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A dialogue on the
and work of renowned

psychologist/methodologist
Lev Vygotsky

by Lois Holzman

oAt the 1989 gnnual meeting of the American Edu-
cational Research Association in San Francisco, af-
tended by over 8,000 educators, psychologists, an-
thropologists and other social scientists, three sym-
posia on the topic, “Extending Viygotsky: Culture,
Cognition and Communication,” stood out among
the over 500 sessions presented. Hundreds of people
— somé.hearing for the first time about Lev
Viygotsky, the Marxist Soviet psychologist and
methodologist who lived and worked in the 1920s
avid-30s;-and. others who were themselves involved
in ‘Vygotskian research. — f}t:emﬁd these sespsggr;ts_,
sponsoreid. by of all: groups, sociation’s P :
Special IntfgestafGrof;w What motivated Piagetian
researchers:¥o move to — or at least provide-an

life

opening for — Vygotskian researchers, particularly

given that Piaget and Vygotsky in some ways repre-

sent fundamentally diffevent views and approaches

to education and its. relationship to human develop-
ment?

oPart of the American Psychological Association's. -
1989 Annual Conference (attended by-cver 14,000
psychologists) was a mini-conference onscience.in-
tended for the public and psychologists to get an in-
troduction. to topics outside their fields of - .
specialization. One of the speakers was, Professor
Barbara- Rogoff from the Unipersity-of Utah,. a lead-
ing Vygotskian researcher and co-editor (with Jean
Lave) -of Everyday cognition: lts development in.

-

social context, one of several scholarly books on
Viygotskian research that were published in 1989-90.

ol September 1989 “Vygotsky in Harlem: The -
Barbara Taylor School,” appeared in Jeugd en ~- .
samenleving, a leading Dutch journal for profes- -
sionals working with young. people. Written by
Siebren Miedema.and Gert Biesta, educational .
researchers gt the Lintversity-of Leiden: ;
erlands, it was based on ther 1988 vis
Barbara Taylor School, the six year-old ind
elementary school that s a laboratory iV,
practice. ‘
sin June 1989 Valerie Walkerding, a lea
tonal researcher in the Marxist-ferninis
and co-editor (with John Broughton of Tt -
College, Columbia University and David Trigleby
the University of Utrecht, the Netherlinds)-of i :
ies of undergraduate texts in Critical Psych
published by the London-based Routleige,
Ered Newpman ared, myself to discuss our @
book on Vygotsky for the series, Entitled:’
Vygotsky — Revolutionary Seigntist:th
set to come ouf in 1991, RRE
Was 1989 — the year of profound polit
heaval the world over, the-transformatiorsd
perestroika gand glasnost into mass surg
mocracy.in Eastern Europe, the deith of. Ei
communism. exposing the faiture of revisi
tics to create “the new man” — the birth 6fithe
Viygotsky movement as well? I
I think so. As a Marxist activist and developmen-.
tal psychologist who has been a “Vygotskian™f

fpritesd.
the past fifteen years (roughly from the beginning
of Vygotskian research in the UIS), 1 believe we are
in the midst of the development of a significant in-
ternational scientific/political movement; that there
is now something that can legitimately be called -
“the Vygotsky movement.” What is this movement?
What is it about? Who are the people building it?
What are their activities? What political, cultural
and scientific conditions are producing it? Where is
it going? . .

The following discussion is based on interviews |
conducted in the Spring of 1990 with eight
Vygotskian researchers and scholars from arotind.:.-+
the world. In doing research for Lev Vygotsky =+
Revolutionary Scientist, I had discussions toith. »
many people whose work is on the cuttingedge of . »
Vygotskian scholarship. I realized thatwhat they ., ;
were saying to me about the social, political and.., .
scientific location of Vygotsky's and their otwn work,.
rarely got into print or public presentations — and
it was at least as inferesting as the detailed ve-,, . .
search that was published! I wongdered if these
leagues had ever spoken to each other about,suc
things, and wanted to give them the, opportunify. to
do 50 in the pages of Practice. The, following dis- . |
cussion, although it reads as one continuous, mk
view, was produced by interviewing-each, person
separately, transcribing and editing the intervien
and then excerpting and juxtaposing majo
of each fo create the dialogue. which, fo

Those interviewed are: David Bal
ford-educated philosopher currenily at Queens’ ;

i

University in Ontario; Guillérmg, Blan, Ps}ﬁ"‘:iiti'i
atrist, University of Buenos, Aires, Argen b
Mariane Hedegaard, .educational ps it iy cal
University of Aarhus, Denmark; Da sk,
historian, Northwestern Univexsity, Eua b ot
IMlinois; Christine LaCerva, education dir ct%gf}& y

Barbara Taylor School, Harlem, New YOTK;(giebr_en .
Miedeériva, educational researcher; Lrivers

fppclort
Leiden, the Netherlands: Luis' Moll educatiorial 4OV,
psychologist, University of Arizons; Tucsony/Arizode,
na;;and James Wertsch, psychologist-linguist.andity
chair, Psychology: Department, Clark Universit? =xi
Worcester, Massachusetts. A.listinigiof relevanh s, -
works by these scholarsiappears ab the.end lof thewy
interview, along with other suggested readingsbystrs
Vygotsky. T
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Lois Holzman: Could you tell us a bit about your
background? How did you get involved in
Vygotsky and Vygotskian work?

Luis Moll: In graduate school in educational psy-
chology I got interested — not in Vygotsky be-
cause you know how little known Vygotsky's
ideas were in graduate school except possibly in
special ed -— but in Michael Cole’s and his col-
leagues’ work in cross-cultural research through
a course in anthropology. I thought there were
possibilities of using some of those ideas in edu-
cation, especially the education of minority kids.
1 contacted Mike and went to the lab [Rockefel-
ler University, ed] as a doctoral student.

The year 1977-78, when I was writing my dis-
sertation at the lab in New York, coincided with
the publication of Mind in Society. ] started read-
ing Vygotsky and thinking that those ideas and
the interest I was developing in ethnographic
work — both ethnographic work in the tradi-
tional sense and the classroom ethnographies of
Mehan, McDermott and others — could be re-
lated. That was how | started to become interest-
ed in Vygotsky’s work — through my interest
in educational research, ethnographic work in
particular.

Holzman: How has it progressed? How wouid
you describe your work now?

Moll:  continued developing the qualitative an-
gle and departing more and more from my train-
ing. Shortly after 1 graduated I did some work in
Los Angeles and then went to San Diego and
joined Michael Cole’s lab there, continued doing
educational research in the classroom and com-
munity and reading more. Being at a place -

12

where Vygotsky was so important and being in-
volved in research helped in making connec-
tions and elaborating my understanding. So it
was directly through the involvment in research.

Christine LaCerva: I first heard of Vygotsky in
graduate school at Teachers College, Columbia
University. It was a class on human develop-
ment with a focus on the philosophy of science.
The professor concentrated on Thomas Kuhn's
work examining paradigm shifts in the history
of science. We studied the work of Piaget and
Vygotsky — how they understood learning and
development, human behavior and their impact
on the scientific community. We read Mind in So-
ciety and excerpts from Thought and Language. It
was difficult reading — intellectually demand-
ing. I loved it. I felt that Vygotsky’s method, the
whole social-historical approach to develop-
ment, was in contrast to Kuhn's work. I wasn't
fully able to articulate this at the ime — all the
material was very new tome — butThada
strong sense that Vygotsky was a Marxist
methodologist and Marxism, I thought, was
anti-paradigmatic! In contrast to Piaget,

whom I found rigid and overdetermined

by categories, Vygotsky was talking about hu-
man beings in the process of change. As an edu-
cator this was exciting and fascinating to me. It
was counter to my experience of the social sci-
erices - diagnosing, labeling and objectifying
people in order to “help” them. At the same time
I'was beginning to learn about social therapy
which is influenced by Vygotsky’s work. I was
participating in group therapy.at the Institute for
Social Therapy and Research, learning how to
build environments that were non-abusive and
non-repressive — where people could get help
with their emotional problems. I could-sense the
link between Vygotsky and social therapy. In the
therapy people were related to as producers of
change — there was no diagnosis. I learned
through my participation that emotionality and
learning were social — that one’s emotional life
is something one produces with other people.

Holzman: And you found Vygotsky's work dealt
with these issues?

LaCerva: At the time, I was a special education
teacher working with deaf adolescents. I began
to apply what I was learning in the classroom to
do learning in a different way. Even though 1
didn't quite know what 1 was doing when I
started, I could see thatit was very powerful. ]
began to see learning as an activity of production
and to use everything available — my own histo-
ry, the students’ race and class differences,
emotionality, even the hurmniliation of being deaf
and isolated — as a force of productien.

Vygotsky and social therapy opened up all
kinds of possibilities of what we could do. Stu-
dents who you would think would be at the bot-
tom of the barrel were the ones who would par-
ticipate the most and provide leadership on how
we were-doing learning. Ikept asking the kids —
how should we do this? How can we build the
conditions 50 everyone canlearn? They became
methodologists themselves.

1 think in many ways I could practice this new
methodology much better than 1 could articulate:
what I was doing;: I was self-consiously using my
new understanding of learning as.social, the
zone of proximal development, learning in ad-
vance of children’s developmental levei but
couldn't grasp the totality of what I was doing —
I was alienated from my own process of produc-
tion! As teachers we're trained to focus on the
product, not the activity of production.

Changing how we produced learning in the
classroom reorganized the totality of what was
going on there. Using the specific histories of my
students to build collectivity was very radical.
Again, | didn’t understand how it worked. I just
knew that it worked. The students’ reading
scores went ip-two to three grade levels. Kids

who couldn’t write a sentence were working to-
gether to write three paragraph essays. It was a
struggle for me not to view this as some magical
process but as a new educational science, What
was critical was that ] siopped focusing on the in-
dividual to begin to build a collective zone of
proximal development. It seemed like a contra-
diction to me at the time. People said, “But if you
relate to the collective, you don't care about the
individual kids. Special Education is supposed to
be individualized educational programming.” In
fact, what [ began to find was that the more atten-
tion [ paid to building the group, the more I was
able to use the strengths of the individual stu-
dents instead of responding to their weaknesses.
Vygotsky was a way out of the nightmare of
special ed classrooms. I could not have contin-
ued on with my traditional training. I found it
oppressive. Vygotsky gave me the tools to de-

_ velop new possibilities.

