the very theme
of cultural development was forbidden in the Sowiet
Union for the next forty years. Only in 1974 did Luria
publish his material.*®

Vygotsky was aware of the possible one-sidedness of
his research program, which was devoted almost exclu-
sively to the development of intellectual functions. On
the last pages of Myshlenie ¢ rech he wrote that “thought
does not beget another thought,” that the last “whys” of
psychological inquiry inevitably lead 1o the problem of
motivation. It is not surprising, therefore, that one of the
last works of Vygotsky, which remained unfinished, ad-
dressed the problem of emotions. The first part of this
work bears the title A Study of Emotions: A Historical-
Psychological Investigation and was finished in 1933 (pub-
lished in 1984).*® In A Study of Emotions Vygotsky
returned to the problem he had raised in The Hustorical
Meaning of the Crisis in Psychology (1926), namely, the phe-
nomenon of the “gravitation” of modern psychological
systems to the opposite poles of naturalism and mental-
ism, except that the subject of the later work is the James-
Lange theory of emotions, as viewed in its relation to the
Cartesian dualistic tradition. A Study of Emotions demon-
strates that the frequently mentioned resemblance be-
tween James-Lange theory and Spinoza’s concept of
passions in reality does not exist. It further argues that
unlike Descartes—who is the real precursor of James-
Lange theory—Spinoza sought a synthetic concept of
emotions that would eliminate Cartesian dualism. Vy-
gotsky showed here how the dualistic approach inevitably
divided psychology, be it of the seventeenth or the twen-
tieth century, into mechanistic naturalism and metaphys-
ical mentalism. One may only speculate that in the second
part of his work Vygotsky would have attempted to draw
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parallels between Spinoza’s synthetic approach and his
own struggle in behalf of a nonnaturalistic scientific
psychology.

The picture of Vygotsky’s work and achievements
would be incomplete if 1 were to fail to mention his in-
volvement in applied research. There are three major
areas where Vygotsky matched his experimental studies
with practical applications: educational psychology, stud-
ies of mentally and physically handicapped children, and
psychopathology. The application of the concept of
higher mental function to educational psychology was
summarized in The Pedology of the Adolescent (1929).2’ The
title is a reflection of the thinking of those times, when
pedology was a widely used term, meant to designate an
interdisciplinary approach to child development, a sort
of a scientific basis for pedagogics. Vygotsky, naturally,
also used this term, having no idea that in the mid-1930s
pedology would be banned as a “bourgeois deviation™
and former pedologists blackhsted.

Vygotsky's interest in both the development and in-
volution of higher mental functions led him to tackle the
problem of the development of higher mental functions
in physically and mentaily handicapped chiidren. Vy-
gotsky was instrumental in the establishment of the Insti-
tute for the Study of Handicapped Children, which still
remains the leading Soviet research center dealing with
the problems of handicapped. Some of Vygotsky’s stu-
dents, notably Zhozephina Shif, became prominent spe-
cialists in this field. Numerous papers of Vygotsky
addressing the problem of cognitive rehabilitaton of
handicapped children were reprinted in volume 5 of his
Collected Papers (1983).

Finally, a study of preconceptual forms of thinking in
children led Vygotsky to a broader study of preconcep-
tual intelligence, including psychopathologies. Vygotsky
identified some characteristic features of “schizophrenic
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logic” and speech. Results of his sudies were published
in English as “Thought in Schizophrenia” (1934)*® and
inspired further studies in this diretion by the American
psychologists Eugenia Hanfmann and Jacob Kasanin.

I

The early 1930s were destined to become a critical period
in the development of Soviet psychilogy. Stalin, who had
pronounced 1929 “the year of greit breakthrough,” was
clearly tightening party control orer the fringes of cul-
ture and science. Soviet psychologsts could hardly show
any group resistance, for they were engaged in a bitter
struggle with each other. Each of the rival groups
claimed to be the closest to the Marxist ideal of objective
science. At the height of their polemics, ideological labels
and political insinuations were used liberally. In this at-
mosphere of intolerance, psychdogy became an easy
prey to the party apparatchiks, and soon all independent
trends in psychology were suppressed. From then on
Soviet psychologists were expected to derive psychologi-
cal categories directly from the works of Marx, Engels,
and Lemn.“”

Such a turn of events seriously undermined Vygotsky’s
research program, which relied upon such “bourgeois”
theories and methods as psychoanalysis, Gestalt psy-
cheology, and the cross-cultural analysis of consciousness.
All these trends were labeled ani-Marxist, and Vygot-
sky’s work pronounced “eclectic” and “erroneous.” Luria’s
field study in the cross-cultural development of thinking
was severely criticized for its alleged bias against national
minorities. Luria was also forced o renounce his interest
in psychoanalysis. One might guess that these events had
something to do with Luria’s dedsion to change his field

of study and to concentrate on the clinical aspects of
neuropsychology.’® Alexei Leontiev also obviously ran

LR LSy 4
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into some troubles. The exact circumstances remain ob-
scure because the official Soviet biography of Leontiev
simply states that “in 1930 the constellation of car-
cumstances forced Alexei Nikolaevich [Leontiev] to
resign from the Academy of Communist Education and
to leave his [teaching] position at the State Institute of
Cinematography.””’

Vygotsky, who was already gravely ill, continued work-
ing in Moscow until 1934, when an attack of tuberculosis
led to his death. Even before the death of their leader, a
group of Vygotsky's students, which included Leontiev,
Zaporozhets, and Bozhovich, had decided on leaving
Moscow for the Ukrainian city of Kharkov, where they
eventually established a program in developmental psy-
chology. Studies conducted by the Kharkov group be-
tween 1934 and 1940 centered on the problem of in-
ternalization and the relation in a child between exter-
nal activities and corresponding mental operations. The
Kharkgvites developed an extensive experimental pro-
gram for comparing the external sensory-motor activity
of a child with his mental acttons and outlining their re-
spective morphologies. It was their general conclusion
that the structure of cognitive processes more or less re-
peats the structure of external operations. From this cir-
cle of studies came some of the notions that much later,
in the 1960s, were to be accepted as the basic premises
of Soviet developmental psychology, among them
Zaporozhets’s concept of “perception as action” and Pe-
ter Galperin’s concept of the “step-by-step formation of
intellectual actions.”

The Kharkovites solved the problem of the relation
between consciousness and activity in the following way:
“The development of the consciousness of a child occurs
as a result of the development of the system of psycholog-
ical operations, which, in their turn, are determined by
the actual relations between a child and reality.”*? This
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msistence on the “actual relations with reality” became a
major point of disagreement between the Kharkovites
.and Vygotsky. As Michael Cole has accurately observed,
"As even a superficial reading of this work indicates,
l.contiev and the young researchers who worked with
him established a good deal of a distance between them-
sclves and their teacher Vygotsky.™?

It is very tempting to attribute this distancing to extra-
scientific factors. In 1936 a special Decree of the Com-
munist Party was issued condemning pedology (roughly,
mterdisciplinary educational psychology). Vygoisky's
theory, which had been severely criticized before, now
Iecame a real heresy because its author had collaborated
with pedologists. Moreover, the thesis of “actual relations
with reality” fitted the Soviet dialectical-materialistic
credo of the 1930s much better than Vygotsky’'s more
complex cultural-historical model.

Nevertheless, there are solid grounds for believing that
Leontiev’s revisionism, apart from its ideological bene-
hits, did have serious scientific underpinnings—that even
if Vygotsky had not become a “persona non grata,”
Leontiev and his group most probably would still have
challenged some of his basic notions. ldeological cau-
tiousness, honest scientific disagreement, and also a mis-
understanding of certain of Vygotsky's ideas—all were
intricately interwoven in the phenomenon that later be-
came known as Leontiev’s theory of activity.

As [ have mentiocned, the dispute centered on the
problem of the relations between consciousness, activity,
and reality. The Kharkovites insisted that it is practical
acquaintance with-and the use of objects that leads the
child toward the cognitive mastery of situations which
hardly departs frem Vygotsky’s thesis “from action to
thought.” And yet the studies that stand behind this view

resemble those on generalization and transfer far more
than those on the effect of the involvement of psychologi-
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cal tools—the Kharkovites have played down the role of
signs as the chief mediators. This is an attack not on a
peripheral, but on a central notion of the cultural-
historical theory.

As the Kharkovite Peter Zinchenko has argued, “One
of the most basic of all problems, the conceptualization of
the nature of mind, was incorrectly resolved. The central
characteristic of the human mind was thought to be mas-

tery of the natural or biological mind through the use of
auxnllary psycholog1cal means. Vygotsky’s fundamental
error is contained in this thesis, in which he misconstrued
the Marxist conception of the historical and social deter-
mination of the human mind. Vygotsky understood the
Marxist perspective idealistically. The conditioning of the
human mind by social and historical factors was reduced
to the influence of human culture on the individual. The
source of mental development was thought to be the in-
teraction of the subject’s mind with a cultural, ideal real-
ity rather than his actual relationship to reality.”** In a
word, Zinchenko claimed that practical activity provides a
mediation between the individual and reality, while Vy-
gotsky insisted that such an activity, in order to fulfill its
role as a psychoiogical tooi, must necessarily be of a
semiotic character.

Vygotsky’s theory was attacked by Zinchenko both in
general and in particular. Zinchenko’s general, theoret-
ical, critique centered on Vygotsky’s inclination to oppose
the natural, biological functions to the higher, culturally
mediated, psychological functions. Zinchenko argued
that such an approach will ruin any attempt to under-
stand the early stages of mental development as psycho-
logical rather than as physiological: “This loss of the
‘mental’ in the biological stage of development produced
a situation in which the human mind was contrasted with
purely physiological phenomena.”®® Vygotsky in this
view, had overinflated the role of semiotic means of
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medhation: “[Vygotsky] began with the thesis that the
mastery of the sign-means was the basic and unique fea-
e of human memory processes. He considered the
ventral feature of any activity of remembering to be the
velation of the means to the object of that activity. But in
Vygotsky's thinking, the relation of the means to the ob-
it was divorced from the subject’s relation to reality
snnsidered in its actual and complete content. In the
sl sense, the relation between the means and the ob-
jrct was logical rather than psychological. But the history
ol social development cannot be reduced to the history of
the development of culture. Similarly, we cannot reduce
the development of the human mind—the development
ol memory in particular—to the development of the rela-
non of ‘external’ and ‘internal’ means to the object of
activity. The history of cultural development must be in-
t luded in the history of society’s social and economic de-
velopment; it must be considered in the context of the
particular social and economic relations that determine
the origin and development of culture. In precisely this
sense, the development of ‘theoretical’ or ‘ideal’ media-
on must be considered in the context of the subject’s
1eal, practical relations with reality, in the context of that
which actually determines the origin, the development,
and the content of mental activity.”>®

Concerning memory studies (the focus of his own ex-
perimental work), Zinchenko suggested approaching in-
voluntary memory as a psychological, rather than as a
physiological, phenomenon and seeking its roots in chil-
dren’s practical activities. Zinchenko's experiments re-
vealed that a child remembers either pictures or numbers
depending upon which one of these two groups of
stimuli plays an active role in the child’s activity, which in
both cases was not an activity of memorization but of
classification. Zinchenko emphasized that it is the involve-
ment of the stimuli in the activity of classification that
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ensures their involuntary memorization. Involuntary
memory in the child thus appeared, on the one hand, as a
psychological rather than as a natural, biological function
and, on the other hand, as a process intimately connected
with practical activity, rather than with the means of
semiotic mediation. In order to challenge Vygotsky's po-
sition, Zinchenko would have his readers believe—
incorrectly, in my opinion—that Vygotsky saw no
difference between natural, eidetic memory and involun-
tary memorization. Zinchenko also choose to ignore
Luria’s cross-cultural study, which had showed, in the
framework of the concept of psychological tools, a num-
ber of stages in the development of higher mental func-
tions, one of them closely resembling the phenomenon of
practical thinking revealed in the experiments of the
Kharkowvites.

The major theoretical disagreement between the Khar-
kovites’ position and Vygotsky's was epitomized by Zin-
chenko’s statement that “social development cannot be
reduced to the history of the development of culture.”
While in Vygotsky’s theory, activity as a general explana-
tory principle finds its concretization in the specific, cul-
turally bound types of semiotic mediation, in the doctrine
of the Kharkovites, activity assumes a double role: as a
general principle and as a concrete mechanism of media-
tion. However, in order to be socially meaningful, the
concrete actions have to be connected in some way with
human social and economic relations with reality. The
task of elaborating this overall structure of activity was
taken up by Leontiev.

The first sketch of Leontiev’s theory of psychological
activity appeared in his Essays on the Development of the
Mind (1947), which was followed by the very popular
Problems of the Development of the Mind (1959/1982) and
Actinity, Consciousness, and Personality (1978). Leontiev
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suggested the following breakdown of activity—activity
corresponding to a motive, action corresponding to a
goal, and operation dependent upon conditions: “The
main thing which distinguishes one activity from an-
other, however, is the difference of their objects. It is
exactly the object of an activity that gives it a determined
direction. According to the terminology I have proposed,
the object of an activity is its true motive.”>’

Entering human activity, its object loses its apparent
naturalness and appears as an object of collective, social
experience: “Consequently, it is the activity of others that
provides an objective basis for the specific structure of
individual activity. Historically, that is, in terms of its ori-
gin, the connection between motive and object of activity
reflects objective social, rather than natural relations.”*?
For example, food as a motive for human activity already
presupposes a complex structure of the division of labor.
Such a division provides a basis for differentiation of
activities and actions: “The actions that realize activity are
aroused by its motive but appear to be directed toward a
goal. . . . For satisfying the need for food [one] must carry
out actions that are not aimed directly at getting food.
For example, the purpose of a given individual may be
preparing equipment for fishing. . . ."® Motives thus
belong to the socially structured reality of production
and appropriation, while actions belong to the immediate
reality of practical goals. “When a concrete process is
taking place before us, external or internal, then from
the point of its relation to motive, it appears as human
actvity, but when 1t is subordinated to purpose, then it
appears as an action or accumnulation of a chain of ac-
tions.”* Psychologically, activity has no constituent ele-
ments other than actions. “If the actions that constitute
activity are mentally subtracted from it, then absolutely
nothing will be left of activity.”*' And yet activity is not an
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additive phenomenon; it is realized in actions, but its
overall social meaning cannot be devised from the indi-
vidual actions.