David Bakhurst: It goes back to the days when 1
was an undergraduate student in England study-
ing philosophy and Russian. These subjects
were taught in complete jsolation from one
another. So 1 set out to try to put the iwo togeth-
er to see what there was of interest in the Rus-
sian, particularly the Soviet, philosophical tradi-
tion. In the course of trying to find out some-
thing about that I went to the USSR and met a
philosopher who struck me as extraordinarily
interesting, 2 man called Felix Mikhailov who
was much more interesting than anything I had
read previously of Soviet philosophers, which
had been just the standard Marxist-Leninist text-
book orthodoxy. This was 1980. On the strength
of the discussion with Mikhailov and reading his
book (The Riddle of the Self) 1 resolved to go back
to Moscow for a long peried in order to pursue
the things we had been talking about. During
1982-3 Mikhailov introduced. me to a lot of very
interesting people.

It seemed to me there were three camps in So-
viet philosophy. One was the philesophical es-
tablishment — orthodox Marxist-Leninist and
holding mest of the positions of power in the ac-
ademic world. Then there were philosophirs
who sort of rebelled against that by looking to
the West and turning to the Anglo American
philosophical tradition for a richer framework
than anything that the orthodoxy could provide.
The third group one might call critical Marxists.
They were descendant of the German classical
tradition in philosophy — very much Hegelian
Marxists — and they were in a very uneasy rela-
tionship with the philosophical'establishment.
They were too Marxist for those who were
guardians of the-credo.

Holzman: You said they were Hegelian and alse
too Marxist?

Bakhurst: Yes. There's a certain species of ‘
Marxism which thinks'Marx owes a tremendous
debt to Hegel, particularly in relation to methiod-
ology. There’s a section in my thesis on “the dia-
lectics of the abstract and the concrete” which is
all about philosophical methed, something '
which the Hegelian Marxists think is tremen-
dously important. You have to understand the -
dialectic as away of conceiving of philosophical
method and its relation to science, whichis sim-
ply absent from the'orthodoxy.

Finding that there was anintelleéctual culture
that was very much alive in Mascow, I tried to
find a way into it because it’s one which is sus-
tainéd by an oral culture as much as by pub-
lished philosophical writings. And it seemed
that a good way into this culture was to focus on
a philosopher who was well thought ofamong
this group (although they wouldn’t conceive of
themselves as a group). One philosopher,
Tlyenkov, was tremendously important, and 1 re-
solved to try and write an account of the Soviet




philosophical tradition which was focuséd 6n
him because [ thouglit v Ty important things -
were broughttogether inhis'work, One'of the
th conceptioriof the'mind
10 Vygotsky or at least to
those trained within thé Riissian intelle¢tiial cul

ture of which Vygotsky is an excellent represent- '

ative. That's whyI feltinorder to understand.

Ilyenkov.Thad to understand the Soviet psycho— :

logical tradition: wl‘uch"I beheve mformed ‘his
work.. B

It’s very. dlfﬁcult to trace the’ lmeage ofall
these, scholars because Soviet, writers,, desplte ‘
their 1nsnstence upon, I'ustory as paramount.to.

any discipline; never write their own history be- N

cause of the political difficulties in so doing. To
write history, to critically confront the past, was
difficult to do.in the Soviet Union. unt11 very.re-
cently. So you find in Tlyenkov no references to
debates of the 30s even though, in my view, his
work reproduces many of the central themes
which were discussed in those years — includ-
ing Vygotskian psychology. 50 it's very difficult
to say if Ilyenkov is a direct disdple of Vygotsky
or whether both of them are expressions of a
certain kind of Marxist tradition which runs
through the Soviet philosophical and pyscho-
logical traditions. They are both derived from
the same source and hence the similarity or the
complementarity of their views is not a question
of one mﬂuencmg the other but of both being
immersed'in the same base. 5o that’s what led
me to Vygotsky.

In Vygotsky théreare a lot of the details con-
cerning issués Ilyenkov-deals with. You find in
Ilyenkov; for example, a commitment to a certain
kind of theory of thé inind, one in'which the idea
of the mind as Ssocially constituted is paramount,
and you find certain kinds of philosophical argu-
ment which suggest that that's the way you have
to go. But you don't find, as it were, the details of
what such a theory would look like if you wan-
ted to be a psychologist. In Vygotsky you do.
Hence, there's a very interesting complementari-

ty between Ilyenkovand Vygotsky; in some re-

spects, llyerkgvprovides some philosophical
guns and Vygotsky complements that with some
fine detail, suchias there is.

Holzman: Both of them, as Marxists, would take
learning and development to be social since ev-
erything is socially constructed. What Vygotsky
did was gjve some details about how you go
about showmg the mechanisms of the social-
ness,and then he actually did:illustrate some of
the mechanisms in relation to learning and de-
velopment,in relation to language and
thought. ..

Bakhurst: Yes, that’s a way of seeing it. Much
current-philesophy and psychology still works
in a-framework from the 18th century; there are
some-whomight find it difficult to-take the idea
of our sodial being seriously. llyenkov repre-
senits oneof many voices seeking to rethink the
philéséphical framework in-which weneed to
think:about what it is to be a person, what itis.to
have amind, what it is to have thoughts, and so
on. To acertain extenit, that's-also Vygotsky's
project; buttheir orientations are rather differ-
ent. Lhate:to-say ore's philosophical since psy-
chologyis philosophical,and, further, thatisina

- sense to use categories which neithier of them

would.adhere tg, but....

I think Ilyenkov’s agenda was to revise
Marxism after Stalin. He -was writing in a post-
Stalin.period, and in the 60s there was a very
brief revival within the Soviet tradition, with a
new generation of Soviet philosophers getting
back to Marx. In the course of that llyenkov

“veinvented” certain aspects of the Soviet philo-
sophxcal tradition which were suppressed dur- -

.ing the Stalin period. One of them isthe extent -

ito; whic:h Marx’s method owes a debt to Hegel,..
another is the extent to which the theory of

objectification had to be 4 central part- of a Marx-
ist theory of culture; and another is the idea of
the individual as socially constituted. All of those
things were around throuighout the Soviet tradi-
tion but as slogans ot mere assertions, whereas
Ilyenkov’s point of view was to give them real
philosophical content. 56 that’s what he engages.
In the course of that, he made some philosophi:
cal moves which were very congenial to
Vygotsky.

Guillermo Blanck: I finished my university
studies at the University of Buenos Airesasa
physician and durmg my college years I prac-

+ ticed in the city’s psychiatric hospitals. So my
; first approach — that I continue to this day -

was working in psychlatry‘ mainly psycho-
therapy, something that you could call cognitive
behavior modification, That is one part of my sci-
entific life. The other is my interest in the theo-
retical aspects of psychology. I have been work-
ing in that for perhaps the last 20 years, My ap-
proach was to study all the different schools in
psychology and its history. Among them I found
the historical-cultural approach of Vygotsky,
mainly through the work of Luria at the end of
the 60s. Later 1 started to study Vygotsky's work.
Now I have read almost all his work.

Holzman: In Russian?

Blanck: I can handle Russian a little bit, but I
have almaost all his work translated for me into
Spanish. I'have reached some conclusions about
psychology that are very similar to the ones
Vygotsky arrived at (I'm not trying to compare
myself to Vygotsky, of course — he was a ge-
nius). | always thought that psychology was a
great mess, that there is no clarity at all about its
task, its subject, its method, etc. When I read
Vygotsky’s “The historical meaning of the crisis
of psychology,” I'realized that for years I thought
more or lessthe same things that he had written
50 years ago, e.g% the necessity of a theoretical
framework that can embrace all the available
knowledge in psychology.

In 1984 I presented a paper in English at the ~
International Congress of Psychology held in
Acapulco, where 1 defended Vygotsky's system
as the most valuable theoretical framework for
psychology. It was the 50th anniversary of
Vygotsky's death. Vera John-Steiner and I or-
ganized a symposium in honor of Vygotsky for

. which I published a book I had edited especially

for the event, containing about 100 pages of my
writing and famous articles by Toulmin, Cole
and others, and even some Argentinians. I be-
lieve itwas the first book — at least in the West-
ern world — covering all the different aspects of
Vygotsky’s theory. Later came much better
books — more sophisticated and profound —
but they didn’t cover the whole of Vygotsky's
waork. The forthcoming book by Rene van.der
Veer and Jan Valsinar will be the most complete
of all.

In the 80s, I was chairman at the Undversity of
Maoron, taught Vygotsky there for five years and
wrote a lot'of articles and chapters about
Vygotsky. In 1989, I was named chairperson of a
Vygotsky postgraduate seminar.at the Universi-
ty of Buenas Aires, in the department of edica-
tion. This was an itnportant seminar in Argenti-
na, the first one about Vygotsky in my country.
Now there are more.

Holzman: Is Vygotsky s work becornmg more
popularin Argentina? -

Blanck: What is popular in Argentinanow is to-
try to regulate what kind-of streets we are going
down into hell! Péople are very worried about -
other things: But yes, Vygotsky is'aHit more pop-
ular. Piagetisthe most l.mportant viewin the

field of educatmn, but Vygotsky 15 entermg w1th
great strength :

Manane Hedegaard Iread Vygotsky ina course
in developmental psychology in Copenhagen in

“He rejected the methodology
and results of Freud, but he
held in bigh esteem the kind of
work. Freud was doing.”

— Guillermo Blanck
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1965 and found him central to my interests in
the development of thinking and knowledge.
Later on, as I became more focused on the edu-
cational aspects of these developments, I was in-
troduced to the work of Daviydov on teaching
mathematics. The translatons of Vygotsky at,
that time were 50 selective; I could see that
someéthing was there, but there were so many
gaps, especially concerning practice. In Davydov
I found the practice. Then I could go back to
Vygotsky and get much more out of it. Vygotsky
laid everything out but very generally; Davydov
heiped me see what wasin Vygotsky.