At this point Leontiev's concept of activity ran into
serious theoretical trouble, which did not fail to catch the
attention of his opponents, Sergei Rubinstein and his stu-
dents. While discussing human activity (Tdtigkeit) in gen-
eral, Leontiev used such categories of Marxist social
philosophy as production, appropriation, objectivation,
and disobjectivation. These categories apply to the social-
historical subject, rather than to the psychological indi-
vidual. At the same time, “actual relations with reality”
were sought by Leontiev in the concrete practical actions
and operations of the individual. The intermediate link
between these two facets of activity—which Vygotsky
identified as culture in general and the semiotic systems
in particular—has been lost because of the rejection of
Vygotsky's position. Rubinstein, who noticed this gap in
Leontiev’s theoretical schema, accused him of “illegiti-
mate identification of the psychological problem of
mastering operations with the social process of the disob-
jectivation of the social essence of Man."*?

Rejecting semiotic mediation, and insisting on the
dominant role of practical actions, the Kharkovites had
obliged themselves to elaborate the connection between
the philosophical categories of production and objectiva-
tion and the psychological category of action. Leontiev,
however, was reluctant to provide such an elaboration,
substituting for it a standard “sermon” on the alienation
of activity under capitalism versus the free development
of personality in socialist society.*” Moreover, when
Leontiev made an attempt to outline the forms of human
consciousness corresponding to activity, he chose to use
the categories of meaning and sense, rather than those of
internalized operations. In this way he unwittingly ac-
knowledged the advantage of Vygotsky's approach. This
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theoretical inconsistency also did not pass unnoticed by
his critics, who claimed that “although the concept of
object orientedness of the psyche aims at derivation of
the specificity of psyche from the practical, and even the
material, activity of society, actually it turns out that this
practical activity . . . becomes identified as a system of social
meanings. . . . One important point remained, however,
unnoticed here, namely, that although social modes of
action do find their fixation in meanings, the latter repre-
sent the forms of sacial consciousness, and by no means the
forms of social practice.”**

Unfortunately, Rubinstein’s students made no distinc-
tion between Leontiev and Vygotsky, and their critiques
remained mostly unheeded by those who chose to work
in the framework of Vygotsky's tradition. Moreover, this
critique was often perceived as an assault on the cultural-
historical theory as such.

Beginning in the late 1950s the relations between
Leontiev’s concept of activity and Vygotsky's theoretical
legacy took a new form. As was the case with many
others, Vygotsky, and his ideas, was “rehabilitated” in the
course of de-Stalinization. Some of his works were re-
printed, and some published for the first time.*> Once
again it became fashionable to be considered his follower.
By this time, former Kharkovites were solidly established
in Moscow: Leontiev had become chairman of the Divi-
sion of Psychology at Moscow University; Zaporozhets
had founded and become director of the new Institute
for Pre-School Education; and Galperin, Bozhovich, and
Elkonin had attained senior professorships at Moscow
University and the Moscow Institute of Psychology.

In 1963, Leontiev’s Problems of the Development of the
M:ind won the Lenin Prize for scientific research and thus
achieved the status of official Soviet psychological doc-
trine. It was not difficult for Leontiev under these cr-
cumstances to gain the status of Vygotsky’s official
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interpreter; indeed, his interpretation enjoyed a wider
circulation than the original texts. Gradually Vygotsky
came to be regarded as a mere predecessor of Leontiev,
a predecessor who made some theoretical mistakes
later rectified in Leontiev’s theory. In his preface to the
1956 edition of Vygotsky's Selected Psychological Investiga-
tions, Leontiev reasserted his own interpretation of activ-
ity, suggesting that Vygotsky’s emphasis on signs as the
principal psychological tools was not essential for cul-
tural-historical theory, and that his own theory was in
fact the authentic realization of Vygotsky’s research
program.*®

In the later 1970s, however, Leontiev’s theory came
under critical scrutiny. This criticism originated partly in
the works of the younger psychologists, like Vasili Davy-
dov and Vladimir Zinchenko, who, although brought up
in the shadow of Leontiev’s theory, managed to recognize
its imits and disadvantages. Another factor prompting
reevaluation was the rediscovery of some of Vygotsky’s
works, published as the Collected Papers (1982—1984). The
critical trend was further strengthened by certain Soviet
philosophers interested in the problem of activity.

Leontiev’s theory of activity, having been elevated to
the level of an all-embracing psychological doctrine, had
run into the problem against which Vygotsky had warned
in his early paper “Consciousness as a Problem of Psy-
chology of Behavior” (1925): using the notion of activity
at one and the same time as an explanatory principle and
as a subject of concrete psychological study. By “ex-
plaining” the phenomena of activity by means of the
principle of activity, a vicious circle was created (men-
tioned by Vygotsky in his critique of mentalism—
“consciousness through consciousness”—and behavior-
ism—“behavior through behavior”).

In philosophically elaborated form, the distinction be-
tween activity as an explanatory principle and activity as a
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subject of scientific inquiry was made by Eric Yudin.*’
Yudin’s point of departure was the restoration of the
connection between the notion of activity and its original
meaning as elaborated in the philosophy of Hegel and
Marx, an effort justified by the fact that the psychologists
often neglected the theoretical roots of the very concepts
over which they argued. Yudin emphasized that it was
Hegel who had made activity a universal explanatory
principle, thus reversing the individualistic model of hu-
man conduct advanced by the empiricists. In Hegel's
philosophical theory, the individual appears as an “or-
gan” of activity; activity, in its role as the ultimate explan-
atory principle, cannot be reduced to the manifestations
of individual consciousness—on the contrary, these man-
ifestations are referred to activity as their real source.

Yudin further pointed out that activity could also be-
come a subject of concrete scientific study; but in this case
(and this is a crucial point)—the structural elements
elaborated in behalf of activity as an explanatory princi-
ple will be irrelevant. Activity as a subject of psychological
study should have its own system of structural elements,
and even its own explanatory principles. One and the
same notion of activity cannot successfully carry out both
functions simultaneously. But this 1s precisely what had
happened in Leontiev's theory-—structural elements
of activity (activity-action-operation and motive-goal-
condition) once suggested as the elaboration of the ex-
planatory principle, were later used in the context of the
subject of study.

It was another philosopher of psychology, Georgy
Schedrovitsky, who, addressing a colloquium on Vy-
gotsky in 1979, challenged the myth of succession and
suggested that Leontiev’s theory substantially deviated
from Vygotsky's program. Schedrovitsky emphasized
that the principle of semiotic mediation and the role of
culture in Vygotsky’s theory were by no means accidental
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or transient; only with their help could the tautological
explanation of activity through activity be avoided.

The polemics surrounding Vygotsky's theoretical
legacy continue. All leading Soviet psychologists feel
obliged to express their views on this subject: Some have
addressed the problem of semiotic mediation;** some
have attempted to reintegrate Vygotsky’s ideas concern-
ing signs as mediators into Leontiev’s theory.*® But what
is probably more important, Vygotsky's theory “has gone
public”; it has broken the linguistic, cultural, and ideolog-
tcal barriers and is about to become a topic of interna-

tional interest and study.

v

The first attempts to acquaint the Western, and particu-
larly the American, audience with Vygotsky’s ideas were
undertaken as early as the 1930s, when Jacob Kasanin
commissioned and subsequently translated Vygotsky’s
paper “Thought in Schizophremia” (1934). Some ex-
cerpts from Myshlenie i rech were published in 1939.°° But
in those years only a very narrow circle of American psy-
chologists, primarily those associated with Heinz Werner
and Kurt Goldstein, appreciated Vygotsky's contribu-
tions. At a time when neobehaviorism and learning
theory remained the grass-roots ideology of American
psychology, one could hardly expect enthusiastic accep-
tance of Vygotsky’s cognitive and cultural-historical
ideas.

Things changed in the 1960s, when American psychol-
ogy gradually freed itself from the spell of behavioristic
mentality and the Soviets rediscovered Vygotsky and re-
printed his works. The growing popularity of Jean Piaget
also contributed to the change in intellectual climate that
made Vygotsky’s ideas welcome. Finally, in 1962
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Myshlenie i rech was published in English as Thought and
Language (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1962).

With that publication Vygotsky became well known
to those interested in developmental psychology and
psycholinguistics. And yet that important development
was marred by omissions made by translators and editors
set on removing those portions of Vygotsky’s work, in-
cluding certain essential psychological discussions and
broader philosophical ideas, that they perceived as re-
dundant or obsolete. As a result, Vygotsky the theoreti-
cian and polemicist somehow disappeared from this
English version of Thought and Language, and American
psychologists, being on the whole unaware that they were
dealing with an edited rather than a complete version of
Vygotsky’s work, were led into various misunderstandings.
For example, Jerry Fodor’s review of Thought and Lan-
guage went so far as to criticize Vygotsky for the lack of an
articulated philosophical position: “Psychologists have
not been able to stop doing philosophy. . .. But they have
often managed to stop noticing when they are doing phi-
losophy, and from not doing it'consciously, it is a short
step to not doing it well. Vygotsky’s book is a classic ex-
ample of this state of affairs. What Vygotsky wanted to
do was pursue a straightforward ‘scientific’ investigation.

. °! The irony is that these remarks repeat almost
verbatim Vygotsky's critique of Piaget—a critique that
was omitted in the English translation.

For a while Vygotsky remained known as the author of
just one book. The situation changed in the late 1970s,
however, when, mostly as a result of the efforts of
Michael Cole and James Wertsch, a broader range of
Vygotsky's writings, including some chapters from The
History of the Development of Higher Mental Functions,
started to appear in English.”® But what is probably more
important, Vygotsky's ideas ceased to be viewed as an
exotic fruit of Soviet psychology and started to take root
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in the American soil. Such Vygotskian concepts as inner
speech, psychological tools, semiotic mediation, and the
*““zone of proximal development” proved their heuristic
value in a number of experimental studies subsequently
collected in Culture, Communication, and Cognition: Vygot-
skian Perspectives, edited by ]J. Wertsch.’? These later de-
velopments marked the close of the introductory period
in the process by which the West familiarized itself with
Vygotsky and justified a revised, accurate English-
language edition of Myshlenie i rech.

This new translation is based on the 1934 edition of
Myshlente ¢ rech, the only one actually prepared—
although imperfectly—by Vygotsky himself. In it I have
sought to follow Vygotsky’s line of thought as closely and
fully as possible, departing from it only when it repeats
itself or when the logic of Russian discourse cannot be
directly rendered in English. Substantial portions of the
1962 translation made by the late Eugenia Hanfmann
and Gertrude Vakar have been retained.

One last word. Being well aware that he was losing in
his struggle with tuberculosis, Vygotsky had no time for
the luxury of including well-prepared references in
Myshlenie 1 rech. Often he simply named a researcher
without mentioning any exact work. At the same time,
many of his references are now obscure figures. There-
fore to place Vygotsky’s work in its proper context re-
quires explanatory notes. Such notes, to be found
immediately after the text, were specially prepared for
this edition. Those taken from Vygotsky’s text are indi-
cated by his initials, L.V.; all others were written by my-
self. The notes also contain portions from Piaget's
“Comments,” published as a supplement to the first edi-

tion of Thought and Language.™

Alex Kozulin
Boston University, 1985
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Note on the Title

Although Myshlenie i rech should be rendered in English
as Thought and Speech, it has been decided to retain the
rendering Thought and Language, which has become the
standard English translation since the first MIT Press
cdition.
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This book is a study of one of the most complex problems
in psychology, the interrelation of thought and speech.
As far as we know, this problem has not yet been inves-
tigated experimentally in a systematic fashion. We have
attempted at least a first approach to this task by conduct-
ing experimental studies of a number of separate aspects
of the total problem: experimentally formed concepts,
written language in its relation to thought, inner speech,
etc. The results of these studies provide a part of the
material on which our analyses are based.

Theoretical and critical discussions are a necessary pre-
condition of and a complement to the experimental part
of the study and constitute a large portion of our book.
The working hypotheses that serve as starting points for
our fact-finding experiments had to be based on a gen-
eral theory of the genetic roots of thought and speech. In
order to develop such a theoretical framework, we re-
viewed and carefully analyzed the pertinent data in the
psychological literature. We subjected to critical analysis
those contemporary theories that seemed richer in their
scientific potential, and that thus could become a starting
point for our own inquiry. Such an inquiry from the very
beginning has been in opposition to theories that, al-
though dominant in contemporary science, nevertheless

call for review and replacement.
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Inevitably our analysis encroached on neighboring dis-
ciplines, such as linguistics and the psychology of educa-
ton. In discussing the development of scientific concepts
in childhood we made use of a working hypothesis con-
cerning the relation between the educational process and
mental development that we had evolved elsewhere using
a different body of data.

The structure of this book is perforce complex and
multifaceted; yet all its parts are oriented toward a central
task, the genetic analysis of the relation between thought
and the spoken word. Chapter 1 poses the problem and
discusses the method. Chapters 2 and 3 are critical anal-
yses of the two most influential theories of the develop-
ment of language and thinking, Piaget’s and Stern’s.
Chapter 4 attempts to trace the genetic roots of thought
and language; it serves as a theoretical introduction to
the main part of the book, the two experimental investi-
gations described in the next two chapters. The first of
these investigations {(chapter 5) deals with the general
developmental course of word meanings in childhood;
the second {(chapter 6) is a comparative study of the de-
velopment of the “scientific” and the spontaneous con-
cepts of the chiid. The last chapter [chapter 7] attempts
to draw together the threads of our investigations and to

resent the total process of verbal thought as it appears
in the light of our data.’