David Joravsky: For me, ‘as an historian interest-
ed in the history of ideas, séience is a testing
ground. I've been studying the history of 20th
century science for a long time. I wanted to ex-
amine the inflilefice Marxism had on the Russian
Revolution and vice versa. In the course of in-
vestigaﬁng the conflict among Soviet phﬂosophers
in the 1920s-30s, I found they were arguing

quite a lot about natural'science_1'd written
extensively on the conflict between science at

large and the ideological establishment, focusing .

on the naturdl'sciences - the Lysenko affair for
example, Then there was the question of how it
was that the establishment was throwing sup-
port to Pavlov even though Pavlovian ideas
were out of step with science atlarge.

I approach Vygotsky from the historical view, .

placing himn in the context of Russian history, to
get a picture of what he and others were doing
both before and after the revolution. ] found that
both his literary criticism and-his Marxism have
been ignored for the most part.

Jim Wertsch: I had a Jong term interest in-the So-
viet Union and Russia even when I was a-kid. ..
Holzman: Whete did that come from?

Wertsch: Probably.from S‘p.utnik,l‘ dén’t_ know;
there is no family connection.l.was amid-west-
ern WASP on a farmuso there were.no Russians
within a hundred: miles. ButLdid have aninter-.
est in the Soviet Union, I learned a little Russian
when ] was a kid, and I took Russianas an undez-

graduate. But my interest developed mostly after -

that.  first went to the Soviet Unionin 1967.as a
tourist. For.my last year of graduate.school 1 got
a fellowship to study.there,— it was for social

scientistsnot Soviet specialists.«~ and thenaju- . '

nior faculty exchange for the year 197576,

which was.my firstlong stay in Moscow.T've - .

gone back justaboutevery.year since. . L
In 75 and. 76 my. advisor: in Moscow: was Alexei

Leont’ev, With Michdel [Cole}'s.help.and other

connections:that year I met.Luria.and I worked.a .
lot with him. Lalsgumet.Zinchenko, Zaporozhets . .

and El'’Konin,;the whole group. Thenext year, at -
Luria’s request, I returned but unfortunately he
died amenth beforel got there. Theanore .
talked with.all these guys, the mare central
Vygotsky became,in understanding what they . .
were doing. So 1 moved more and more into .
looking at Vygotsky's workand translatmg it,
reading it, collectingt. , ., :

Holzman: What was' your‘attracnon to. that work
as apsycholinguist? . v v

Wertsch I started oiit aga Psy¢ ho]mgulst but.,

dur:.ng that '75-'76 year I realized that there was f

this missing link that we kiiew very”httle about,

and that was dctivity. So, it was dunng that year '

that I started translating all those plec:es that
came out in. TheConcept of AcKuity 1. SovretPsy-
chology. It is more typical to start oist:wvith:.
Vygotsky.and movetoaetivity — Ikind-of dld
the. oppo site. But, the more Lwer

era‘mre, semlohc mey..

been apprecnated by

T in the m1d5t of a ”Vygofsky revwal" forithe tast -
. y 9

Vygotsky after that. "

There were a lot of really worId class 5
in that generation of peaple, but readmg
Vygotsky is just a different experienge, it aly
was for me. This guy justalways has somy 'thlng_
to say, even when he seems to be Saylng e e
same thing. , e

Holzman: I know, I feei the same way srikis

Wertsch:: He certainly had a stronger’ mtellectual
mystique for me at that point as well. Again, it
might have had to do with my own background
being in ladguage. It became a major-attraction ™
to try to ¢ome into contact with such a'fantastic’
mind. It was always teaching yousormething in-
print, in this dead print way even, létalone if you "
would have met him. That really just pulled mé* *
in, in a way that made rie focus on him fora long
time. 1 feel more that way about Bahltin now. It's
not that Vygotsky’s less smart than I thought but *
there’s just so much you can do with one figure: !
Bahktin now for me has the same kind of mys-
tique, I guess.

Siebren Miedema: I'm not a Vygotsky. expert. I
haven't gone in depth into hiswork. I've read a
little of his work and some about Vygotsky that
has to do with the:work that my colleague Rene
van der Veer — he is one of the- Vygotsky,exs,
perts in the Netherlands — is doing. Jam mter—
ested in Vygotsky.and pedagogy, in the hn.kage
between developmental psychelogy.and peda-
gogical aspects of the work of Vygotsky in rela-
tion to critical pedagogy. How do his ideas — in

e
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fit in with the critlcal pedagoglcal schemes and
how can they be used? I think-— if Tam under:
standing him right — you have to focus on the
individual child more from a developmental
psychological view and you have to place the .
child in the political, eultural; societal environ-

_ ment. You.can't talk about doing research about

children without taking into account the cultural,
societal, ecoromi, pohhcal environment in |
which the chiid is growmg up. There are these
two emphases

Against all these test movements whlchrcom-
pare, children thhlots of, otherchﬂdren Ithink
Vygotsky makes it quite cleax that there ismoth-
ing wrong with testing as such, but you can't say

"~ anything adéquate abouit children when you are’ *

only coniparing a certaif child with other chil-

* drenand puttitig childrén on 4 statistical range.

What is of greater'interest igthe social, €lltural

" situation in relation'to the ¢hild r children, to™ - -

their past or biography; atid how we'can'make a -
link between‘the’ chﬂdrenand know their:
developmental possibilities < tracing'back the”
lines of the past and putting the lines out to' the
future: . ;
Ifyou follow Vygotsky in. stressmg thex cultural
environment,the political; societal environment, ..
interaction and.language; then youwcould never.
speak as ] justdid whenl talked about this “indi-+.
vidual” child: You-always have-to say-somethings.
aboutthe cultuzalpolitical situation, and:what;:.
the economic possibilities are for thesechildren:, :
to grow up;whattheboundaries placed bythe: s
polirical-,x societal enyironmentare whichstand . ..

" inthe way of these-childrengrowinguptobe:; .+

people who can autonomously and-freelyitake ;.- -
partin life:and make thedecisions they wantin a- ,
political:and personal sense. . w1

. Holzman: It seems pretty clearthat we've- been -
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What is this revival aboyt? What 164 ‘uptoiit?
Where is it gmng? Which lead o tworother

queshcms Onehastodd:
out of tl'us revi i

Tsee coming
evelo oed de-

. hange
frory Idokmga gotsky iff ferms of categories
— Was HeaMarxist, m psyc’hologtst thana .

in His Bwt- nght While tl'texgebate is §till often
framed as “Was he a this or a that, a Marxist, a
Leninist;” etc. there'seemsto beisométhing
more-emerging. A contributioni:David Joravsky
makes is thatheids trying to:getat-whe Mygotsky
was, while some.of te earlier workiinsistson
categorizing him. Do yousee it thatway?"
. Bakhurst: I'think what you say is very fair. I
think in part it's simply a consequiézdé&of our de-
veloping understandirig of Vygo'tsk’y and his
world. Lock at the situation in which Vygotsky
was brought to the West: he was brought ata
time in which his own works had just been re-
published in the Soviet Union after being black-
listed from 1936-56. When he first appeared in
the West he appeared as a very mysterious fig-
ure and the work had to be packaged for West-
ern audiences. The first edition of Thought and
Language was heavily cut; in retrospect, one
could look back and say, “How silly — didn’t
they realize thatall this methodology was not
bullshit; it was actuzally somehow-essential to the
work.” But on the other hand, you could sort of
understand howthat came about. Vygotsky was
known by that first Thought and Language for a
long time; it wasn’t until 1978 that Mind in Society
and a few more articles were published. If you
think of that situatien, what natiralguestions are
there to ask in order to challézze whatever con-
ception itis thatis emerging? This guyis'writing
in the aftermath of the Russian Revolutior, an in-
credibly fertile time, at least in the early part of
his career, and that doesn't seem to be presentin
these works, He looks more like someone whi's
arguing with Piaget to some extertt and speaking
to a debate which is very familiar tous — that's
prima facie grounds to believe that wehaven't got
it right — where’s the Mamism? It was cut out of
the original version.

Wertsch: I think what benefited people like you,
Lois, and me ten years ago was not just that
Vygotsky was a genius and that we discovered
him, but that we discovered him at an opportune
time. Because in psychology there was, at least at
a theoretical level, increasing recognition that in-
dividualism really pulls you down certain paths
from which you can't answer questicns, More
specifically, for example, in response to Chom-
sky’s kind of Cartesian, nativist claims about
strong linguistic hypotheses, there was the litera-
ture on mother-child interaction showing that in
fact language is not a messy corpus that the kid
“runs into”; its hypotheses need not be that
strong in order for a child to sort out the appro-
priate well-formed utterances. The Piagetian
paradigm was also running into problems in are-
as of cognitive devélopment. Piaget had identi-
fied social correlatés of cognitive development,
but Vygotsky represented 2 quite different view
on it. ] think that as soon as those things started
to open up a little bit, to make room for a new
demand, a new perspective, Vygotsky appeared
onthe scene, And Vygotsky just makes a lot
more sense and gives a lot more hope — to peo-
ple in teaching and in clinical work for example
— than do these other theories. Teachers hear
Vygotsky and say, “Yes, that's what goes on; now
I see'why it works; and there I was trying to ™
teach g Piagetian curriculam.”

Ifanything, Piagetian curriculum, at leastin
Arnericarrhands, tends to be kind of a pessimis-
ti¢ outlook. There’s nothing you can do ‘til the
kids-are ready and if they're not, then there is
nothing you can do ever, It can be summed up in

a nice thing Nikolaevich Alexei Leont’ev once
told Urie Bronfenbrenner; 11l paraphrase: “The
frouble with you Americans is you're enly trying
to determine where the kid has been, and we're
trying to figure out where the kid can go.” That's
what Vygotsky was after. Vygotsky reallyisa
critic of nativist assurnptions and the kind of ge-
netic epistermnology that at feast an American in-
terpretation of Plaget adheres to. So one of the
major reasons for its sprouting ten years ago,
with things like the publication of Mind in Society,
is that-we were ready for a change, we were
looking for something, The same attempt at pub-
lishing, the same group of people, might have
had much less impact at a different time.

I don’t think it had that much to do with the
60s; we were already too far past it at that time. If
anything — it’s ironic — we were moving intoa
more coriservative time when Vygotsky became
popular, There is, as you just said, a eritical mass
that has been building, but then, this explosion
— I think it's kind of a delayed one — people
saw a space to really get going. You're falking
about Soviet emigres, for one thing, like Alex
Kozulin and Jan Valsinar. They saw the accept-
ance of the earlier versions of Vygotsky’s book
and took advantage of it.

Moll: Frankly, I'm baffled. Almost the opposite
occurred to me. | was so immersed — putting
together my book {Vygotsky and Education, ed]
and frying to understand the social-historical
school, as well as my own research — that
when [ went to other places to talk [ was always
surprised that no one knew what the hell  was
talking about, and very few people had read
Vygotsky. Being in San Diego you tend to as-
sume — erronecusly of course — that a lot of
people are reading Vygotsky. So I'm still not
sure there’s been a proliferation of the ideas and
the work.

In my own area of research there’s not so
much a shift as an increase in ethnographic and
other qualitative methods, and researchers in
that vein are attracted to some of the Vygotskian
processes — his ernphasis on the importance of
social relationships, social interactions — so that
it becomes a nice match to the work you're al-
ready doing. Now that is both an advantage, be-
cause you become interested in this research,
and a disadvantage, because 1 think many
researchers are using Vygotsky in the way that
Vygotsky criticized; many writers are using
Vygotsky as sort of a tag on because it relates to
something they're doing and they can go on.

There are also the specific social conditions. In
my case it's easy to pinpoint. I'm'interested in the
education of Latino students. The kids and their
families are at the bottom of the social order. So
that when we seek interpretations of what's go-
ing onin school we always want to look beyond
the classroom and beyond the school to the
broader social conditions to try to make sense of
what we're studying. In my case, these are the
specific conditions that make Vygotsky attrac-
fve.

Now in the field in general, if there isindeed a
proliferation, what broader social-historical fac-
tors contributed to that — I'm really at a loss.
Joan Simon from Great Britain, who was one of
the first ones to make Vygotsky available to the
British; wrote areview of [irn Wertsch's bool
FVygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind, ed) and
started:out by asking the very same question,

“Why is this guy — a Marxist psychologist —#
becoming so popular in the US of all pIace:.? ’
There’s really no satisfactory answer.

Holzman: Using Vygotsky as a tag onisawa
keep going in the direction you're'g
making a radical change. Qualitative:
have entered psychology and
tations, The international politi
changing so rapidly. All those'

Vygotsky cri

“I think many wrilers are
using Vygotsky in the way -
ticized; many
writers are using Vygotsky as
sort of a tag on because it
relates to something they’re
doing.”

— Luis Moll
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about Vygolsky is bis passion
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Jor critigue.

— David Bakhurst

were used to thinking in are meaningless. Here
is this very influential psychologist and you
don't have to address whether he was a Marxist,
and what it means to be one no longeris the
same, so you don't have to feel like you're atta-
ched to him. At the same time if youre really in-
terested in social change, then looking to the So-
viets and Marxists is OK too. It just feels like
there’s a more free climate.

Moll: We could also think of a scenario where
those changes would move people away from
Vygotsky's work. [ think many Soviet psycholo-
gists are attracted to American psychology; it
really has a lot of status in the Soviet Unjon. I
would think that the current changes could raise
the relevancy of incorporating Vygotsky.

Holzman: You mean in the Soviet Union or
here?

Moll: Even here. Like the interpretation of the
failure of Marxsm. “Why should I bother with
a guy who based a lot of his work on the writ-
ings of Marx?”

Holzman: How do you feel about that?

Moll: That's probably nonsense. When I push
Vygotsky I find that at first people don't know
whao he is. Then when they hear he's a Soviet
psychologist I think many people turn off.
“Who are you kidding?” But that may be an
erroneous perception on my part.

Holzman: You said that it was nonsense in terms
of how people respond. What about in terms of
your own work?

Moll: Well, in my own work and within my own
community his work is more relevant than ever.
Especially for those of us doing research in edu-
cation where it's impossible to divorce research
in education from the broader social conditions.
Although it's done all the time! I think we need
to go with the methodological challenge to ex-
plore those relationships. It's absurd to think of
education without thinking of broader social fac-
tors. Or to think of changes in education or out-
comes in education without thinking of changes
in education or outcomes in education for what
and for whose benefit.

Holzman: Uh huh. Do you find in Vygotsky a
methodological direction?

Moll: To some extentyes. For example, we're al-
ways interested in provoking change in instruc-
tional practice, and in making resources availa-
ble to the kids to enter new activities, an idea not
dissimjlar to the basic experimental method of
Vygotsky and an idea reminiscent of the zone of
proximal development, especially the relation-
ship between social resources and development.
So that, to an extent yes. To an extent, no, be-
cause we're doing work in domains that Vygot-
sky never did. For example, our research in
households and social networks that connect
households with each other, in the community,
and how knowledge is obtained and developed
in both situations and how it'’s shared and dis-
tributed among households and within the
household. Of course that's a domain of work
that neither Vygotsky nor any of his colleagues
to my knowledge did; it’s an area where we're
trying to use his ideas in a way that's sound;
we're trying to break new ground.

Holzman: In some ways that’s similar to what
we're doing in social therapy. I mean Vygotsky
never talked about emotional problems or thera-
peutic waork, yet his methodology is extremely
useful to us. One way to articulate the relation-
ship between Vygotsky and social therapy is
that, growing out of Fred Newman's interest in
emotions, thoughts, ete,, his expertise in meth-
odology and philosophy of science, and his com-
mitment as a Marxist activist to practical-critical
activity, social-therapeutic practice developed
successfully over a 15 year perjiod. Even in its
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early days, we had a pretty good sense of what
“pathology” is. Vygotsky, some 50 years earlier,
had made some fascinating breakthroughs about
what the “normal mind” is like, e.g., that the nor-
mal mind is social. Knowing what he did, how
he thoughtabout this, the directions he pursued
in relation o so-called normal thinking, normal
language development and how he delineated
the mechanisms of their socialness was very
helpful to us — that’s one way he advanced our
work.

Moll: I read a little bit of the new volume on the
psychology of special education..There’s some
fascinating work being reported along the lines
of remediation. How do you take advantage of
all these strengths and resources that kids have
and use them for their development, as opposed
to trying to compensate for the weakness and
then highlighting the dysfunction of the weak-
ness.

Hedegaard: People are attracted to a person’s
ideas and writings because of where they them-
selves are corning from. It's clear that psychology
today is in crisis, Many people can see the short-
comings of the existing traditions and the poten-
tial usefulness of Vygotsky — for example, in
getting a grasp on how complex learning and de-
velopment are. But what many don't grasp is that
not only are things more complex than most
psychological theories portray, but that the cul-
tural aspects of life imply values. One cannot ig-
nore the real content. So1think the
methodologist/psychologist debate is a foolish
one. Vygotsky was trying to establish a Bdarxist
psychology — a new approach. Néw if you are
developing a new approach, you have to devel-
op a new methodology, new tools. But there is
no method without content and vice versa.
Vygotsky was a methodologist, yes, but the con-
terit mattered deeply to him.

In the late 70s I was so frustrated with psy-
chology I nearly gave it up. It was so difficult to
give advice to people about raising children or
education; psychology’s tools and theories just
weren't helpful. The socio-cultural tradition, in-
cluding Vygotsky, gave me some new tools to
look at developmental psychology and to be
able to say something useful to parents and clini-
cians. I feel much more confident now. Specifi-
cally, the Piaget and Bruner traditions, which are
strong in Denmark, don't take specific societal
and cultural content seriously. They talk of hu-
man beings in general, not living in a specific so-
ciety. Whit Vygotsky gives us is a way to analyze
a person in:relation to specific historical condi-
Hons. :

The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is a
very valuable tool. It implies that we have to
have some values and an idea of what a good life
is if we are to educate children. Some resear-
chers try to use Vygotsky without seeing the
ZPD as leading educational practices in this way,
as if one could do education unconsciously. But.
if you read Vygotsky carefuily, you see that the
ZPD is notjust 2 general psychological law. The
next “zone” for a child is determined by the soci-
ety in which we are living, the values and cus-
toms for the upbringing of youth, ete. So you
must be conscious of this as an important aspect
of education and socialization in the family,
schools and other institutions.

Blanck: If you read the history of science, it is niot
2 mystery that certain authors were not truly ap-
preciated until a certain time after they lived.

In psychology, particularly, we now have
more or less the same situation that Vygotsky
had to face in the 20s. On the one hand, we have
cognitive psychology which in its conception of
human information processing has, in my opin-
ion, forgotten history and culture, forgotten the
person. ] think that cognitive psychology —
even behaviorism — did great things in their his-
tory, but they didn't answer simple questions

Vygotsky’s name appearing in ali k
popular, professional places, like tt
of the American Federdtion of Teac
- Montessori:Assotiation newsletter
newsletters on €ducation orlifegs
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that psychology was supposed to answer — e.g,,
what is a human being? Andit s xmpossrble,' L
my op:ruon, to uriderst:
son without taking into ac
tents of social though

read Vygot :
nectior T#hirik itis very Hard:to- -ariderstand his
theory without understandmg Warkissi. "

Tam referrmg to'authentic Marxism and nota
Stalinist version. Georg Lukacs used to say that
many peoplein his youth thought that the soul
existed by itself because there wasa college ded-
icated to its study! There is aniinvession! .

Psychologists: who don't have a solid back--
ground.in social sciences cannot really under-
stand Vygotsky. They can understand some of
what Vygotsky says, but they cannot appréhend
the totality. 5o as our colleagues are currently or-
ganized — it doesn’t matter if it's in Argentina or
the US — people léarn psychology that doesn't
have links with social life.