It may be useful to enumerate briefly the aspects of our
work that we believe to be novel and consequently in
need of further careful checking. Apart from our
modified formulation of the problem and the parually
new method, our contribution may be summarized as
follows: (1) providing experimental evidence that mean-
ings of words undergo evolution during childhood, and
defining the basic steps in that evolution; (2) uncovering
the singular way in which the child’s “scientific” concepts
develop, compared with his spontaneous concepts, and
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formulating the laws governing their development; (3)
demonstrating the specific psychological nature and lin-
guistic function of written speech in its relation to think-
ing; and (4) clarifying, by way of experiments, the nature
of inner speech and its relation to thought. The evalua-
tion of our findings and of the interpretations we have
given them is hardly the author’s province and must be
left to our readers and critics.

The author and his associates have been exploring the
ficld of language and thought for almost ten years, in the
course of which some of the initial hypotheses were re-
vised, or abandoned as false.? The main line of our inves-
tigation, however, has followed the direction taken from
the start. In this work we have tried to explicate the ideas
that our previous studies contained only implicitly. We
fully realize the the inevitable imperfections of this study,
which is no more than a first step in a new direction. Yet
we feel that in uncovering the problem of thought and
speech as the focal issue of human psychology, we have
made an essential contribution to progress. Qur findings
point the way to a new theory of ‘consciousness, which 1s
barely touched upon at the end of this book.
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1'he study of thought and language is one of the areas of
psychology in which a clear understanding of interfunc-
tional relations is particularly important. As long as we
do not understand the interrelation of thought and
word, we cannot answer, or even correctly pose, any of
the more speaific questions in this area. Strange as it may
scem, psychology has never investigated the relation Sys-
tematically and in detail. Interfunctional relations in gen-
cral have not as yet received the attention they merit. The
atomistic and functional modes of analysis prevalent dur-
ing the past decade treated psychic processes in isolation.
Methods of research were developed and perfected with
a view to studying separate functions, while their interde-
pendence and their organization in the structure of con-
sciousness as a whole remained outside the field of
investigation.

The unity of consciousness and the interrelation of all
psychological functions were, it is true, accepted by all;
the single functions were assumed to operate insepara-
bly, in an uninterrupted connection with one another.
But this unity of consciousness was usually taken as a
postulate, rather than as a subject of study. Moreover, in
the old psychology the unchallengeable premise of unity
was combined with a set of tacit assumptions that
nullified it for all practical purposes. It was taken for
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granted that the relation between two given functions
never varied; that perception, for example, was always
connected in an identical way with attention, memory
with perception, thought with memory. As constants,
these relations could be, and were, factored out and ig-
nored in the study of the separate functions. Because the
relations remained in fact inconsequential, the develop-
ment of consciousness was seen as determined by the
autonomous development of the single functions. Yet all
that is known about psychic development indicates that
its very essence lies in the change of the interfunctional
structure of consciousness. Psychology must make these
relations and their developmental changes the main
problem, the focus of study, instead of merely postulat-
ing the general interrelation of all functions. Thus shift in
approach is imperative for the productive study of lan-
guage and thought.

A look at the results of former investigations of
thought and language will show that all theories offered
from antiquity to our time range between dentification, or
fusion, of thought and speech on the one hand, and their
equally absolute, almost metaphysical disjunction and
segregation on the other. Whether expressing one of these
extremes in pure form or combining them, that is, taking
an intermediate position but always somewhere along the
axis between the two poles, all the various theories on
thought and language stay within the confining circle.

We can trace the idea of identity of thought and speech
from the speculation of psychological linguistics that
thought is “speech minus sound” to the theories of mod-
ern American psychologists and reflexologists who con-
sider thought a reflex inhibited in its motor part. In all
these theories the question of the relation between
thought and speech loses meaning. If they are one and
the same thing, no relation between them can arise.
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I'hose who identify thought with speech simply close the
tloor on the problem.

At first glance it seems that the adherents of the oppo-
site view—those who propound the idea of the indepen-
ilence of thought from speech—are in better position. In
regarding speech as the outward manifestation, the mere
vestment, of thought, and in trying (as does the Wiirz-
burg school)! to free thought from all SENSOTy COMpo-
nents including words, they not only pose but in their
own way attempt to solve the problem of the relation
hetween the two functions. Actually, however, they are
unable to pose it in a manner that would permit a real
solution. And if they do not avoid it, then they try to cut
through the knot of the problem instead of untying it.
faving made thought and speech independent and
“pure,” and having studied each apart from the other,
they are forced to see the relation between them merely
as 2 mechanical, external connection between two distinct
processes. The analysis of verbal thinking into two sepa-
rate, basically different elements precludes any study of
the intrinsic relations between language and thought.

As an example we may recall a recent attempt of this
kind. It was shown that speech movements facilitate rea-
soning. In a case of a difhicult cognitive task involving
verbal material, inner speech helped to “imprint” and
organize the conscious content. The same cognitive pro-
cess, taken now as a sort of activity, benefits from the
presence of inner speech, which facilitates the selection
of essential material frem the nonessential. And finally,
inner speech is considered to be an important factor in
the transition from thought to external speech. This ex-
ample is revealing for it shows that once analyzed into
constituent elements, the verbal thinking becomes a sys-
tem whose structural connections appear as mechanical
and external to the system itself.
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The fault thus lies in the methods of analysis adopted by
previous investigators. To cope successfully with the
problem of the relation between thought and language,
we must ask ourselves first of all what method of analysis
is most likely to ensure its solution.

Two essentially different modes of analysis are possible
in the study of psychological structures. It seems to us
that one of them is responsible for all the failures that
have beset former investigators of the old problem,
which we are about to tackle in our turn, and that the
other is the only correct way to approach it.

The first method analyzes complex psychological
wholes into elements. It may be compared to the chemical
analysis of water into hydrogen and oxygen, neither of
which possesses the properties of the whole and each of
which possesses properties not present in the whole. The
student applying this method in looking for the explana-
tion of some property of water—why it extinguishes fire,
for example—will find to his surprise that hydrogen
burns and oxygen sustains fire. These discoveries will not
help him much in solving the problem. Psychology winds
up in the same kind of dead end when it analyzes verbal
thought into its components, thought and word, and
studies them in isolation from each other. In the course
of analysis, the original propertes of verbal thought have
disappeared. Nothing is left to the investigator but to
search out the mechanical interaction of the two elements
mm the hope of reconstructing, in a purely speculative
way, the vanished properties of the whole.

In essence, this type of analysis, which leads us to prod-
ucts in which the properties of the whole are lost, may not
be called analysis in the proper sense of this word. It is
generalization, rather than analysis. The chemical for-
mula for water is equally applicable to the water in a great
ocean and to the water in a raindrop. That is why by
analyzing water into its elements we shall get its most
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general characteristics rather than the individually
specific,

'T'his type of analysis provides no adequate basis for the
studly of the multiform concrete relations between
thought and language that arise in the course of the de-
velopment and functioning of verbal thought in its van-
nus aspects. Instead of enabling us to examine and
cxplain specific instances and phases, and to determine
oncrete regulanties in the course of events, this method
produces generalities pertaining to all speech and all
thought. It leads us, moreover, into serious errors by
\gnoring the unitary nature of the process under study.
['he living union of sound and meaning that we call the
word 1s broken up into two parts, which are assumed
to be held together merely by mechanical associative
¢ onnections.

Psychology, which aims at a study of complex holistic
systems, must replace the method of analysis into ele-
ments with the method of analysis into units. What is the
umt of verbal thought that is further unanalyzable and
yet retains the properties of the whole? We believe that
such a unit can be found in the internal aspect of the
word, in word meaning.

Few investigations of this internal aspect of speech
have been undertaken so far. Word meaning has been
lost in the ocean of all other aspects of consciousness, in
the same way as phonetic properties detached from
meaning have been lost among the other characteristics
of vocalization. Contemporary psychology has nothing to
say about the specificity of human vocalization, and con-
comitantly it has no specific ideas regarding word mean-
ing, ideas that would distinguish it from the rest of
cognitive functions. Such a state of affairs was character-
istic of the old associationistic psychology, and it remains
a sign of contemporary Gestalt psychology. In the word
we recognized only its external side. Yet it is in the inter-
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nal aspect, in word meaning, that thought and speech
unite into verbal thought.

Our experimental, as well as theoretical analysis, sug-
gests that both Gestalt psychology and association psy-
chology have been looking for the intrinsic nature of
word meaning in the wrong directions. A word does not
refer to a single object, but to a group or to a class of
objects. Each word is therefore already a generalization.
Generalization is a verbal act of thought and reflects real-
ity in quite another way than sensation and perception
reflect it. Such a qualitative difference is implied in the
proposition that there is a dialectical leap not only be-
tween total absence of consciousness (in inanimate mat-
ter) and sensation but also between sensation and
thought. There is every reason to suppose that the qual-
itative distinction between sensation and thought 1s the
presence in the latter of a generalized reflection of reality,
which is also the essence of word meaning; and conse-
quently that meaning is an act of thought in the full sense
of the term. But at the same time, meaning is an inalien-
able part of word as such, and thus it belongs in the realm
of language as much as in the realm of thought. A word
without meaning is an empty sound, no longer a part of
human speech. Since word meaning is both thought and
speech, we find In it the unit of verbal thought we are
looking for. Clearly, then, the method to follow in our
exploration of the nature of verbal thought is semantic
analysis—the study of the development, the functioning,
and the structure of this unit, which contains thought
and speech interrelated.

This method combines the advantages of analysis and
synthesis, and it permits adequate study of complex
wholes. As an illustration, let us take yet another aspect
of our subject, also largely neglected in the past. The
primary function of speech is communication, social in-
tercourse. When language was studied through analysis
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into elements, this function, too, was dissociated from the
intellectual function of speech. The two were treated as
though they were separate, if parallel, functions, without
attention to their structural and developmental interrela-
tion. Yet word meaning is a unit of both these functions
of speech. That understanding between minds is impos-
sible without some mediating expression is an axiom for
scientific psychology. In the absence of a system of signs,
linguistic or other, only the most primitive and limited
type of communication is possible. Communication by
means of expressive movements, observed mainly among
animals, is not so much communication as a spread of
affect. A frightened goose suddenly aware of danger and
rousing the whole flock with its cries does not tell the
others what it has seen but rather contaminates them
with 1ts fear.

The rational, intentional conveyance of experience
and thought to others requires a mediating system, the
prototype of which is human speech born of the need of
communication during work. In accordance with the
dominant trend, psychology has until recently depicted
the matter 1n an oversimplified way. It was assumed that
the means of communication was the sign (the word or
sound); that through simultaneous occurrence a sound
could become associated with the content of any experi-
cnce and then serve to convey the same content to other
human beings.

Closer study of the development of understanding and
communication in childhood, however, has led to the
conclusion that real communication requires meaning—
that is, generalization-—as much as signs. In order to con-
vey one’s experience or thought, it 1s imperative to refer
them to some known class or group of phenomena. Such
reference, however, already requires generahzation.
Therefore, communication presupposes generalization
and development of word meaning; generalization, thus,
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becomes possible in the course of communication. The
higher, specifically human forms of psychological com-
munication are possible because man’s reflection of real-
ity is carried out in generalized concepts. In the sphere of
emotions, where sensation and affect reign, neither
understanding nor real communication is possible, but
only affective contagion.

Edward Sapir brilliantly showed this in his works: “The
world of our experience must be enormously simplified
and generalized before it is possible to make a symbolic
inventory of all our experiences of things and relations,
and this inventory is imperative before we can convey
ideas. The elements of language, the symbols that ticket
off experience, must therefore be associated with whole
groups, delimited classes, of experience rather than with
the single experiences themselves. Only so is communi-
cation possible, for the single experience lodges in an
individual consciousness and is, strictly speaking,
incommunicable” (Sapir, 1971, p. 12).

Sapir, therefore, considers a word meaning not as a
symbol of a singular sensation, but as a symbol of a con-
cept. And actually, if I like to convey the feeling of cold, 1
may do this with the help of expressive gestures, but real
understanding and communication will be achieved only
through generalization and conceptual designation of my
experience. Such generalization would refer my expe-
rience to the class of phenomena known to my in-
terlocutor. That is why certain thoughts cannot be
communicated to children even if they are familiar with
the necessary words. The adequately generalized concept
that alone ensures full understanding may still be lack-
ing. Lev Tolstoy, in his educational writings, says that
children often have difficulty in learning a new word not
because of its sound, but because of the concept to which
the word refers: “There is a word available nearly always
when the concept has matured” (Tolstoy, 1903, p. 143).
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I herefore, we all have reasons to consider a word mean-
g not only as a union of thought and speech, but also as
« union of generalization and communication, thought
and communication.

T'he conception of word meaning as a unit of both
generalizing thought and social interchange is of incal-
t ulable value for the study of thought and language. It
permits true causal-genetic analysis, systematic study of
the relations between the growth of the child’s thinking
ability and his social development. The interrelation of
yeneralization and communication may be considered a
sccondary focus of our study.

[t may be well to mention here some of the problems in
the area of language that were not specifically explored
i our studies. Foremost among them 1s the relation of
the phonetc aspect of speech to meaning. We believe
that the recent important advances in linguistics are
lirgely due to the changes in the method of analysis em-
ployed in the study of speech.

Traditional hnguistics, which divorced phonetic and
semantic aspects of speech, tried to achieve their second-
ary unity through the combination of meaning and
sound taken as independent elements. It used the single
sound as the unit of linguistic analysis. But sound de-
tached from meaning immediately loses all the character-
1stics that make it a sound of human speech. As a resul,
traditional linguistics concentrated on the physiology and
acoustics rather than the psychology of speech.

As has been correctly pointed out in modern phonol-
ogy, it is a meaning of certain sounds in their capacity of
signs that makes these sounds a unit of human speech.
Sound-in-itself, sound that lacks meaning, cannot serve
as a unit of speech. Therefore, an actual unit of speech is
not a sound but a phoneme, the smallest indivisible
phonetic unit that retains all basic properties of the vocal
side of speech taken in its significative function.?
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The introduction of the phoneme as a unit of analysis
has benefited psychology as well as linguistics. The con-
crete gains achieved by the application of this method
conclusively prove its value. If in the old psychology the
entire field of interfunctional relations has been impene-
tratable to investigation, then now it becomes open for
those who are willing to employ the method of analysis
into units.