I'think that Vygotsky is now taken seriously
for two main reasons, One thing is that people
who are really interested in gaining a good com-
prehension of human beings and history, in
such a difficalt moment as the one we are now
living, are going back to Weber and Marx, going
badk to all the great thinkers in social sciences.
When we try to explain the world and how men-
tal lifé-takes place in ourselves, itis clear to me
that it only can be explained through the'concept
of intetierization arid all the other concéptions
that Vygotsky developed sorwell. Of course;te
was limited iri'some’aspects and'vre must do'the
same thing that he did to the psychology ofhis
own time — wé must develop our owarpsychiol:
ogy. Psychology is afiacademic practice, but at
the same time people are asking psychologists to
solve some practical problems. Vygotsky faced
the same thing, Onthe one hand, he thought
that a general psychology was needed, buton
the other'hand, there wasa great need for a psy~
chology that could help people —to Téarri to
read, to write, to form new psychological
processes and functions for people, people withr
handicaps, etc. In thereal application, people re-
quire more advancesin fields like education. I
read recently that there is a movernent in the US
to do something about illiteracy. [ read that in
the year 2000 two out of three people in the US
will be illiterate. I remember Kennedy's speech
after Sputhik when he made a strong critiqué of
the educationial crisisin the US, how edication
was not so-developed as people thought and’
now the U'S. is faciag réal problems. We now
know that we are not doing things correctly —
we have the diagnosis but we-don't have the:
therapy. And I think it's there that Vygotsky can
make a very bigcontribution because of his con-
ception of the human.being. Because in Vygot-
sky’s opinion our mental life is-culture within us.
In other educational frameworks, for example,.
the Piagetian one, thé human being is seen up to
a certain point as very passive and when it does
take into accountthe social'miliéu, it takesctl-
ture and'the-sogial énvififimentonly as 4 deco-
ration of the:stage whére the-child is'by his own
means to:construct Kis own psychology. This is
very differerit from the position of Vygotsky,
which he took frorn Hegel. If ene reads Hegel
from: a materialist point ofview, you can find al-
most all-of Vygotsky, mainly Hegel’s Phenomenol-
ogyiof Spirit. Man makes himself but there is an
activée process of sodialization. There is also the
specifie social practice of children in society. For
me, itisimpossible to see the formation of mind
withoutconsidering this as a strong determi-
narit; Wesall construct our psyche, but we do not
constriictonr own personality independent and
outsideofthe fofcetof the determination that so-
cietyshas: «

S

Holzman: Vygotsky seemed to be struggling to
do away with a specific dualism, There are two
aysto-approach 1:_1d1V1dual and society. One

e that lpey are separate —.and

he began with a Very holistic tinders ding, as-
suminig thatindividual arid sociéty are synthe-
sized — the problem isthat psycholagy had™
broken theém up!'The tagk; then, is hHow to cori- *
struct a psychology that i ¢otierent witha” =
holistic view. That's a differerit task:

Blanck: I agree with what: you are saying. There
isn't sociological reductionism in Vygotsky.

Bakhurst: I see the methodolagist/psychologist
“debate” as slightly artificial. But again, it's a way
of framing a substantial and profound debate
about Vygotsky, namely, that much of what's
most interesting seems to be at a level which
most hard-nosed psychologists would think of
as methodology, yet there’s not the kind of ex-
perimental findings which the traditional main-
stream psychological community. thinks is solid

or scientific. There is all this very very smart the- -

oretical material interwoven with the experi-
mentation in a kind of seamless narrative. How
do we relate to this: Do we think of Vygotsky as
simply doing psychological methodology and
leaving some room to do the experimentation,
or do we think of it in an entirely different way
— as this is how psychology has to be because
there’s something fundamentally wrong with
the traditional experimental paradigm?
Another thingthat the methodologxst/ psy-
chologist debate reflects i how people.don't un-
derstand’ Vygotsky s conception of the relation-
ship between the natural and.the. cultural very
well, They think things pull both ways, and so,
on the one hand, you have pronouncements that
there’s obviously some crucial relationship be-
tween the two; on the other hand, you have
what Wertsch in his book refers to as a nihilistic
attitude toward the natural. You have profes-
sions of how important the natural is and the ob-
vious need to incorporate it into a psychologlca]
theory, but then you have some expressions
which look like Vygotsky is simply uninterested
in the natural and thinks of the cultural realm as
functioning almost autonomously, with the in-
fluence of culture on the developing child such
that the natural basis of the child’s psychological
functioning simply drops out of the psychologi-
cal explanation after the child has begun to de-
velop the kind of things we think of as human
psychiological functioning.
Themethodologist/psychologist debate is one
where that sort of categorization scheme is used
as a front for discussing a very substantive ques-
tion, What I'm trying to say is that it's “natural”
that the debate has been“isheathisorishea
that.” It's not as if that was an-empty debate
which was just due to categorization and now
we're getting on to the real stuff, because I think
the question:of “is he athis or ts he a that” was
the only way the question could be posed. Now,
as bitsof the picture'get filled in, as a number of
different voices enter the debate, suddenly there

are much richer possibilities: I think in the future -

we'relikely to see greater discussion of semiotic
and cultural aspects of Vygotsky’s work. That
hasn’t been at the fore-of discussion in part be-
cause those aspeets of his work were suppressed
to a certain extent. But 1 don’t mean that to sound
sinister. In the first place they were only embry-
onically expressed in Vygotsky’s work and, fur-
ther, in the 305 when he was denounced, his fol-
lowers wereable to.continue to work within the
framework they had created only by estranging
thernselves from the semioticand cultural di-
mensions of Vygotsky’s work which had been
identified as stemming froman:idealistic para-
digm. 50 the way the work has developed has
not emphasized those dimensions and now it’s

“There’s no question that
Wgotsky accepted the
revolution; you can see that in
bis writings up uniil the 30,
when the Stalinist ‘revolution
Jrom above’ changed I

— David Joravsky
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“Vygotsky was trying io
establish a Marxist psychology
— a new approach. Now if you

are developing a new
approach, you bave io develop
a new methodology, new

o tools.”

— Mariane Hedegaard
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time we'll see them revived. The way the debate
will go depends on a number of factors. It might
be a debate about whether he was primarily a lit-
erary critic —— someone doing cultural semiotic
analysis whose only way to express that wasina
psychological paradigm.

Holzman: | find what you're saying abo..t the
semiotic and cultural aspects coming more to the
forefront helpful in seeing Vygotsky's con-
flictedness. He came from a tradition, culture,
which is anti-paradigmatic and moved to psy-
chology, which is extremely paradigmatic. So
even though he made a break with existing psy-
chology, the tradition he was entering — sci-
ence — was still located within the 18th and
19th century paradigm.

Bakhurst: Yes. One of the remarkable things
about Vygotsky is his passion for critique. A lot
of his writings are attempts to rethink dominant

mainstream conceptions. If you're a psychologist.

looking for a system, reading him can be very
frustrating but that’s one of the reasons I like him
— as a philosopherl go in for that kind of thing,
The process of deciding whether or not Vygot-
sky is or is not one of these things you're talking
about, deciding what role the semiotic dimen-
sion has in his work, what the significance is of
him choosing word meaning as the unit of analy-
sis in Thought and Language, what the significance
is of the interesting stuff about meaning in the
last chapter of Thought and Language — to an-
swer those questons you really have to do Vy-
gotskian thinking. You can't appropriate itready
made from the text in any sense. It's not as if the
answer to any of these questions is a matter of,
“Well, let’s just read Vygotsky properly and see
how we should interpret him.” Because so much
of Vygotsky is telling us how it to do things; so
much of it is suggestive and embryonic. That’s in
many respects why it’s so interesting and intelli-
gent. He sees the extent of a problem — and that

. these are not the kinds of problems that one

solves by making some quick moves and neat as-
sertions and then the problems go away. The
question of what place semiotics plays in the
Vygotskian framework will be answered by peo-
ple attempting to work with these ideas, attempt-
ing to develop things, attempting to explore new
avenues,

Holzman: Do you see yourself as having a differ-
ent understanding and practice of Vygotskian
conceptions and methodology from others? Is
there an implicit or explicit critique of the
“Vygotsky revival” in what you've been saying?

LaCerva: I experience a big difference between
how the Barbara Taylor School is attempting to
use Vygotsky and what I know about what most
other people are doing. The incredible scope of
Vygotsky's work is often reduced into a thimble
— for example, looking at-one person “mentor-
ing” another person, or the scaffolding of a
child’s learning of math concepts. It seems to me
that way of utilizing Vygotsky’s concepts is in
contradiction to who Vygotsky was, to what was
going on politically and socially in the period in
which he lived, to his wanting to actively change
things, to create a new psychology, to see things
in their social and historical process of produc-
tion. I'm interested in Vygotsky as a Marxist
methodologist to create the conditions to change
the very racist, sexist, komophobic society we
livein.

He’s often forced into the very methodology
that he was insisting not be used! It doesn't seem
to me as if many Vygotskians aretrying to build
on Vygotsky’s methodelogy: They re taking bits
and pieces of his work and applying them to par-
ticular problems; let’s say in education, butmost
are not taking on the challerige of developing the
science Vygotsky launched.. |

We are using:his method to bring an indepen-
dent laberatory school for:poor.and minority -

children into existence. And we are doing this in
Harlem. The entire schocl is an application of his
work. Vygotsky's social-historical approachis a
way to help kids be changers of the world and to
advance their ability to think critically, to under-
stand the social origins of the “isms” and so be
better equipped to figure out what they want to
do about it. We are using Vygotsky to build
something decent and progressive in the com-
munity, not as a theory of cognition.

Miedema: Much more should be done following
Vygotsky's insights about the importance of the
cultural, political aspect of development.
Vygotsky’s thoughts on the relation between
individualization and socialization are very in-

‘teresting for both theoretical pedagogy and

practical educational approaches and this is
something I find missing in much of the contern-
porary work.

Holzman: When you say it's missing, are you
saying that most of the research doesn’t address
this cultural, political aspect?

Miedema: They stress it some but it isn’t clear
how we can develop a profound pedagogical
theory in which these concepts — cultural re-
newal, educational renewal, renewal of culture
through education — can fit. I think that all the
ingredients are in the theory of Vygotsky, as well
as in the theory of Dewey.

But then I think, is that enough for a political,
critical theory for the 1990s? I don’t want to
blame Vygotsky for that — it's our task to go
along the lines Vygotsky had put out and try to
answer the question now ourselves. He gave the
tools, and we have to meet and work with these
tools and get a better grip from a reconstructive
as well as a constructive point of view. We have
to reflect on these kinds of things. There is al-
ways an internal relation between the individual
and society. You can't skip one of the two. They
belong together, You can start-from the individ-
ual but you have to end with sodiety, and you
can start with society but there must be a place
where you can reflect on the individual. They
are two sides of one coin. For example, at the
Barbara Taylor School it is timely to use the
ideas of Vygotsky in the specifics of the New
York situation and try to find out how you can
build an institution, how you can work to edu-
cate in such an environment using Vygotskian
conceptions. But you have to invent them, they
are not there ready made; you have to be crea-
tive and go along the lines of Vygotsky.

Inmy opinion, the Barbara Taylor School is an
example of working out pedagogy along Vygot-
skian lines.

Wertsch: There’s an increasing danger of the
thing turning into a fad and people just ending
up saying, “ Well, we tried it and it didn't work.”
But they really didn’t try it at all. That’s the po-
tential problem that’s emerging right now.

Holzman: What's the specifics of that? How do
you see it?

Wertsch: Well, on a theoretical level, one of the
thirigs that’s happening is that Vygotsky is being
assimilated in such a way that he’slooking more
like an information processing psychologist ev-
ery day. That has to do with theoretical para-
digms. But also — and this intrigues me now
more than ever — Vygotsky was.a product of his
time and place and I think being a Russian Jew-
ishintellectual — and the Russian partin partic-
ular — distinguishes his arguments from:what
count as good arguments.in contemporary
American psychology ata fundamental level, at.
the level something like what Charles Taylor
would call framework in philesophy. Vygotsky
had a cultural world view.wheére youdontmake
such strong distinctions-between individuals
and group activity. You can see this, for example,
in the recent spate of research and findings




around so-called socially shared cognition or so-
cially distributed cognition or collective memo-
ry. These are all terms that are coming back, Buts,,
noticethat, from a linguistic perspective, the. .., ,
unmarked terms are always cognition, memory,..
perception, attention, whatever;and they auto-
matically mean —= of the individual. There’sno -
way that they mean anything.except applying ne-.
céssarily to the individual. We have to add addi- .
tional modifiers (and say sociafly shared cogpd- .
tion, forexample) if we want to-mean anything ;..
otherthan what is meant by the unmarked term
(e'g., cognition). There’s a very powerful as-
sumption of the individual there. .~ -
Vygotsky’s general genetic Jaw of culturaltde- .
velopment as well as his conceptions, e.g; the; .-
zone of proximal development, stem from the... .+
fact thathe didn’t see such a watertight distine- .. .
tion betweef looking at the individual in'isola- .-

"tion and looking at social processes, with.each

belonging to a different discipline, He was.much. .
more facile at moving back and forth. It wasn*
just that he was good at it. T think the‘point is that
the boundary was much less pronounced inhis
cultural background.

Holzman: Ii your own work, you sometimes set .
up a distinction between Vygotsky as a Marxist .
and Vygotsky as a semiotician. I've never
understood this — it's like mixing apples and or-
anges to me. For example, when you tafk about
Vygotsky’s views on language, you separate lan-
guage out from other social products even
though I'kriow you bélieve it is a social product.
Wertsch: Earlier you mentioned “Vygotsky the.
this” and “Vygotsky the that.” One of those ver-
sions is Vygotsky the methodologist and
Vygotsky the psychologist. And 1 do think itis
the case that Vygotsky, first of all, had in mind
and even partially laid out a psychology. Butit's’
notthathe just didn't get it all done; I think some
things he-did were-actually antithetical to it. For
exarnple; in'the very beginning and-the very end
of Thinkitig and Speech (the title of the 1987 trans-
lation by'Minick for Plefiurn is accurate. Thought
and-Language-was'used-earlier in anattempt to -
appeal to-western'readers), he says thinking and’
speech are problems of interfunctional relation
ships. And there’sa fult discussion of how ha- *
man consciousnessis defined in-terms of the in-
terrelationships among functions. He says
there’s a basic division that we can make be-
tween emotional and intgllectual, and within in-
tellectual we have all those things he looked at,
mainly thinking, perception, memory, etc: He
says you can'’t make any sense out of anty one of
them uniess you do the whole of them. And then
he turns around-and triesto make sense out of
justa-very smalsubset! SoT mean there’s a place
where Vygotsky-the psychologistis to the left of
Vygotskythe methodoelogist. o
Holzman: Much of the current debate concerns
the intellectual and political influenceson,
Vygotsky’s work over the course of its develop- ‘
ment. How much did his methodology, politics;
intellectual interests, etc, change?

Joravsky: In my opinion, Vygotsky's eatlier

work is-more philosophical, more reflectiveand.
more wide ranging. There was asharp shiftin
his work in the 30s-whicH I see as aneffortto "~
proveto the Stalinist ideological establishinent!
that he was‘distirictively Sovietand doing some- -
thing of practical benefit to society — therefore

his interest in-children’s development, education -

and the brain damaged." ..« -« U0
Theré’s norquestion that Vygotsky accepted
therevolition; you can see that in his writings -

up uitil thie 308, when thie Stalinist “revolution = -

from above” changed that! I'm fiot a psychologist
so I'm very much an outside observerto some of’
the issues of controversy related to Vygotsky: .
But 1 dothink that the difference, for example,. .
between Vygotsky and Piaget has been exagger-:-.

a . bl

ated. Vygotsky didn't make such a big distinction

between himself and Piaget in the early 20s; it

was only.in the 30s:when there was ideclogical * ~

pressure to separate from bourgeois psychology

that his writings about Fiaget take on an entirely B S
different spirit. :

Bakhurst: The‘idea that Vygotsky is someone
who said things he said because he was kowtow-
ing to the ideclogues doesn't ring true. T don't _ 2
see in Vygotsky the sort of idiom which is the | ' o
characteristic mark of people who are being very s

careful of what they say because they’re sup- |

" posed to be doing one thing or another.

Vygotsky's work is remarkably refreshing in that
respect. ] think the issue of whether Vygotsky is
or ighotaMar¥ist is muchifiore complex than
that"Because it's not just a question of whether
he teally thought orie thing and wréte what he
did in order 't compromise or pay off the
authoritiés or whatever. In Vygotsky's case you
just can't see’it like that; Véry rarely in the Soviet
waork can you see it like that for anyeone who's in-
teresting, I mean, theére are someé very bering
people who write one thing anjd think some-
thing different. You don't see fhat in great think-
€rs. -

To a certain extent Vygotsky found thé Marx-
ist tradition a congenial medium in which to
work. | haven't thought this out before —
Vygotsky's critique of psychology is in many re-
spects a critigue-of precisely the kind of frame-
work psychology inherited from the 18th centu-
ry, the Cartesian and post-Cartesian framework
we were talking abott earlier. The Marxist intel-
lectual climate of the Soviet Unionin the 20s was
a congenial medium for someone who was seek-
ing to break with those 18th century categories,
someone who was trying to'diagnose the crisis
in contemporary psychology as a crisis which
was tied up with the legacy of the 18th century.
Hence, insofar as the project of building a Marx-
ist psychology was a project of building a new
psychology which-would overcome this crisis, a
project'of building a psychology which would be
of enorinous practical significance, which would
contribute to the building of the kind of society
in which the injustices of the old regime would
be avercoine, and which would itself facilitate a e
richer flowering of human psfchological
capacities — then that's:what Vygotsky wanted
to do. In some respects, thert, that's what it is for
Vygotsky to be a Marxist, at both the theoretical
and the practical level.

It's nota question of did he favor the party or
was he against the party, because he-was a very
undogmatic thinker. He’s someone who sees
problems where others would think things are. .
hunky dory. He hasa real nose for a philosophi- - -

; . ;
cal problem too, whichis why he’s so exception-- the ver) ractst, sexisl, :
al and so unusual. If the question is would Vy- ..

, _ : « homophobic society we live in.”
gotsky have been hostile to the kindsof things . - :

which were happening that led to the Stalin peri+u. ™ Christine LaCerva
od, the answer isyes —if that's what Marxism i, '
was; Vygotsky was no Marxist! Because he’s:
much.too critical, he's too much:driven by-a. - ;
quest for — his critical nose, as it were, his criti-+
cal edge,is.something that isincompatible with ..

the whole ethos of the. dominant Soviet ideclogy. '+
of the late 20s, early. 30s. So there’s no way.you.-

can associate Vygotsky with that:And who. « -
knows? Had Vygotsky lived and continued:to:. - =
think in psychology, he may well have rethoug
his project. He may well have becomea'post-
Mapdst. - .. T T I S R

One has to' remeémber that this' wasatime 1

which if you made the wrong moves you fell ;i
into obscurity and, in fact;after 1930 if you made
the wrong moves you could find yourself sha
SoTwould respect anyone who decided it wasn’t
worth writing that chapterabout siichvand such

- But in Vygotsky there’s remarkably little of that
And 1 don'tknow why. Howdid he imanage?
‘How did his fcllowersmanage? How did they:

“m interested in Vygolsky as
a Marxist methodologist to
create the conditions to change




“If you follow Vygotsky in
stressing the cultural

environment, the political,

socielal environment,

interaction and language,

then you could never

speak (of an)
‘individual’ child.”

— Siebren Miedema

survive? I suppose they survived by distancing
themselves from Vygotsky, but the question is
why was that sufficient?

A piece I wrote on memeory in Soviet thought
which has just come out in a book called Collec-
tive Remembering |edited by David Middleton
and Derek Edwards, published by Sage, ed)
addresses a lot of what we've been talking about.
It's an attempt to explore issues of social memo-
ry. I was asked to write a piece on the Soviet tra-
dition. And I thought, “Weil, these people inter-
ested in collective remembering are interested in
two things — one, the way in which certain
kinds of social practices preserve the continuity
of the life of a community, functioning as it were
as part of the group memory; and two, questions
about the social bases of individual memory.” It
seemed to me that one could write about that in
Vygotsky — his work on memory, for example.
When I started to do that I found myself imme-
diately up to my neck in questions about how a
tradition preserves the continuity of its intellec-
tual life. Because you couldn't interpret what
Vygotsky thought about the social basis of indi-
vidual memory without looking at the ways in
which the Soviet tradition remembers itself, the
ways the social-historical school has from gener-
ation to generation understood itself in relation
to the past. So I tried to do a piece that would talk
about both the sense in which Vygotsky would
have thought individual memory was a social
phenomenon and show how you couldn’t un-
derstand that without looking at the collective
memory of the sodal-historical school. It
addresses the sense in which Vygotsky’s
semiotic'dimension is or is not central to those
kinds of views and the sense in which it is pre-
served. There’s very little writing that does more
than say Vygotsky was suppressed from this pe-
riod on. One must ask what was the significance
of that for our present ways of understanding?
There’s no one who says anything about this.
For example, Jim Wertsch’'s book is a wonderful
book but he doesn't address how the political cli-
mate affects the ways we presently interpret
these views. And that’s a really interesting inter-
pretive and hermeneutical problem.