When we approach the problem of the interrelation
between thought and language and other aspects of
mind, the first question that arises is that of intellect and
affect.®> Their separation as subjects of study is a major
weakness of traditional psychology, since it makes the
thought process appear as an autonomous flow of
“thoughts thinking themselves,” segregated from the
fullness of life, from the personal needs and interests, the
inclinations and impulses, of the thinker. Such seg-
regated thought must be viewed either as a meaningless
epiphenomenon incapable of changing anything in the
life or conduct of a person or else as some kind of
primeval force exerting an influence on personal life in
an inexplicable, mysterious way. The door is closed on
the issue of the causation and origin of our thoughts,
since deterministic analysis would require clarification of
the motive forces that direct thought into this or that
channel. By the same token, the old approach precludes
any fruitful study of the reverse process, the influence of
thought on affect and volition.

Unit analysis points the way to the solution of these
vitally important problems. It demonstrates the existence
of a dynamic system of meaning in which the affective
and the intellectual unite. It shows that every idea con-
tains a transmuted affective attitude toward the bit of
reality to which it refers. It further permits us to trace the
path from a person’s needs and impulses to the specific
direction taken by his thoughts, and the reverse path
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from his thoughts to his behavior and activity. This ex-
ample should suffice to show that the method used in this
study of thought and language 1s also a promising tool
for investigating the relation of verbal thought to con-
sciousness as a2 whole and to its other essential functions.

What remains to be done in this chapter is to outline
our research program. We shall start with a critical analy-
sis of [Piaget’s] theory of thought and language. Al-
though we consider this theory as the best of its kind, we
developed our own theoretical position in exactly an op-
posite direction. Further, we shall discuss the theoretical
aspects of the ontogenesis and philogenesis of speech and
thought. The major issue here will be the genetic roots of
thought and language, for exactly at this point misunder-
standing often leads to a wrong attitude toward the prob-
lem in general. The focus of this part of our work is an
experimental study of concept formation in children. We
shall start with a study of experimentally produced,
artificial concepts and shall later proceed toward the real
concepts spontaneously formed by children. Finally, we
shall conclude our work with an analysis of structure and
function of verbal thought in general.

Our leading idea throughout the work will be that of
development.
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Piaget’s Theory of the Child’s Speech
and Thought

I

Psychology owes a great deal to Jean Piaget. It is not an
exaggeration to say that he revolutionized the study of
the child’s speech and thought. He developed the clinical
method for exploring children’s ideas that has since been
widely used. He was the first to investigate the child’s
perception and logic systematically; moreover, he
brought to his subject a fresh approach of unusual am-
plitude and boldness.'

To get some idea of the new paths and perspectives
that Piaget brought to the study of the child’s thought
and language, one need only read Edouard Claparede’s
excellent introduction to Piaget's The Language and
Thought of the Child: “Whereas, if | am not mistaken, the
problem of child mentality has been thought of as one of
quantity, Mr. Piaget has restated it as a problem of qual-
ity. Formerly, any progress made in the [study of the]
child’s intelligence was regarded as the result of a certain
number of additons and subtractions, such as an in-
crease in new experience and elimination of certain er-
rors—all of them phenomena which it was the business
of science to explain. Now, this progress is seen to de-
pend first and foremost upon the fact that this intelli-
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gence undergoes a gradual change of character”
(Claparede, 1959, p. xiii).”

Like many another great discovery, Piaget’s idea 1s sim-
ple to the point of seeming self-evident. It had already
been expressed in the words of J. J. Rousseau, which
Piaget himself quoted, that a child is not a miniature
adult and his mind not the mind of an adult on a small
scale. Behind this truth, for which Piaget provided ex-
perimental proof, stands another simple idea—the idea
of evolution, which suffuses all of Piaget’s studies with a
brilhant light.

For all its greatness, Piaget’s work bears the stigmata of
crisis characteristic of all modern psychology. In this re-
spect, Piaget’s theory shares the fate of such theories as
those of Sigmund Freud, Charles Blondel, and Lucen
Levy-Bruhl.? All of them are the offsprings of the crisis
in psychology. This crisis stems from the sharp contradic-
tion between the factual material of science and its
methodological and theoretical premises—a contradic-
tion deeply rooted in history of knowledge, revealing a
dispute between the materialistic and idealistic world
concepts.

The historical development of psychology has led to a
situation in which, to repeat the words of Franz Bren-
tano, there are many psychologies, but there is no one,
unified psychology.* We may add that there are so many
psychologies precisely because there is no one psychol-
ogy. As long as we lack a generally accepted system incor-
porating all available psychological knowledge, any
important factual discovery inevitably leads to the cre-
ation of a new theory to fit the newly observed facts.

Freud, Levy-Bruhl, and Blondel, each created his
own system of psychology. The prevailing duality
[materialism versus idealism] i1s reflected in the incon-
gruity between these theoretical systems, with their
metaphysical, idealistic overtones, and the empiric bases
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on which they are erected. This duality is a sign of the
crisis, when a step forward in the acquisition of data is
accompanied by two steps backward in theoretical inter-
pretation. In modern psychology, great discoveries are
made daily, only to be shrouded in ad hoc theories,
prescientific and nearly metaphysical.

Piaget tries to escape this fatal duality by sticking to
facts. He deliberately avoids generalizing even in his own
field and is especially careful not to step over into the
related realms of logic, the theory of cognition, or the
history of philosophy. Pure empiricism seems to him
the only safe ground: “This means that the essays before us
are first and foremost a collection of facts and docu-
ments, and that the bond between the various chapters is
not that of systematic exposition, but of unity of method
applied to a diversity of material” (Piaget, 1959, p. xviii).

Indeed, his forte is the unearthing of new facts, their
painstaking analysis, their classification—the ability, as
Claparéde puts it, to {zsten to their message. An avalanche
of facts, great and small, opening up new vistas or adding
to previous knowledge, tumbles down on child psychol-
ogy from the pages of Piaget. His clinical method proves
a truly invaluable tool for studying the complex struc-
tural wholes of the child’s thought in its evolutional trans-
formations. It unifies his diverse investigations and gives
us coherent, detailed, real-life pictures of the child’s
thinking.

The new facts and the new method have led to many
problems, some entirely new to scientific psychology,
others appearing in a new light; among them are the
problem of logic and grammar in the child’s speech, the
problem of introspection in children and its functional
role in the development of logical operations, and the
problem of comprehension of verbal thought in com-
munication between children and adults.
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Piaget, however, did not escape the duality characteris-
tic of psychology in the age of crisis. He tried to hide
behind the wall of facts, but facts “betrayed” him, for
they led to problems. Problems gave birth to theories, in
spite of Piaget’s determination to avoid them by closely
following the experimental facts and disregarding for the
time being that the very choice of experiments is deter-
mined by hypotheses. But facts are always examined in
the light of some theory and therefore cannot be disen-
tangled from philosophy. Who would find a key to the
richness of the new facts must uncover the philosophy of
fact: how 1t was found and how interpreted. Without such
an analysis, fact will remain dead and mute.

Because of all this, our prime goal will be to study the
theoretical and methodological aspects of Piaget's work.
Here we cannot follow the path of his own thought, for it
moves from one group of facts to another in such a way
as purposively to avoid generalization. We, in our turn,
are primarily interested in a principle that would help to
unite all these data. The first question that should be
raised in this connection is the objective interrelatedness
of all the characteristic traits of the child’s thinking ob-
served by Piaget. Are these trends fortuitous and inde-
pendent, or do they form an orderly whole, with a logic
of its own, around some central, umfying fact? Piaget
believes that they do. In answering the question, he
passes from facts to theory, and incidentally shows how
much his analysis of facts was influenced by theory, even
though in his presentation the theory follows the
findings.

According to Piaget, the bond uniting all the specific
characteristics of the child’s logic is the egocentrism of
the child’s thinking. To this core trait he relates all the
other traits he found, such as intellectual realism, syn-
cretism, and diffiulty in understanding relations. He
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describes egocentrism as occupying an intermediate
position, genetically, structurally, and functionally, be-
tween autistic and directed thought.

The idea of the polarity of directed and undirected (or
as Eugen Bleuler proposed to call it, autistic) thought is
borrowed from psychoanalysis.”> Piaget says (Piaget,
1959, p. 43),

Directed thought is conscious, i.e., it pursues an aim which is
present to the mind of the thinker; it is intelligent, which
means that it is adapted to reality and tries to influence it; it
admits of being true or false (empirically or logically true), and
it can be communicated by language. Autistic thought is sub-
conscious, which means that the aims it pursues and the prob-
lems it tries to solve are not present in consciousness; it is not
adapted to reality, but creates for itself a dream world of imagi-
nation; it tends, not to establish truths, but to satisty desires,
and it remains strictly individual and incommunicable as such
by means of language. On the contrary, 1t works chiefly by
images, and in order to express itself, has recourse to indirect
methods, evoking by means of symbols and myths the feeling

by which it is led.

Directed thought is social. As it develops, it is increas-
ingly influenced by the laws of experience and of logic
proper. Autistic thought, on the contrary, is individ-
ualistic and obeys a set of special laws of its own: “Now
between autism and intelligence there are many degrees,
varying with their capacity for being communicated.
These intermediate varieties must therefore be subject to
a special logic, intermedaiate too between the logic of au-
tism and that of intelligence. The chief of those inter-
mediate forms, i.e., the type of thought which like that
exhibited by our children seeks to adapt itself to reality,
but does not communicate itself as such, we propose to
call egocentric thought” (Piaget, 1959, p. 45).

While its main function is still the satisfaction of per-
sonal needs, it already includes some mental adaptation,
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some of the reality orientation typical of the thought o1
adults. The egocentric thought of the child “stands mid-
way between autism in the strict sense of the word and
socialized thought” (Piaget, 1969, p. 208). This is Piaget’s
basic hypothesis.

It is important to note that throughout his work Piaget
stresses the traits that egocentric thought has in common
with autism rather than the traits that divide them. In the
summary at the end of his book [ Judgment and Reasoning
in the Child], he states emphatically, “Play, when all is said
and done, is the supreme law of egocentric thought”
(Piaget, 1969, p. 244).

The same tendency to emphasize the close similarity
between egocentric thought and autistic thought is par-
ticularly pronounced in Piaget’s treatment of the phe-
nomenon of syncretism. Syncretism, which is one of the
most characteristic features of the child’s thought, has—
according to Piaget—more in common with autistic
thinking and the logic of dreams than with logical think-
Ing proper.

Here again Piaget considers the mechanism of syn-
cretic thought as intermediate between logical thinking
and that process psychoanalyses have rather boldly de-
scribed as the “symbolism” of dreams. Sigmund Freud
has shown that two main factors contribute to the forma-
tion of the images of dreaming: condensation, by which
several disparate images melt into one, and displacement,
by which the qualities belonging to one object are trans-
ferred to another.

Following Hans Larsson, Piaget assumes that some-
where between condensation and displacement, on the
one hand, and generalization (which is a form of conden-
sation), on the other, there must be some intermediate
links.® Syncretism is one of the most important of these
links.

It remains to clarify the ontogenetic relations of
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egocentrism to the logic of dreams, autism, and rational
reasoning.

Piaget holds that egocentrism stands between extreme
autism and the logic of reason chronologically as well as
structurally and functionally. His conception of the de-
velopment of thought is based on the premise taken from
psychoanalysis that the child’s thought is originally and
naturally autistic and becomes realistic thought only
under long and sustained social pressure. This does not,
Piaget points out, devaluate the intelligence of the child:
“Logical activity i1sn't all there is to intelligence” (Piaget,
1969, p. 201). Imagination is important for finding solu-
tions to problems, but it does not take care of venfication
and proof, which the search for truth presupposes. The
need to verify thought—that is, the need for logical activ-
ity—arises late. This lag is to be expected, says Piaget,
since thought begins to serve immediate satisfaction
much earlier than to seek truth; the most spontaneous
form of thinking is play, or wishful imaginings that make
the desired seem obtainable. Up to the age of seven or
eight, play dominates in the child’s thought to such an
extent that it is very hard for the child to distinguish
deliberate invention from fantasy that the child believes
to be the truth.

We find the same idea in Freud, who claims that the
pleasure principle precedes the reality principle.

To sum up, autism 1s seen as the original, earliest form
of thought; logic appears relatively late; and egocentric
thought is the genetic link between them.’

This conception, though never presented by Piaget in a
coherent, systematic fashion, is the cornerstone of his
whole theoretical edifice. True, he states more than once
that the assumption of the intermediate nature of the
child’s thought is hypothetical, but he also says that this
hypothesis is so close to common sense that it seems little
more debatable to him than the fact itself of the child’s
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egocentrism. He traces egocentrism to the nature of the
practical acuivity of the child and to the late development
of social attitudes: “But surely from the genetic point of
view, we must start from the child’s activity, if we want to
explain his thought. Now, this activity is unquestionably
egocentric and egotistical. The social instinct is late in
developing. The first critical stage occurs at the age of
seven or eight, and it is precisely at this age that we can
place the first period of reflection and logical unification.
. .." (Piaget, 1969, p. 209).

Before this age, Piaget tends to see egocentrism as all-
pervading. All the phenomena of the child’s logic in its
rich variety he considers directly or indirectly egocentric.
Of syncretism, an important expression of egocentrism,
he says unequivocally that it permeates the child’s entire
thinking, both in the verbal and in the perceptual
spheres. After seven or eight, when soaalized thinking
begins to take shape, the egocentric features do not sud-
denly vanish. They disappear from the child's perceptual
operations but remain crystallized in the more abstract
area of purely verbal thought.

His conception of the prevalence of egocentrism in
childhood leads Piaget to conclude that egocentrism of
thought is so intimately related to the child’s psychic na-
ture that it is impervious to experience. The influences to
which adults subject the child “do not imprint themselves
upon the child as on a photographic plate; they are ‘as-
similated,’ i.e., deformed by the living being who comes
under their sway, and they are incorporated into his own
substance. It is this psychological substance (psychologi-
cally speaking) of the child’s, or rather this structure and
functioning peculiar to his thought, that we have tried to
describe, and in certain measure, to explain” (Piaget,
1969, p. 256).

This passage epitomizes the nature of Piaget’s basic
assumptions and brings us to the general problem of so-
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cial and biological uniformities in psychic development,
to which we shall return 1n section II1. First, let us exam-
ine the soundness of Piaget’s conception of the child’s
egocentrism in the light of the facts on which it is based.

n

If one takes into account phylo- and ontogenetic devel-
opment, one immediately recognizes that the autistic
thought can be neither the most primitive nor the origi-
nal form of mental development.

Even if one assumes the evolutionary point of view and
considers child development in purely biological terms,
even then autistic thinking fails to suit the role assigned
to it by Freud and Piaget. Autistic thinking is neither the
first step, nor is it the basis upon which all further devel-
opmental stages might be built. It is also incorrect to
portray autistic thinking as a form of hallucinatory
imagination prompted by the pleasure principle, which
allegedly precedes the reality principle.

It is quite remarkable that it was a biologically oriented
psychologist, Eugen Bleuler, who developed a critique of
the aforementioned concept of child autism. Bleuler
mentions that the very term “autistic thinking” has al-
ready become a source of confusion. There are certain
attempts to link it to schizophrenic autism, egotistic rea-
soning, etc. That is why Bleuler chose to use the term
“irrealistic” thinking as opposed to realistic, rational
thinking. Already in this change of name one may find a
telling sign of that revision that the notion of autism is
currently undergoing.

In his study of autistic thinking Bleuler (1912) directly
addresses the problem of the genetic relation between
autistic and rattonal reasoning: “Since realistic thinking
and the complex forms of satisfaction of realistic needs
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suffer earlier in the course «of illness, and autistic think-
ing, later, from this Frenchy psychologists led by Pierre
Janet concluded that the ‘reality function’ occupies
higher position and is more qgmplex.? Freud’s position in
this question is absolutely clesar. He claims that the mech-
anisms of pleasure satisfactinon are the primary ones. He
assumes that a baby whose peeds are all saushed by its
mother lives a purely autis ¢ic life resembling that of a
satisfaction of his visceral n eeds, manifests his irritation
by crving and motor reactionn, and then experiences hal-
lucinatory satisfaction” (Blewler, 1912, pp. 25-26).

As we see, Bleuler refers o the very same concept of
autism on which the psychoapalytical approach to child
behavior has been built, amyd which serves as a starting
point for Piaget’s theory, whiich places egocentric thought
between this original autjsm and rational thinking.
Bleuler rejects this positiory using developmental argu-

ments that, from our paijnt of view, are invincible
(Bleuler, 1912, pp. 26-27):

1 cannot agree with that. I do pot see a hallucinatory satisfac-
tion in 2 baby, but I do see a satisfaction after the actual intake
of food. And I must say that thie chicken finds its way out of the
egg not with the help of imagination, but because it physically
and chemically assimilates avajlable nutritious substances.
Observing more grown-up children, I also fail to find any
predisposition toward an imaginary apple at the cost of a real
one. A mentally retarded person, as well as a savage, is a real-
istic “politician”; and when the savage makes his autistic er-
rors—in the same way as we do—he makes them where his
reason and experience turn oy to be insufficient: in his ideas
about the cosmos, or certain natural phenomena, or sources of
disease, etc. In the mentally retarded person not only realistic
but also autistic thinking is simplified. I cannot imagine a living
creature who would not be concerned first of all with the reac-
tion to reality. I also cannot imagine how the autistic function,
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which requires a complex memory, can exist below a certain
stage of development. Animal psychology, tf we disregard
some observations on higher animals, knows only the reality
function.

This contradiction can be easily resolved: autistic function is
not as primitive as the simplest forms of reality function, but it
is more primitive than the higher, well-developed forms of
reality function, which we find in man. Lower animals have
only the reality function. No living being would have the au-
tistic funcuon alone; at a certain moment the autistic function
joins the reality function and from then on they evoive
together.

And actually, as soon as one turns from the general
thesis of the superiority of the pleasure principle over
realistic thinking to the actual process of phylogenetic
development, one sees that the primacy of autism is
biological nonsense. To let the pleasure principle become
a starting point of development is to make the origin of
thinking and intelligence absolutely obscure. The same is
true for ontogenetic development, for we cannot ignore
the obvious fact, mentioned by Bleuler, that satisfaction
comes from the intake of food and not through halluci-
nation about plf'&SU.I'C

Later we shall try to show that Bleuler’s formula of the
genetic relations between autistic thinking and realistic
thinking is not absolutely satisfactory. It is sufficient,
however, to emphasize that we do agree with Bleuler that
(a) autstic function is a late product of development and
(b) the idea of the primacy of autism is biologically
invalid.

Bleuler places the appearance of autistic function at
the fourth stage of the mental development of a child. At
this stage of mental development a child is able to com-
bine concepts without direct stimulation from the ex-
ternal world. Accumulated past experience may be
extended to new unknown situations. At this stage cohe-
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rent thinking may be carried out based exclusively on
memory images, rather than on fortuitous sumuli and
needs (Bleuler, 1912, pp. 28—29):

Only at this stage can the autistic funcdon appear. Only here
may ap pear such images connected with intensive pleasure that
will satisfy the needs generated by these images themseh esina

the unpleasam aspects of the externai world and to substltute
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imagination. The irreal function, therefore, cannot precede
the real one, but must undergo a parallel development.”

As thmkmg becomes more and more complex and differ-
entiated, it becomes better adjusted to external reality and less
dependent on affects. At the same time, emotionally significant
events of the past and projections to the future become more
influential. The multitude of the possible combinations of
thoughts make possible an endless fantasy, which is also
prompted by the emotional memories and affective anticipa-
tions of future events.

In the course of development these two modes of intelli-
gence turn into two divergent tendencies untl they become
mutual antagonists. When a balance between these two modes
of intelligence is lost, then we have either a pure dreamer, who
lives in fantastic combinations and disregards reality, or a sober
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the future. In spite of phylogenetic parallelism in the develop-
ment of realistic thinking and irrealistic thinking, the former
one turns out to be better developed and when a disease strikes
it suffers more.

Bleuler poses an interesting question, namely: How
does it happen that the autistic function, which appears
rather late in phylogenesis, manages to be substantially
present already in two-year-olds, directing the greater
part of their psychological activity? The answer to this
question is suggested by the fact that the development of
speech creates a favorable condition for autistic thinking,
while autstic functien, in its turn, is beneficial for the
development of intellectual skills. The combinatory abili-
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ties of the child’s mind are enhanced by dreaming, just as
his motor skills are enhanced by outdoor games.

But if we accept this reviston of the genetic place of
autism, similar revision must be undertaken in respect to
its functional and structural aspects. The central issue
here turns out to be a question whether autistic thought is
conscious or not. Freud and Piaget made the unconscious
character of autistic thought a starting point of their the-
ories. Egocentric thought is also viewed as not fully con-
scious. It occupies an intermediate position between the
conscious reasoning of adults and unconscious dream ac-
tivity: “For insofar as he is thinking only for himself, the
child has no need to be aware of the mechanism of his
reasoning,” says Piaget (1969, p. 213). Piaget, however,
tries to avoid the expression “unconscious reasoning,”
which he considered ambiguous, and talks instead about
the logic of action in opposition to the logic of thought:
“Most of the phenomena of child logic can be traced back
to general causes. The roots of this logic and of its short-
comings are to be found in the egocentrism of child
thought up to the age of seven or eight, and in the uncon-
sciousness which this egocentrism entails” (Piaget, 1969,
p. 215).

Piaget scrutinizes the problem of insufficient introspec-
tive abilities in children, and comes to conclusion that the
widely accepted belief according to which the egocentric
people are more aware of themselves is not correct: “The
concept of autism in psychoanalysis throws full light
upon the fact that the incommunicable character of
thought involves a certain degree of unconsciousness”
(Piaget, 1969, pp. 209-210).

Child egocentrism, therefore, involves a certain uncon-
sciousness, which in its turn explains some features of the
child’s logic. Piaget’s experimental study of child intro-
spection confirmed this idea.

Strictly speaking, a thesis about the unconscious
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character of autistic and egocentric thinking serves as one
of the central themes in Piaget’s theory. But this thesis
has also been challenged by Bleuler, who observed that
Freud’s use of the concepts of the unconscious and au-
tism made them almost indistinguishable. Bleuler em-
phasized that these two concepts must be considered as
separate: “Autistic thinking, in principle, can be con-
scious as well as unconscious” (Bleuler, 1912, p. 19).

Finally, the very idea that autistic thinking and its ego-
centric variant are divorced from reality has been chal-
lenged: “Depending on whart basis the autistic thinking is
developing, we are able to distinguish two variants of
autism. . . . The autism of a healthy alert man does have a
connection with reality and firmly established concepts”
(Bleuler, 1912, pp. 14-15).

As we shall show later in this book, Bleuler’s hypothesis
of two different forms of autism is particularly true in
what concerns the child’s thought. One of these forms is
intimately connected with the child’s actual environment
and subsequently is reality onented. The other form,
which reveals itself in dreams, is divorced from reality
and distorts it.

We have thus found that autistic thinking, in neither its
genetic, structural, nor functional aspects, shows itself as
a primeval force and basis for the development of
thought. Egocentric thought, therefore, may not be con-
sidered as an intermediary between such a hypothetical
beginning and the higher stages in the development of
mind. The place and the role of egocentrism must there-
fore be reconsidered.

I

As we have seen, the concept of the child’s egocentrism is
a major focus of the entire psychological theory of Piaget.
Apparently the chaotic multitude of disparate traits of
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the child’s logic finds its structural order and generative
cause in the principle of egocentrism. That is why a chal-
lenge to the primacy of egocentrism is a challenge o
Piaget’s entire theoretical construction.

In the preceding chapter we made an attempt to pro-
vide a critical review of Piaget’s concept of egocentrism
taken in a theoretical context. However, the final verdict
can be passed only after scrutiny of the data on which
Piaget based his doctrine. A theoretical critique, there-
fore, must now yield the floor to experimental findings.
We shall then test Piaget’s facts by comparing them with
the results of our own experiments.

The factual basis of Piaget’s theory is provided by his
investigation of the child’s use of language. His system-
atic observations led him to conclude that all conversa-
tions of children fall into two groups, the egocentric and
the socialized. The difference between them lies mainly
in their functions: “This talk is egocentric,” explains
Piaget, “partly because the child speaks only about him-
self, but chiefly because he does not attempt to place
himself at the point of view of his hearer” (Piaget, 1959,
p- 9). The child does not try to communicate, expects no
answers, and often does not even care whether anyone
listens to him. It is similar to a monologue in a play: “The
child talks to himself as though he were thinking aloud.
He does not address anyone” (Piaget, 1959, p. 9). What
Piaget is calling egocentric speech is a running accom-
paniment to whatever the child may be doing. The func-
tion of socialized speech is quite different; here a child
does attempt to an exchange with others—he begs, com-
mands, threatens, conveys information, asks questions.

Piaget’s experiments showed that by far the greater
part of the preschool child’s talk is egocentric. He found
that from 44 to 47% of the total recorded talk of children
in their seventh year was egocentric in nature. This
figure, he says, must be considerably increased in the case
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ol younger children. Further investigations with six- and
vven-year-olds proved that even socialized speech at that
wye 1s not entirely free of egocentric thinking. Further-
mare, besides his expressed thoughts, the child has a
gteat many unexpressed thoughts. Some of these, ac-
(ording to Piaget, remain unexpressed precisely because
they are egocentric, Le., incommunicable. To convey
them to others, the child would have to be able to adopt
their point of view: “To put it quite simply, we may say
that the adult thinks sociaily, even when he is alone, and
that the child under seven thinks egocentrically, even in
the society of others” (Piaget, 1959, p. 40).

According to Piaget, the function of egocentric speech
n 10 “chant” one’s thoughts or actions. Such a speech has
many vestiges of the chanting cries mentioned in Janet’s
essay on language. Not only words, which help to bring
t hyme to the child’s activity, but thoughts themselves are
also egocentric.

Thus the coefficent of egocentric thought must be
much higher than the coetficient of egocentric speech.
But it is data on speech, which ¢an be measured, that
furnish the documentary proof on which Piaget bases his
conception of child egocentrism.

What is the reason for the prevalence of egocentrism in
children before seven? Why do they not communicate
their ideas to each other? “What is the reason for this? It
15, In our opimon, twofold. It is due, in the first place, to
the absence of any sustained social intercourse between
the children of less than seven or eight, and in the second
place, to the fact that the language used in the funda-
mental activity of the child—play—is one of gestures,
movements, and mimicry as much as of words. There is,
as we have said, no real social life between children of less
than seven or eight” (Piaget, 1959, p. 40).

On the one hand, exactly between seven and eight the
desire to work with others manifests itself for the first
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time. It is Piaget’s opinion that just at this age the egocen-
tric talk loses some of its importance. At the same time,
“If language of the child of about six-and-a-half is still so
far from being socialized, and if the part played in it by
the egocentric forms is so considerable in comparison to
information and dialogue, etc., the reason for this lies in
the fact that childish language includes two distinct vari-
eties, one made up of gestures, movements, mimicking,
etc., which accompany or even completely supplant the
use of words, and the other consisting solely of the spo-
ken word” (Piaget, 1959, p. 42).

The fact of the prevalence of egocentric speech over
communicative speech in younger children became the
real foundation of Piaget’s theory. The ties that connect
the hypothesis of the child’s egocentrism with the data on
egocentric speech, far from being just a matter of conve-
nient organization of research material, reveal the inner
logic of Piaget’s theoretcal position. That is why we de-
cided to make the problem of egocentric speech a focus
of our critical inquiry. Our goal, therefore, is to reveal
the philosophy behind Piaget’s system, its theoretical
unity, which is neither clear nor obvious at first glance.
As we have menuoned above, such an inquiry cannot but
be based on experimental and clinical evidence.

v

Piaget emphasizes that egocentric speech does not pro-
vide communication. It is rather chanting, rhyming, and
accompanying the major melody of the child’s activity.
Egocentric speech changes nothing in the leading melody
of activity. Between them there is a sort of concordance,
but no essential connections. Egocentric speech, in
Piaget’s description, appears as a by-product of the
child’s activity, as a stigma of the child’s cognitive
egocentrism.
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k.gocentric speech is, therefore, useless. [t plays no es-
sential role in child behavior. It is speech for the child’s
\.tke, which 1s incomprehensible for others and which is
closer to a verbal dream than to a conscious activity.