Wertsch: Like any of us, Vygotsky is a product of
many theoretical strands. There's absolutely no
question in my mind that he was a very serious
and dedicated and intelligent Marxist. He really
believed in Marxism and building a socialist
state. I've never seen anything that questions
that whatsoever. But that doesn't mean that he
started with Marxism and then read other things
to help him understand and interpret Marxism.
As a matter of fact, he’d done a lot of other things
first (and it's still a mystery what he was doing in
Gomel for several years after the Revolution —
and he didn't take a major stance on the revolu-
tion). Vygotsky certainly was a Marxistand [
think he ended up with one viable interpretation
of Marxism that has a very strong Eurocentric
stamp to it.

it’s difficult in many Russian texts to distin-
guish civilization from culture — those two
words mean practically the same thing. Asare-
sult, ironically, ! think he ended up with some
conservative sounding ideas. Namely, that
there’s an evolution of mind. Taking the basic
distinction borrowed from Levi-Bruhl and oth-

ers between primitive and moderm man, you can:

make an evolutionary ladder, and it always turns
out that the Europeans are at the top of that evo-
lutionary ladder. I thirk that showed up in, for
example, the way Luria interpreted his results
from Central Asia, which were done in very
close collaboration with Vygotsky. It's a dilem-
ma. On the other hand, I think he was trying to
deal with acritical problem there, the
nationalities problem; and the only way he could
deal with it was by saying these are basically
primitive people. In this case it seems to me that
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at least from teday’s perspective — and 1 have
to emphasize that — his Marxism turns out to
be a pretty conservative kind of thing. It says
there is no hope for 2 people becoming really so-
cialist until they've gone through certain stages
of social evolution. But there again, it’s really tied
up with the arguments of his time: could Russia
become a socialist state? It hadn't really been
capitalist and you have to go through capitalism,
classic Marxism held, to get to socialism. So, two
schools of thought: one, that it's possible to skip
stages Marx faid out; and the other, that you're
going to have to sit back and let it go through
capitalism befare you get to socialism. To
Vygotsky the methodologist/Vygotsky the psy-
chologist, I'd add Vygotsky a hard-line Marxist
of the times/ Vygotsky the emancipator. I see all
kinds of contradictions and struggles in what he
was trying to do.

Holzman: I don't know if [ understood what you
were saying, Jim, about his Marxism being con-
servative in retrospect. Do you mean the Central
Asian studies in particular? Because if his posi-
tion, as a Marxist, was to take seriously that ev-
erything is a social activity and product and that
how people live their lives produces everything,
including how we think and feel and all that,
then it seems that a non-Marxist interpretation ot
the results is that there are such things as primi-
tive people who will stay primitive unless they
“go through particular stages,” as opposed to the
fact that constant reorganization of culture and
society can advance people. So my question
then is why are you saying his Marxism is con-
servative?

Wertsch: Well it shows up in sorme other writ-
ings of Vygotsky as well. The big problem again
is one of not distinguishing society from culture.
In anthropology there is a distinction between
social and cultural anthropology, coming from
two different theoretical perspectives. This is
conflated in Vygotsky and Luria and others, and
the result to this day — and I think it’s a Russian
kind of issue, not just a theoretical issue — is
that with that perspective you have a very tough
time recognizing the unique power of other cul-
tures because they always have to be viewed as
being behind yours. I mean, there's no way to
look at a culture and say this is a rich culture with
its own modes of thinking. That’s a big dispute
that Mike [Cole, ed.] had with a iot of Marxism
and social science. Primitive peoples are basic-
ally like modern peoples except the adults in
primitive culture look like children in our cul-
ture. That's the kind of thing you end up with if
you don't say that culture is a qualitatively dis-
tinct concept from civilization or from society.
And there's a very strong tendency to not see the
notion of culture at all in Soviet psychology and
the Russians in general.

Holzman: That's very interesting given that
again, in retrospect, one of the errors of Stalin
was to let nationalism be. What we're seeing
now is the effects of not dealing with some of the
pretty backward things people do.

Wertsch: Yeah, well it’s a really mixed bag be-
cause you look at Azerbaijan and Afghanistan,
for example, and maybe Azerbaijanis want to be
loose from Russian domination, but the point is
in terms of the living standard, education, etc. —
for 70 years they've been just light years ahead
of what's on the other side of the border. The So-
viets did a lot of progressive things but they did
them typically with the underlying assumption
of a hierarchy of cultures toward higher levels of
civilization, with the Russians at the top with the
responsibility to lift these lower people up.
Holzman: WhatI'm saying is that they lefta
whole lot of thiings about those cultures
untouched. They abandoned the reorganization
of the totality of society.
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Wertsch: Oh yeah: No, they didn’t succeed.
Holzman: They didn't even try!

Wertsch: Well, yes and no. They recognized that
they had to live in.a multi-cultural society and a
lot of people really did think that someday issues
of nationality and culture would just disappear
because it was a class issue, not a cultural issue.
That's a problem with all versions of Marxism,
why Marxism is great in theory but has its limita-
tions in anthropology, say. There certainly are
class differences, there certainly are cultural dif-
ferences, but cultural differences cannot be re-
duced to class issues. It's not only that they didn't
succeed; in some wi.ys they've created their own
destructive mechanism because they enfran-
chised these people who now have higher birth

" rates and better health standards than they

would have had otherwise, and they made them
literate (even if it had to be in Cyrillized versions
of their Janguage) and these things made it pos-
sible to mobilize the people. Yeah, it's a very
ironic and mixed picture.

But going back to what I said before — I think
it's very important that Vygotsky was Russian. 1
think there’s a lot of things that are uniquely
Russian and don’t have that much to do with
Marxism at all. If you look at things that are go-
ing on today, debates with Gorbachev and oth-
ers, Gorbachev comes on with a very strong
Westernizing statement: “We are a part of Eu-
rope.” But this rests right alongside the insecuri-
ty about whether they are as civilized as other
societies or not. That argument is central to the
Russtan psyche.

Holzman: Do you think that Viygotsky was more
radical thinking in his earlier work? Have pre-
viously unpublished manuscripts on culture and
literary criticism shed any light on his develop-
ment?

Blanck: In addition to the five literary reviews
listed in the standard bibliography by
Shakhlavitch-Lifanova, there are five other re-
views which I have no doubt were written by
Vygotsky. They were found by a teacher in some
archives of Gomel; the problem is they were
signed merely “L.5.” The one on Ten Days that
Shook the World is in this second group, which
is about Soviet writers and more ideologically
biased than the earlier ones on classical writers.
Vygotsky wrote themn when he was inside the
milieu of the first years of the Russian Revolu-
tion.

There are also two copies of his 180-page es-
say on Hamlet, one written when he was only 18
years old. Itis a pity that it is not in The Psychology
of Art (MIT Press) but only in the second Russian
edition as an appendix. It is a classic even for lit-
erary scholars, and very different from the one
he wrote when he was 25 (the one which ap-
pears as a short chapter of The Psychology of Art).
The earlier orie was somewhat mystical; the later
one was a more matire work of a man of science,

One of the ways Vygotsky entered the field of

psychology — and not merely psychology but
experimental psychology — was through the psy-

cholegy of art. He tried to develop a psychology
of art that could explam art in objective not sub:
jective terms, which in histime were very arbi:
trary. He tried to find some laws that could ex-
plain the specific emotion that a fable or story
could generate in a person.
Pavel Blonski said something very interesting.
I don't think it’s correct but Vygotsky used it, and
it is useful for us to understand as one of the
ways he entered the field of psychology. Blonski
believed that the writer wrote in a rhythm that
was in direct correlation with breathing and he
tested this experimentally.
At least in thefirst part of the "20s, Vygotsky
believed that the rhythm of breathing could be
experimentally shown to be related to writin
and reading literature, and Vygotsky tested this

experimentally. In spite of the fact that this may
not be right at all, it shows that one of the ways
Vygotsky moved from art to psychology — ex-
perimental psychology — was art. Previously 1
wrote that education was the main road to psy-
chology for Vygotsky. But now I don't think so. I
wouldn't say that art was the main one; l would
saythat there-was a complex of paths.

It cannot be the case that Vygotsky became a
significant figure in psychology overnight as
Levitan says lin One is Not Born a Personality, ed].

* Vygotsky's entrance into psychiology was a tre-

mendously contradictory process that took sev-
eral years. It is only for a picture made inthe
Hollywood style of the "50s that an obscure
teacher from a provincial town overnight be-
came a great psychologist! No. In his first period
of work, Vygotsky had strong Pavlovian as-
sumptions. If you read his works chronological-
ly, you will find how these contradictions are
played out. You will find that he leaves thern be-
hind after 1927, Another thing that is ignored is
Vygotsky’s interest in psychoanalysis. His name
can be found'in thé archives of the Interriational
Psychoanalytical Associdtion as a member up to
1927. He rejected the methodology and results
of Freud, but he held in high esteemn the kind of
work Freud was doing — and something that
Vygotsky took from Freud; ‘directly or indirectly
through Piaget (we don tknow) was the clinical
method of investigation.

In the last two years things that have been in
the dark are becoming clearer because we now
have access to books that were banned and peo-
ple are more likely to speak openly. So we know
a lot of things, for example about Vygotsky's re-
lationship with Leont’ev which is important in
understanding activity theory, the last years of
his life, and his real relation with Bolshevism.
You know Vygotsky was a Bolshevik — thereis
no doubt about this. He never was a member of
the party, but he was a deputy of a Sovietand, at
least until 1926, a socialist. His book Pedagogical
Psychology clearly counters those who think Vy-
gotsky had nothing to do with socialism; in the
last chapter especially, Vygotsky is very enthusi-
astic about the possibilities of socialism.

Holzman: Where do you see Vygotskyian re-
search going in the West, the Soviet Union and
elsewhere?