But if such speech plays no positive role in child behav-
tor, if it 1s a mere accompaniment, it is but a symptom of
weakness and immaturity in the child’s thinking, a symp-
tom that must disappear in the course of child develop-
ment. Useless and unconnected with the structure of
aclivity, this accompaniment should become weaker and
weaker until it completely disappears from the routine of
the child’s speech.

Data collected by Piaget seemingly supports this point
ol view. The coefficient of egocentric speech decreases
with age and reaches zero at the age of seven or eight—
which means that egocentric speech is not typical for
schoolchildren. Piaget, however, assumes that the loss of
cgocentric speech does not preclude children from re-
maining cognitively egocentric. Egocentric thought sim-
ply changes the form of its manifestation, appearing now
in abstract reasoning and in the new symptoms that have
no semblance to egocentric talk. In conformity with his
tdea of the uselessness of egocentric speech, Piaget claims
that this speech “folds” and dies out at the threshold of
school age.

We in our turn conducted our own experiments aimed
at understanding the function and fate of egocentric
speech.'® The data obtained led us to a new comprehen-
sion of this phenomenon that differs greatly from that of
Piaget. Our investigation suggests that egocentric speech
does play a specific role in the child’s activity.

In order to determine what causes egocentric talk,
what circumstances provoke it, we organized the chil-
dren’s activities in much the same way Piaget did, but we
added a series of frustrations and difficulties. For in-
stance, when a child was getting ready to draw, he would
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suddenly find that there was no paper, or no pencil of the
color he needed. In other words, by obstructing his free
activity we made him face problems.

We found that in these difhcult situations the co-
efficient of egocentric speech almost doubled, in com-
parison with Piaget's normal hgure for the same age and
also in comparison with our figure for children not facing
these problems. The child would try to grasp and to rem-
edy the situation in talking to himself: “Where’s the pen-
cil? I need a blue pencil. Never mind, I'll draw with the
red one and wet it with water; it will become dark and
look like blue.”

In the same activities without impediments, our co-
efficient of egocentric talk was even slightly lower than
Piaget’s. It is legitimate to assume, then, that a disruption
in the smooth flow of activity is an important stimulus for
egocentric speech. This discovery fits in with two prem-
ises to which Piaget himself refers several times in his
book. One of them is the so-called law of awareness,
which was formulated by Claparéde and which states that
an impediment or disturbance in an automatic activity
makes the author aware of this activity. The other prem-
ise 1s that speech 1s an expression of that process of be-
coming aware.

Indeed the above-mentioned phenomena were ob-
served in our experiments: egocentric speech appeared
when a child tries to comprehend the situation, to find a
solution, or to plan a nascent activity. The older children
behaved differently: they scrutinized the problem,
thought (which was indicated by long pauses), and then
found a solution. When asked what he was thinking
about, such a child answered more in line with the
“thinking aloud” of a preschooler. We thus assumed that
the same mental operations that the preschooler carries
out through voiced egocentric speech are already rele-
gated to soundless inner speech in schoolchildren.


http://www.cvisiontech.com

Piaget’s Theory of the Child's Speech and Thought 31

Our findings indicate that egocentric speech does not
long remain a mere accompaniment to the child’s activity.
Besides being a means of expression and of release of
tension, it soon becomes an instrument of thought in the
proper sense—in seeking and planning the solution of a
problem. An accident that occurred during one of our
cxperiments provides a good illustration of one way in
which egocentric speech may alter the course of an activ-
ity: A child of five-and-a-half was drawing a streetcar
when the point of his pencil broke. He tried, never-
theless, to finish the circle of wheel, pressing down on the
pencil very hard, but nothing showed on the paper ex-
cept a deep colorless line. The child muttered to himself,
“It's broken,” put aside the pencil, took watercolors in-
stead, and began drawing a broken streetcar after an acci-
dent, continuing to talk to himself from time to time
about the change in his picture. The child’s accidentally
provoked egocentric utterance so manifestly affected his
activity that it is impossible to mistake it for a mere ‘by-
product, an accompaniment not interfering with the
melody. Our experiments showed highly complex
changes in the interrelation of activity and egocentric
talk. We observed how egocentric speech at first marked
the end result or a turning point in an activity, then was
gradually shifted toward the middle and finally to the
beginning of the activity, taking on a directing, planning
function and raising the child’s acts to the level of pur-
poseful behavior. What happens here is similar to the
well-known developmental sequence in the naming of
drawings. A small child draws first, then decides what it 1s
that he has drawn; at a slightly older age, he names his
drawing when it is half-done; and finally he decides be-
forehand what he will draw.

The revised conception of the function of egocentric
speech must also influence our conception of its later fate
and must be brought to bear on the issue of its disappear-
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ance at school age. Experiments can yield indirect evi-
dence but no conclusive answer about the causes of this
disappearance.

There is, of course, nothing to this effect in Piaget, who
believes that egocentric speech simply dies off. The de-
velopment of inner speech in the child receives little
specific elucidation in his studies. But since inner speech
and voiced egocentric speech fulhll the same function,
the implication would be that if, as Piaget maintains, ego-
centric speech precedes socialized speech, then inner
speech also must precede socialized speech—an assump-
tion untenable from the genetic point of view.

However, Piaget’s theoretical position apart, his own
findings and some of our data suggest that egocentric
speech 1s actually an intermediate stage leading to inner
speech. Of course, this is only a hypothesis, but taking
into account the present state of our knowledge about the
child’s speech, it is the most plausible one. If we compare
the amount of what might be called egocentric speech in
children and adults, we would have to admit that the
“egocentric” speech of adults is much richer. From the
point of view of functional psychology, all silent thinking
is nothing but “egocentric” speech. john B. Watson
would have said that such speech serves individual rather
than social adaptation. The first feature uniting the inner
speech of adults with the egocentric speech of children is
its function as speech-for-oneself. If one turns to Wat-
son’s experiment and asks a subject to solve some prob-
lem thinking aloud, one would find that such thinking
aloud of an adult has a striking similarity to the egocen-
tric speech of children. Second, these two forms also have
the same structural characteristics: out of context they
would be incomprehensible to others because they omit
to mention what is obvious to the speaker. These
similarities lead us to assume that when egocentric speech
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disappears, it does not simply atrophy but “goes under-
ground,” 1.e., turns into inner speech.

Our observation that at the age when this change 1s
taking place children facing difficult situations resort
now to egocentric speech, now to silent reflection, indi-
cates that the two can be functionally equivalent. It is our
hypothesis that the processes of inner speech develop
and become stabilized approximately at the beginning of
school age and that this causes the quick drop in the
egocentric speech observed at this stage.

Observations made by Auguste Lemaitre and some
other authors support this hypothesis.'' It was shown
that the inner speech of schoolchildren is labile and un-
settled. This is an indication that what we observe is a
developmentally immature process that is still unstable
and indefinite.

The above-mentioned experiments and considerations
hardly support Piaget’s hypothesis concerning the ego-
centrism of six-year-olds. At least the phenomenon of
egocentric speech, viewed from our perspective, fails to
confirm his assumpuons

The cognitive function of egocentric speech, which is
most probably connected with the development of inner
speech, by no means is a reflection of the child’s egocen-
tric thinking, but rather shows that under certain cir-
cumstances egocentric speech i1s becoming an agent of
realistic thinking. Piaget assumed that if 40-47% of the
speech of a child of six-and-a-half is egocentric, then his
thinking must be egocentric within the same range. Qur
investigation showed, however, that there can be no con-
nection between egoecentric talk and egocentric thinking
whatsoever—which means that the major implication
drawn from Piaget's data might be wrong.

We thus have an experimental fact that has nothing to
do with the correctness or falsity of our own hypothesis
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concerning the fate of egocentric speech. This is the fac-
tual evidence that the child’s egocentric speech does not
reflect egocentric thinking, but rather carries out an op-
posite function, that of realistic thinking.

Actually Piaget carried out three different studies in
support of his point of view on egocentrism. We centered
on the first one, which is dedicated to egocentric speech,
because it was this first study that allowed Piaget to for-
mulate his hypothesis. The other two just substantiated
and expanded the first one and brought about no major
alterations.

v

We now turn to those positive conclusions that can be
drawn from our critique of Piaget’s theory.

Limited in scope as our findings are, we believe that
they help one to see in a new and broader perspective the
general direction of the development of speech and
thought. In Piaget’s view, the two functions follow a com-
mon path, from autistic to socialized speech, from subjec-
tive fantasy to the logic of relations. In the course of this
change, the infiuence of aduits is deformed by the psy-
chic processes of the child, but it wins out in the end. The
development of thought is, to Piaget, a story of the
gradual socialization of deeply intimate, personal, autistic
mental states. Even social speech is represented as follow-
ing, not preceding, egocentric speech.

The hypothesis we propose reverses this course. Let us
look at the direction of thought development during one
short interval, from the appearance of egocentric speech
to its disappearance, in the framework of language devel-
opment as a whole.

We consider that the total development runs as fol-
lows: The primary function of speech, in both children
and adults, is communication, social contact. The earliest
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speech of the child is therefore essentially social. At first
it ts global and multifunctional; later its functions become
ditferentiated. At a certain age the social speech of the
«hild is quite sharply divided into egocentric speech and
communicative speech. (We prefer to use the term com-
municative for the form of speech that Piaget calls
wicialized, as though 1t had been something else before
becoming social. From our point of view, the two forms,
communicative and egocentric, are both social, though
their functions differ.) Egocentric speech emerges when
the child transfers social, collaborative forms of behavior
ty the sphere of inner-personal psychic functions. The
child’s tendency to transfer to his inner processes the
hehavior patterns that formerly were social is well known
1o Piaget. He describes in another context how argu-
ments between children give rise to the beginnings of
logical reflection. Something similar happens, we believe,
when the child starts conversing with himself as he has
been doing with others. When circumstances force him to
stop and think, he is likely to think aloud. Egocentric
speech, splintered off from general social speech, in time
leads to inner speech, which serves both auustic and logi-
cal thinking.

Egocentric speech as a separate linguistic form 1s the
highly important genetic link in the transition from vocal
o inner speech, an intermediate stage between the dif-
erenuation of the functions of vocal speech and the final
transformation of one part of vocal speech into inner
speech. It 1s this transitional role of egocentric speech
that lends it such great theoretical interest. The whole
conception of speech.development differs profoundly in
accordance with the interpretation given to the role of
egocentric speech. Thus our schema of development—
first social, then egocentric, then inner speech—contrasts
both with the traditional behaviorist schema—vocal
speech, whisper, inner speech—and with Piaget’s se-
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quence—from nonverbal autistic thought through ego-
centric thought and speech to socialized speech and
logical thinking.

We mentioned the behaviornistic schema only because
it happened to look so similar, methodologically, to
Piaget's. Its author, John Watson, suggested that the
transition from voiced speech to inner speech must in-
volve an intermediate whispering stage. Developing the
same idea of an intermediate stage, which he assumed to
be egocentric, Piaget linked with its help autistic thought
and logical reasoning.

We see how different is the picture of the development
of the child’s speech and thought depending on what 1s
considered to be a starting point of such development. In
our conception, the true direction of the development of
thinking is not from the individual to the social, but from
the social to the individual.'?

| 4

Our somewhat protracted analysis of Piaget’s concept of
egocentrism is now coming to an end. We have shown
that from the phylo- and ontogenetic points of view the
concept of the child’s egocentrism illegitimately polarizes
autistic thinking and realistic thinking. We have also
shown that the factual basis of Piaget’s doctrine, 1.e., a
study of egocentric speech, failed to support the thesis ot
a direct manifestation of egocentric thought in egocentric
speech. Finally, we have attempted to show that egocen-
tric speech by no means is a mere by-product of the
child’s activity. On the contrary, as our data have re-
vealed, egocentric speech is actively involved in the
child’s activity, facilitating the transition from overt to
inner speech.

The first and most serious conclusion that can be
drawn from our critical analysis concerns the alleged op-


http://www.cvisiontech.com

Piaget’s Theory of the Child's Speech and Thought 37

position of two forms of thinking: autistic and realistic.
| his opposition served as a basis for Piaget’s theory as
well as for the psychoanalytical approach to child devel-
opment. We think that it is incorrect 10 oppose the princi-
ple of satisfaction of needs to the principle of adaptation
10 reality. The very concept of need, if taken from the
porspective of development, necessarily contains the no-
hon of satisfaction of need through a certain adjustment
1o reality.

As Bleuler mentioned, in the passage quoted earlier,
the infant satisfies his need, not through “hallucination
about pleasure,” but through an actual intake of food.
And when the older child prefers a real apple to an
imaginary one, it happens not because he abandoned his
need for the sake of adjustment to reality, but exactly
Iw:cause his thinking and actions are guided by his need.

Adjustment to objective reality does not exist for the
iake of adjustment in itself. All adaptations are regulated
Iy needs. The latter statement is obviously a truism, and
one may only wonder how the theories we have just re-
vicwed managed to overlook it.

Need and adaptation must be considered in their
unity. What we have in well-developed autistic thinking,
1.e., an attempt to attain an imaginary satisfaction of de-
vires that failed to be satisfied in real life, is a product of a
long development. Autistic thinking, therefore, is a late
product of the development of realistic, conceptual
thinking. Piaget, however, chose to borrow from Freud
the idea that the pleasure principle precedes the reality
principle. Moreover, in doing this, he took up in addition
the entire metaphysics of the pleasure principle, which
instead of remaining a technical and biologically subor-
linated moment, appeared as a primeval vital force, a
primum movens, i.e., a generator of the entire psychologi-
cial development.

Piaget considered one of the major achievements of
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psychoanalysis to be its demonstration that autism does
not know the adaptation to reality, because for the ego it
is pleasure that dominates life: “Thus the sole function of
autistic thought is to give immediate and unlimited satis-
faction to desires and interests by deforming reality so as
to adapt it to the ego” (Piaget, 1969, p. 244).

Once he separated pleasure and need from adaptation
to reality, Piaget was forced by the power of logic to di-
vorce realistic thinking from all needs, interests, and de-
sires, and to confine it to a sphere of pure thought. But
such pure thought does not exist in nature, as there is no
need without adaptation and no child’s thinking for the
sake of pure inquiry that would go unconnected with
needs, wishes, and interests: “It strives not for truth, but
for satisfaction of drives,” says Piaget about autistic
thought. But does desire always exclude reality? And is
there a child’s thought that would seek to establish truth
for truth’s sake irrespective of practical needs? Only hol-
low abstract formulas and logical fictions, only metaphys-
ical hypostases can be defined in such a way, but never
the real routes of the child’s thinking.

In his comments on Aristotle’s critique of the Pythago-
rean concept of numbers and Plato’s concept of Ideas,

separated from real things, V. I. Lenin wrote the follow-
ing (Lenin, 1961, p. 372):

Primitive idealism: the universal (concept, idea) is a particular
being. This appears wild, monstrously (more accurately, child-
ishly) stupid. But is not modern idealism, Kant, Hegel, the idea
of God, of the same nature (absolutely of the same nature)?
Tables, chairs, and the ideas of table and chair; the world and
the 1dea of the world (God); thing and “noumen,” the unknow-
able “Thing-in-itself”; the connection of the earth and the sun,
nature in general—and law, logos, God. The dichotomy of
human knowledge and the possibility of idealism (= religion)
are given already in the first, elementary abstraction.
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The approach of the (human) mind to a particular thing, the
taking of a copy (=a concept) of it, is not a simple immediate
act, a dead mirroring, but one which is complex, split into two,
zig-zag-like, which includes in it the possibility of the flight of
fantasy from life; more than that: the possibility of the trans-
formation (moreover, an unnoticeable transformation, of
which man is unaware) of the abstract concept, idea, into a
lantasy (in fetzer Instanz = God). For even in the simplest
generalization, in the most elementary general idea (“table” in
general), there is a certain bit of fantasy.

It is hardly possible to express the idea of unity and
contradiction of imagination and thought in more clear-
cut way. Imagination and thought appear in their devel-
opment as the two sides of opposition, whose unity is
already present in the very first generalization, in the first
concept formed by man.

This coexistence of unity and opposition, this zigzag
character of the development of fantasy and thought,
which reveals itself in the “flight” of imagination on the
one hand, and its deeper reflection upon real life on the
other (for there is a piece of fantasy in any general con-
cept)—all these moments help us to find a correct way to
study realistic thinking and autistic thinking.

We have shown that the egocentric speech of a child,
far from being detached from the child’s activity, is actu-
ally its integral component. We saw that this speech be-
comes gradually intellectualized and starts serving as a
mediator in purposive activity and in planning complex
actions. Activity and practice are, thus, those moments
that help us to uncover previously unknown aspects of
egocentric speech. .

Piaget argues that “things do not shape a child’s mind.”
But we have seen that in real situations when the egocen-
tric speech of a child is connected with his practical activ-
ity, things do shape his mind. Here, by “things” we mean
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reality, neither as passively reflected in the child’s percep
tion nor as abstractly contemplated, but reality that a
child encounters in his practical activity.

Vil

Modern psychology in general and child psychology in
particular reveal a tendency to combine psychological
and philosophical issues. The German psychologist N -
ziss Ach aptly summarized this trend when he remarked
at the end of a session, “But this is experimental philoso-
phy!”'* And indeed many issues in the complex field of
thinking in childhood border on epistemology, logic, and
other branches of philosophy. Piaget’s study under re-
view constantly touches upon one or another of these
philosophical issues.

Piaget himself perceives such philosophizing as a dan-
ger. He warns against the “premature” generalization, in
which he sees a risk of introducing a biased logical sys-
tem. His explicit intention is to remain within the
framework of the analysis of facts, and not to plunge into
the philosophy of these facts. At the same time, he cannot
but admit that logic, epistemology, and history of philos-
ophy are more closely connected with the study of the
child’s intelligence than one may imagine. Because of
that, time and again, Piaget inadvertently touches upon
one or another of these issues, but with remarkable con-
sistency checks himself and breaks off.

In his introduction to The Language and Thought of the
Child, Claparéde emphasized that Piaget happily com-
bines the attitude of the natural scientist who “has a spe-
cial talent for letting the material speak for itself” with
deep erudition in philosophical questions: “He knows
every nook and cranny and is familiar with every pitfall
of the old logic—the logic of the textbooks; he shares the
hopes of the new logic, and is acquainted with the deli-
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«aie problems of epistemology. But this thorough mas-
te1v of other spheres of knowledge, far from luring him
in1o doubtful speculation, has on the contrary enabled
hin to draw the line very clearly between psychology and
philosophy, and to remain rigorously on the side of the
inst. His work is purely scientific” (Claparede, 1959, pp.
n\ - XVE).

We cannot agree with the latter statement of Cla-
jncde, for in spite of his express intention to avoid
theorizing, Piaget does not succeed in keeping his work
within the bounds of pure factual science. Deliberate
svawdance of philosophy is itself a philosophy. And what
vott of philosophy it represents we shall now discuss, tak-
iy as an example Piaget’s views on the place of causal
rxplanation in science.

Piaget attempts to refrain from considering causes in
presenting his findings. In doing so, he comes danger-
musly close to what he calls in the child “precausality,”
though he himself may view his abstention as a sophis-
ticated “supracausal” stage, in which the concept of cau-
sality has been outgrown. He proposes to replace the
explanation of phenomena in terms of cause and effect
by a genetic analysis in terms of temporal sequences and
Ly the application of a mathematically conceived formula
ol the functonal interdependence of phenomena.

Thus developmental relations and functional inter-
dependence replaced the functional explanation (Piaget,
1969, p. 200):

But what do we mean by explaining psychological phenomena?
As Baldwin has shown m his subtle analysis, without the ge-
netic method in psychology, we can never be sure of not taking
cffects for causes, nor even of having formulated problems of
¢xplanation aright. The relation of cause and effect must,
therefore, be superseded by that of genetic progression, which
adds the notion of functional dependence, in the mathematical
sense of the word, to that of antecedent and consequent. This
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will give us the right to say of two phenomena A and B, that A
is a function of B, as B is a function of A, and yet leave us the
possibility of taking the earliest phenomenon, i.e., genetically
speaking, the most explicative, as the starting-point of our
description.

Thus, Piaget suggests that the relation of cause and
effect must be superseded by that of genetic and func-
tional explanation. He missed here a point, brilliantly
formulated by Goethe, that the ascension from the eftect
to the cause 1s pure historical understanding. Piaget also
neglected the well-known thesis of Francis Bacon, that
real knowledge is knowledge that goes to causes. In his
attempt to substitute functional explanation for the ge-
netic explanation of causes, Piaget, without noticing this,
made vacuous the very concept of development. In his
schema everything is contingent: A may be viewed as a
function of B, but at the same time, B also may be viewed
as a function of A.

Such a position relieves Piaget of the necessity to an-
swer the question concerning causes and factors of devel-

opment. All that he can do is to pick those phenomena

that look more promising in terms of genetic explanation

(Piaget, 1969, p. 201):

What, then, are these explicative phenomena? The psychology
of thought is always faced at this point with two fundamental
factors, whose connexion it is her task to explain: the biological
factor, and the social factor. The mind becomes conscious of
itself, and consequently exists psychologically speaking only
when it is 1n contact with objects or with other minds. We have
here two different planes, theoretically independent of one
another, and which logically one would wish to keep separate;
but in practice, these two planes will always be associated, so
long as the child has parents who represent Society to him, and
so long as he experiences sensations which constitute a biolog-
ical environment. Describe the evolution of thought from the
purely biological point of view, or as threatens to be the fash-
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ion, from the purely sociological point of view, and you risk
leaving half the real process in the shade. These two poles must
both be kept in view, and nothing must be sacrificed; but
in order to make a beginning, we must choose one lan-
guage at the expense of others. We have chosen the language
ol sociology, but wish to emphasize the point that there need be
nothing exclusive in the choice. We reserve the right to revert
Lo the biological explanation of child thought and to bring our
present description intc accordance with it. All we have at-
tempted to do as a beginning, was to order our description
trom the point ot view ot social psychology, taking the most
characteristic phenomenon as our starting-point, namely, ego-
centrism of child thought.

We, thus, arrive at the paradoxical conclusion that the
presentation of material can be transformed from the
sociological into the biological. The choice of sociclogical
point of view appears as an arbitrary decision of the au-
thor, who is free to pick up any one of the available
languages of description at the expense of the others.
Such a position is not casual for Piaget, and it sheds some
light on how he views the role of the social factor in child
development in general.

Piaget’s book is permeated with the idea of the gradual
socialization of the structures and functions of thought.
In the preface to the Russian edition of his work, Piaget
directly expresses this thought (Piaget, 1932, pp. 55—56):

The dominant idea for this work is the idea of social determi-
nants in the formation of the child’s thought. The child’s
thought cannot be derived from the inborn psychobiological
factors and the factors of the physical environment alone. This
does not mean we assert that a child merely reflects ideas and
opinions of his milieu, which would be trivial. What I wish to
say is that the very structure of thought depends upon the
social milieu. When an individual thinks for himself, thinks
egocentrically, then his thoughts are subordinated to his fan-
tasy, his desires, and his personality trends. This is a special
case of the child's psyche, a case that reveals a number of pecu-
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liar forms of thought, but that has nothing to do with rational
thinking. When, however, an individual experiences a system-
atic influence of certain social factors, as is the case with the
authority of adults with respect to chlldren, then individval
thought forms according to “external” rules. . . . In the course
of mutual gooperation between individuals, the rules of such
cooperation provide thought yith some sort of discipline, the
latter being a foundation of reasoning in both its aspects, prac-
tical and theoretical.

Egocentrism, coercion, and cooperation are, thus, the three
axes between which the developing thought of a chiid is in
continuous oscillation. The thought of the adult also gravitates
to one of these axes, depending on whether it is autistic or
belongs to a certain type of social organization.

Seemingly, the above statement unequivocally pro-
nounces the social factor to be the decisive one in child
development. And yet, as we have seen, it only reflects
Piaget's one-time decision to choose the sociological ap-
proach. As he himself mentioned, the biological ap-
proach is almost equally feasible. This brings us to the
problem of the relation between the biological and social
factors of development in Piaget’s theory.

This relation, as presented by Piaget, looks more like a
breakdown. Biological factors appear as primeval, origi-
nal forces composing the psychological substance of the
child’s mind. Social factors act as an external, “alien”
force, which using coercion replaces the original biolog-
ical modes of mental life. It 1s not strange, therefore, that
Piaget places coercion as a middle term between autism
and cooperation. Coercion is the notion that reflects
Piaget’s understanding of the mechanism through which
social factors enter the child’s mind.

In this respect Piaget’s point of view has much in com-
mon with that of psychoanalysis. In psychoanalysis as
well, the milieu is considered to be “alien” and coercive, a
force that limits the expression of individual desires,
changes them, and directs them along roundabout paths.
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We have already seen how Piaget uses the concept of
assimilation to account for the role of social factors in
child development. These factors penetrate the child’s
psychological substance, but this substance in itself is de-
termined by autistic, biological factors. Piaget does not
see a child as a part of the social whole. Social factors are
shown as an external force that enters the child’s mind
and dislodges the forms of thinking inherent in the
child’s intelligence. This aspect of Piaget’s theory was
very accurately described by Claparéde (1959, pp. xii—
Xiii):

Our author shows us n fact that the child’s mind is woven on
two different looms, which are as it were placed one above the
other. By far the most important during the first years is the
work accomplished on the lower plane. This is the work done
by the child himself, which attracts to him pell-mell and crystal-
lizes round his wants all that is likely to satisfy these wants. It is
the plane of subjectivity, of desires, games, and whims, of the
Lustprinzip as Freud would say. The upper plane, on the con-
trary, is built up little by little by the social environment, which
presses more and more upon the child as time goes on. It is the
jrlane of objectivity, speech, and logical ideas, in a word the
plane of reality. As soon as one overloads it, it bends, creaks,
and collapses, and the elements of which it is composed fall on
the lower plane, and become mixed up with those that prop-
crly belong there. Other pieces remain half-way, suspended
between Heaven and Earth. One can imagine that an observer
whose point of view was such that he did not observe this
duality of planes, and supposed the whole transition to be tak-
ing place on one plane, would have an impression of extreme
confusion, because each of these planes has a logic of its own
which protests loudly at being coupled with that of the other.

As we see, the characteristic feature of the child’s
thinking appears to be a result of the work of two differ-
ent looms, the first of which works on the plane of subjec-
tivity, desires, and whims. Even if Piaget and Claparede
were not mentioning Freud, it would be clear never-
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theless that what we have here 1s the biological concept
attempting to derive the specificity of the child’s psyche
from his biological nature.

The principal conclusion made here by Piaget, and
further developed in his later works, portrays the child’s
life as existing in a dual reality. The first of these realities
corresponds to the child’s original, inherent, and natural
intelligence; the second one appears as a product of the
logical forms of thinking forced upon the child from out-
side. These two realities are incompatible; each has a
logic of its own that “protests loudly” at being coupled
with that of the other. Autistic thought, according to
Piaget, produces its own reality, the reality of a dream.

Then the following question should be answered:
Which one of these two planes of thought, which one
of these two realities, is more important for a child?
Claparéde clearly stated that the subjective plane is the
most important during the first years of life. Piaget, as we
shall see later, adds that our reality is much less real for a
child than his own reality of a dream. Following this line
of argument, one can do nothing but accept that the
child’s soul is a dweller of two worlds, and his thought, to
quote the Russian poet Tiutchev, “struggles at the gates,
as if of a double existence.”

“Does there exist for the child only one reality?” asks
Piaget, “that is to say one supreme reality which 1s a
touchstone of all others (as is the world of the senses for
one adult, the world constructed by science, or even the
invisible world of the mystic for another)? Or does the
child find himself, according as he is in an ego-centric or
in a socialized state of being, in the presence of two
worlds which are equally real, and neither of which suc-
ceeds in supplanting the other? It is obvious that the
second hypothesis is the more probable” (Piaget, 1969, p.
245).

Piaget believes that there may be several realities for
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the child, and these realities may be equally real in turn,
instead of being arranged in a hierarchy, as with us. Dur-
ing the first stage of a child’s development, which lasts
two to three years, reality may be said to be simply and
solely what is desired. Freud'’s “pleasure principle” de-
forms and refashions the world to its liking. The second
stage marks the appearance of two heterogeneous but
equal realities—the world of play and the world of obser-
vation: “Childish play may therefore be said to constitute
an autonomous reality, by which we mean that ‘true’ real-
ity to which it stands in contrast is far less true for the
child than for us” (Piaget, 1969, p. 248).

The latter idea does not belong exclusively to Piaget.
Recently the same thought has been clearly expressed by
Eliasberg in his study of so-called autonomous child
speech.'* Eliasberg comes to the conclusion that the im-
age of the world that appears in language forms does not
correspond to a child’s nature, which reveals itself 1n his
play and drawings. Only through the speech of adults
does a child acquire the categorical forms of subjective
and objective, I and you, here and over there, now and
then—das alles vollig unkindgemass. And, following the
lines of Goethe, Eliasberg claims that two souls live in a
child, the childish one, full of different relations, and the
second one, which emerges under the influence of adults
and experiences the world in categories. Such a conclu-
sion 1s simply the natural outcome of the original view of
social and biological factors as alien to each other.

ViIl

Piaget, thus, suggests a very peculiar theory of socializa-
tion indeed. For one thing, socialization is a force that 15
alien to the child’s nature. Sodialization occurs when the
child’s egocentrism is overridden. The child himself
would never arrive at logical thought: “He enlarges sen-
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sible reality . . . by means of the verbal and magic reality
which he puts on the same plane. These things are not
sufficient in themselves to make the mind feel any need
for verification, since things themselves have been made
by the mind” (Piaget, 1969, p. 203).

To say such a thing means to claim that the external
reality plays no substantial role in the development of a
child’s thought. It is the “collision” of our thought with
the thought of others that engenders doubt and calls for
verification: “If there were not other people, the disap-
pointments of the experience would lead to overcompen-
sation .and dementia. We are constantly hatching an
enormous number of false ideas, conceits, Utopias, mys-
tical 'explanations, suspicions, and megalomaniac fan-
tasies, which disappear when brought into contact with
other people. The social need to share the thought of
others and to communicate our own with success is at the
root of our need for verification. Proof is the outcome of
argument. All this, moreover, is common knowledge for
contemporary psychology” (Piaget, 1969, p. 204).

It is hardly possible to express better the idea that the
need for logical thinking and the search for truth in gen-
eral come from the communication between the con-
sciousness of a child and the consciousness of others. By
its philosophical nature this idea is very close to the doc-
trine of Emile Durkheim and those sociologists who derive
time, space, and reality from the social organization of
human life. It also closely resembles the thesis of Alexan-
der Bogdanov that the objective character of physical re-
ality, as it is present in our experience, is ultimately
verified through the social organization of the experi-
ences of others.'®

There is little doubt that here Piaget’s thought comes
close to that of Ernst Mach, especially if one remembers
Piaget’s position concerning the problem of causality.'®
In this respect Piaget follows Claparéde and his “law of
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consciousness,” which states that the conscious realization
of a problem occurs when the automatic adaptation of
one’s actions fails to achieve its goal: “How did the indi-
vidual ever come to ask questions about cause, aim, or
place, etc? This problem of origins is the same as that of
knowing how the individual gradually came to interest
himself in the cause, the aim, and the place of things, etc.
And there is good reason for believing that his interest
was only directed to these ‘categories’ when his action was
unadapted to one of them. Need creates consciousness,
and the consciousness of cause (or of aim, or of place,
etc.) only arose in the mind when the need was felt for
adaptation in relation to the cause” (Piaget, 1959, p. 228).

When it works within the framework of automatic ad-
aptation the mind does not know categories. The execu-
tion of the automatic act does not contain any problem,
and therefore there is no need for conscious realization.

Following this line of Claparéde’s argument, Piaget
adds that (Piaget, 1959, pp. 229-23())

in a sense, we have gone further along the path of functional

psychology in asserting that the fact of becoming conscious of a
category will alter its actual nature. If, therefore, we accept the
formula “The child is cause long before having any idea of
cause” it must be remembered that we do so only for the sake
of convenience. It is only as 2 concession to language (and one
which if we are not careful will invglve us in a thoroughly
realistic theory of knowledge entirely outside the scope of psy-
chology) that we can talk of “causality” as a relation entrely
independent of the consciousness which may be had of it. Asa
matter of fact, there are as many types of causality as there are
types and degrees of becoming conscious of it. When the child

“is cause,” or acts as though he knew one thing was cause of
another, this, even though he has not consciously realized cau-
sality, is an early type of causality, and, if one wishes, the func-
tional equivalent of causality. Then. when the same child
becomes conscious of the relation in question, this realization,

just because it depends upon the needs and interests of the


http://www.cvisiontech.com

50  Piaget’s Theory of the Child’s Speech and Thought

animistic causality, artificialistic, finalistic, mechanistic (by con-
tact), or dynamic (force), etc. The list of types can never be
considered complete, and the types of relation used nowadays
by adults and scientists are probably only as provisional as
those which have been used by the child and the savage.

Denying the objective character of causality, and other
categories, Piaget assumes the idealistic and psycholo-
gistic position, and advises that the “genetician will there-
fore have to note the appearance and use of these
categories at every stage of intelligence traversed by the
child, and to bring these facts under the functional laws
of thought” (Piaget, 1959, pp. 230-231). Piaget rejects
both scholastic realism and Kantian apriorism, and
praises the position of pragmatic empirists who “have
given to the theory of the categories a turn which it is no
exaggeration to characterize as psychological, since the
task they have set themselves is to define the categories
according to their genesis in the history of thought and to
their progressive use in the history of the sciences”
(Piaget, 1959, p. 230). As we see, Piaget not only takes a
position of subjective idealism, but contradicts his own
data, which, as he admits, may carry him to a realistic
theory of thinking.

It comes as no surprise that in his later studies Piaget
names realism, artificialism, and animism as three major
features of the child’s mentahty (Piaget, 1927). In this
study Piaget made an attempt to find experimental sup-
port for Mach'’s thesis of the lack of an inherent distinc-
tion between physical reality and the psychological
reality. Piaget observed that Mach's thesis in itself is
purely theoretical, and that Baldwin’s “genetic logic” is
also a subjective rather than an experimental concept.
Therefore a new study of the child’s logic may become an
experimental proof of Mach’s formula. Trying to pro-
duce this necessary proof, Piaget ran into a contradiction,
for he portrayed the original state of the child’s mind as a
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realistic one. Developing his argument, Piaget came to
the following formula of the relation between logic and
reality: “Experience forms thought, and thought forms
experience. There is a certain relationship between rea-
son and reality. The problem of this relationship primar-
ily belongs to epistemology, but the same problem also
emerges in genetic psychology as the following: either
the evolution of logic determines the actual categories of
causality, or otherwise actual causality determines logic”
(Piaget, 1927, p. 337).

Piaget pointed out that there is a similarity, even a
certain parallelism, between the actual categories of ex-
perience and those of formal logic. From his point of
view, there exists, for example, not only logical ego-
centrism but also ontological egocentrism. The logical
and ontological categories of a child undergo a parallel
development.

The final statement of Piaget regarding this question is
very cautious. He considers agnosticism, which would al-
low him to remain on the borderline of idealism and
materialism. Actually, however, he rejects the objectivity
of logical categories, thus siding with Mach: “Once we
have established the fact of parallelism of logic and expe-
rience, we have to inquire whether the content of con-
crete thinking determines logical forms, or, probably
otherwise, logical forms determine the content of think-
ing. But in this form the question has no sense; only if we
change ‘logical’ into ‘psychological’ may we acquire a
sensible answer. However, we would refrain from sug-
gesting what kind of answer this can be” (Piaget, 1927, p.
342). '

IX

If we were to summarize the central flaws in Piaget’s
theory, we would have to point out that it is reality and
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the relations between a child and reality that are missed
in his theory. The process of socialization appears as a
direct communication of souls, which is divorced from
the practical activity of a child.

The acquisition of knowledge and logical forms in-
volved are considered as products of the adjustment of
one set of thoughts to another. The practical confronta-
tion with reality plays no role in this process. If left to
himself, a child would develop only delirious thinking.
Reality would never teach him any logic.

This attempt to derive the logical thinking of a child
and his entire development from the pure dialogue of
consciousnesses, which is divorced from practical activity
and which disregards the social practice, is the central
point of Piaget's theory.

In his comments on Hegel's Logic, V. I. Lenin mentions
philosophical and psychological idealistic views that have

much 1n common with those discussed above (Lenin,
1961, p. 190 and p. 217):

When Hegel endeavors—sometimes even huffs and puffs—to
bring man’s purposive acu'vity under the categories of logic,
o that thic acticiry 3 tha ‘cvllAaocicm’ Sbj’ wiccd that the ciiho
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ject {(man) pla)s the role of a ‘member’ in the logical ‘figure’ of
the ‘syllogism,” and so on, then that is not merely stretching a
point, a mere game. This has a very profound, purely materi-
alistic content. It has to be inverted: the practical activity of
man had to lead his consciousness to the repetition of the vari-
ous logical figures thousands of millions of times in order that
these hgures could obtain the significance of axioms. . . . Man’s
practice, repeating itself a thousand million times, becomes
consolidated in man’s consciousness by figures of logic. Pre-
cisely (and only) on account of this thousand-million-fold repe-
tition, these hgures have the stability of a prejudice, an
axiomatic character.

It is no surprise that abstract verbal thought, as Piaget
has shown, is incomprehensible to a child. Communica-
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tion without action remains unintelligible: “Naturally,
when children are playing together, or are all handling
the same material, they understand each other, because,
however elliptical their language may be, it is accom-
panied by gesture and mimicry which is a beginning of
action and serves as an example to the interiocutor. But it
can be questioned whether verbal thought and language
itself are really understood among children, whether in
other words, children understand each other when they
speak without acting. This problem is of fundamental
importance, since it is on the verbal plane that the child
makes the chief effort of adaptation to adult thought and
to the acquisition of logical habits” (Piaget, 1969, pp.
207-208).

This idea, namely, that the acquisition of logical think-
ing comes from the comprehension of verbal thought
that is independent of action, lies at the foundation of
Piaget’s discovery of the lack of understanding among
children. It was Piaget himself who clearly demonstrated
that the logic of action precedes the logic of thought, and
yet he insists that thinking is separated from reality. And
naturally, if the function of thinking is to reflect upon
reality, this actionless thinking appears as a parade of
phantoms and a chorus of shadows rather than the real
thinking of a child. That is why Piaget’s study, which
attempts to supersede the laws of causality by the princi-
ples of development, loses this very notion of develop-
ment. Piaget does not put the specfcity of a child’s
thinking in such a relation to logical thinking as to show
how the latter is evolving in the child’s psyche. On the
contrary, Piaget tries to show how logic penetrates the
child’s thinking, deforms, and finally dislodges it.

It is not surprising, therefore, that to the question
whether a child's logic produces a coherent system,
Piaget answers that the truth must lie between two ex-
tremes: A child reveals the originality of his mental
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organization, but its development depends on
circumstances. Piaget, thus, clearly indicates that the
originality of a child’s thinking is inherent, and does not
appear as a product of development. Development,
therefore, is not self-development, but obeys the “logic”
of circumstance. But where there is no self-development,
there can be no development in a strict sense of this term,
only a dislodging of one form by another.

It is sufhcent to discuss one example to make our
point of view clear. Piaget attempted to show that a
child’s thought is illogical and irrational. But if a child’s
thought 1s exclusively syncretic, then how is it possible for
him to adapt? The same question, some time ago, had
been posed to Lucien Levy-Bruhl in connection with his
theory of primitive alogism.

In the hight of these facts, Piaget’s conclusions call for
clarification concerning two important points. First, the
peculiarities of the child’s thought discussed by Piaget,
such as syncretism, do not extend over quite so large an
area as Piaget believes. We are inclined to think (and our
experiments bear us out) that the child thinks syncreti-
cally in matters of which he has no knowledge or experi-
ence but does not resort to syncretism in relation to
familiar things or things within easy reach of practical
checking—and the number of these things depends on
the method of education. Also, within syncreusm itself
we must expect to find some precursors of the future
causal conceptions that Piaget himself mentions in pass-
ing. The syncretic schemata themselves, despite their
fluctuations, lead the child gradually toward adaptation;
their usefulness must not be underrated. Sooner or later,
through strict selection, reduction, and mutual adapta-
tion, they will be sharpened into excellent tools of investi-
gation in areas where hypotheses are of use.

The second point calling for reappraisal and limitation
is the applicability of Piaget’s findings to children in gen-
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eral. His experiments led him to believe that the child was
impervious to experience. Piaget draws an analogy that
we find illuminating: Primitive man, he says, learns from
experience only in a few special, limited cases of practical
activity—and he cites as examples of these rare cases ag-
riculture, hunting, and manufacturing: “But even this
momentary and partial contact with facts does not react
in any way upon the orientation of [primitive man’s]
thought. This applies even more strongly to the child.
.. .” (Piaget, 1969, p. 203).

We would not call agriculture and hunting negligible
contacts with reality in the case of primitive man; they are
practically his whole existence. Piaget’s view may hold
true for the particular group of children he studied, but
it is not of unmiversal significance. He himself tells us the
cause of the special quality of thinking he observed in his
children: “On the contrary, the child never really comes
into contact with things because he does not work. He
plays with them, or simply believes them without trying
to find the truth” (Piaget, 1969, p. 203).

The developmental uniformities established by Piaget
apply to the given milieu, under the conditions of Piaget’s
study. They are not laws of nature, but are historically
and socially determined. Piaget has already been
criticized by Stern for his failure sufhiciently to take into
account the importance of the social situation and milieu.
Whether the child