Wertsch: I think there’s going to be more of a
confluence of, on the one hand, people interest-
ed in the psychological and the social in the nar-
row sense — you know, the dyadic kind of re-
search, and on the other hand, people coming
from other disciplines interested in the cultural,
institutional and historical situatedness of these
processes. People from Shirley Brice Heath on
the one hand to Ann Brown on the other, work-

ing together, will create a situation where there.. .

might be a charcce of pulling psychology out.of
its individualisticbias and recognizing that we
are all situated.

Holzman: Do you see that having any direct or
indirect impact on.social conditions, oryinstitu-
tions such as the, fam1ly and education, on social
change?. . | i

Wertsch:The place where 1 hive my biggest po-
litical goals, what I see as potentially very impor-
tant is the lesson that it might be-able'to teach
Americans about something we have had to déal
with for along time, since World War Il especial-
ly, namely, that there are very legitimate well-
grounded alternative world views or modes of
thinking. There are clearly some things we can
learn within our own country — and people like
yourself and people in linguistics like Bill Labov
are trying to make that point with regard to lan-
guage — but in the long run what I really want to
understand and have other people understand
as a real-life implication of all this is that the
American ideology of individualism is not the
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only way of organizing a legitimate world view. I
would hope all the Vygotsky research would
lead to wider respect for alternative world views.
It's timely because right now the US is losing he-
gemony in the world {(what we've had anyway)
so we can no longer afford to just ignore or im-
pose a single world view attitude. And I think
the Vygotsky perspective could have a lot to say
on that. That’s my fondest long term hope.

Put another way, it really bugs me that, in an
era when the Berlin wall comes down, the Soviet
Union is falling apart, South Africa’s changed, all
the things in Eastern Europe that are going on,
psychologists in the traditional American mode
have practically nothing to say about any of this
stuff! And if everybody else is saying that all
that’s going on has something to do with the hu-
man mind in general and the particular hurnan
minds that are involved in these events, why is it
that we not only haven’t but that we cart't even
talk about it? The reason we can't is not that
we're neutral — although that's the claim — but
because we presuppose our own world view as
the ideal one. That's what's got to come tumbling
down with other things in order for us to make
progress on that front. So it’s not that we've
avoided those issues, because we actually have
what Charles Taylor calls the disembodied self,
or an unencumbered image of the self. We
can no more stand outside these things and
look at them objectively than you can look at
your eyeballs objectively without a mirror. But
psychology’s pretended it can do that, all the
while hiding the fact that it's grounded in
American individualistic ideology. Exposing
that and “proving” it scientifically is what I see
as the powerful lesson that is potential in
Vygotsky. This would be a major political act,
although many people wouldn't consider it to
be political (but then psychologists usually
don't think most things are political).

Miedema: I am trying to link critical pedagogy,
which is usually very abstract and meta-theoreti-
cal, with hermeneutics and pragmatism, as a way
to make critical pedagogy more practical. That’s
why lam interested in pragmatism; it's a very
practical movement; it has to do with action. The
same is true for Vygotsky. In the end there is al-
ways the question — how can this reflection
work out ir action? That is a really important
question for any critical pedagogy. How do all
the things we reflect on return in action? They
come out of action; we reflect about things; how
can we with these reflective products go back to
action?

Hedegaard: There has been a strong activity the-
ory tradition in Denmark since the 1970s. In psy-
chology, Vygotsky is standard — even obligato-
ry — in the téaching of psychology. But in edu-

. cation itis a different story. It's only recently that

the field of education is beginning to be influen-
ced by Vygotsky. Thus far, unfortunately, he has
had verylittle inflzence on teachers. T hope that
changes.

LaCerva: My current work is to continue build-
ing the Barbara Taylor'School, ari independent
school for the developrient of social-therapeutic
education (which is influenced by Vygotsky).
We will continue creating educational programs
that use this methodology, creating non-repres-
sive, non-abusive developmental environments
so that kids and teachers can learn, so we can in
fact reorganize what education is. That's what
we're doing — training teachers in our approach
and building relations in the community so we
can all be working together. We want people to
know what we are doing — our failures and our
suecesses. We want to teach people about Vy-
otsky; about social therapy and how to use itin
11 or example, teachers of poor
oiitystudents. cannot ignore the fact
eén.murdered in

Whatstheim- 1y indebted to Descartes and the philosophers of

pact of this on how children learn, on ho
teach, how we understand children’s ange
school? It is critical to create the conditions ;&
where these issues can be opened up and dis-
cussed. As progressive educators we have to
deal with the social-historical conditions we are
living in.

In some ways Vygotsky gave me a starting
point, a way to begin to look at things, which
opened up all kinds of possibilities. The radical
statement that Jearning is socially produced cre-
ates many possibilities. For example, it allows for
enormous creativity in educational design and
how to organize teacher-student relationships.
It's difficult to know what's going on in a tradi-
tional educational setting. But when you start
reorganizing it,you discover what's going on.
Particularly when you begin to reorganize race
and class issues. We've done some really good
work on that.

One way we are deepening Vygotsky’s work
is how we self-consciously organize learning to
be ahead of development. We ask the students
questions that are ahead of where they're at
developmentally, questions they couldn’t possi-
bly answer “on their own.” Actually, we don't
want them to answer the questions! The process
of beginning to explore them and to look at what
they need in order to do that, what needs to be
built so that we can even have a discussion on
the topic, builds the conditions for learning and
advances their development. In other words,
they have to make the tools to get to that ad-
vanced place. We self-consciously think about
the kinds of questions we are going to ask and
what they have available at whatever level
they’re at. It's definitely education focused on
development.

The students begin to learn how to think self-
consdously about-who they and the teachers
are. This year I'm learning more about how to
help the teachers step out of their rele and learn
who their students are, how best to support their
strengths and be close to them. I think teachers
are terrible at that. They go into the classroom
with very reductionist plans and assumptions
and try to teach information. That's traditional.
It's horrible and the kids climb the walls. Using
our model forces the teachers to work more
collectively with the kids because you don't
know beforehand what the tools are that you'lt
need to explore the question. It's very anxiety
producing for them; they feel like they don't
know what's geing on, and in some sense they're
right! The learning is structured so they have to
work with the kids. The development of the
teachers in this model is a qualitatively different
activity from any other training; it's very much
about leamning to work in a collective.

One result is that the students’ activity isata
far more advanced level. They have to work to-
gether, so they figure out who's good at what,
whao's not so good at it, and how to structure the
activity. The task is to use everything they've
learned together. It opens all kinds of possibil-
ities. One of the things we identified in the mid-
dle grades class was that the teachers are angry a
lot. The kids raised this, and they told the teach-
ers they had to stop “doing angex” that way.
When we worked on this in a staff meeting, the
teachers kept saying, “Well, what else should we
do,” meaning "What's the technique to stop be-
ing angry?’ ” We said, “No, you just stop.” This
week the teachers said we were doing well; they
weren't in the same place. it's a very different —
a developmental — experience for the kids to
have an opportunity to be heard. The teachers
are struggling with it but they see the kids devel-
oping.

Bakhurst: One of the things I might do next is
see how the varipus critics of Western philoso-
phy fit together. As I said, Ilyenkov is very hos-
tile to a concept of philosophy which is ultimate-




he 18tH century. In recent years in the Anglo
Ametican philosophical tradition there have
beema number of voices that are hostile to that

tradiion. But it's very hard to put the different

complaints of these people together intc some
"kind of alternative to the Cartesian framework.
In part that's because that conceptual framework
‘operates rather like a political ideology; hence, it

. makes its opponents appear to be saying some-

vthing nuts. It marginalizes and fragments them.

i Itinakes them appear as if each is defending
somé petty criticismn so.that you can't see how

i the criticisms fit together. I'd like to see how the
diffetent complairés about the orthodoxy and
the Enlightenment fit together — the anti-theo-

: retical, anti-philosoptiical strands in the Anglo
American tradition which are a reaction to the

, 18th century framewdrk (people like Witt-
genstein), the post modernists whao ate very hos-
tile to the 18th century framework, the ‘Mandst

thinkers like Ilyenkov, those in iberal critical
theory who assodate the Cartesian conception
of the self with the atomic individual dnd believe
; that conceptions of the self are implicated very
deeply in critical philesophy and the critique of
liberalism. Vygotskian psychology is one aspect
of that.

- Moll: While I don't read Russian and consider
that a major limitation, the fact that I read
‘Vygotsky ify Spanish as well as English has intro-
duced me to material that is accessible in Span-
jishs Thélieve there’s more Vygotsky translated

, Itito Spamsh than English.

v

v
: Hnl:zman :How do you account tor that?

:Moll; I'm not sure. A couple of things. In Spain
they te rediscovering translations that were

- done before Franco took over, that were trans-
‘latediclose to the time the originals were first
published in Russian and that were then
dumped. They are now being republished. So..

there was already a tradition. of paymg attentlon ;

-to Soviet work.

Ilearned this from my-contaet with, Colleagues .

in Madrid and reading some of their work. Alsoe-
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the tradition of psychelogy in Furope and Latin
America is very different from the North Ameri-
can. You find a closer affinity with Vygotsky’s
line of work among psycholegists in those
countries than you find among psychologists in
the US.

Holzman: That's really interesting that they
found translations of that work. Are there any
old timers that are still working as Vygotsky is
becoming more popular?

Moll: A good question. I don’t know.

Holzman: What do you see happening and how
do you see the work in Latin America and Spain
impacting on the US? Is the work different, for
example, is it mmore practical, is it more con-
nected to'schools and community or less s0?
Maoll: From what I've read from Spain, I don't
think there’s any doubt that the: work is more -
prachcally oriented: The empirical work of Rosa
is with blind'kids and the work of River — a ter-
rific Spanish psychologist who's written azeally
excellent book on Vygotsky — is with kids with
learning disabilities, The work of colleagues in
Barcelona has to do with adult literacy develop-
ment. Al of it is conducted by researchers in-
spired by the work of Vygotsky.

Holzman: How do you see all of this in relation
to social change? Do you see this as an imnportant
way that psychology can contribute to liberation,
empowerment, the end of oppression, etc.?

Moll: It could very well be that many of the con-
cepts Vygotsky proposed are erroneous, but his
broader theoretical stance, his broader frame-
work, I think, is of great value in providing co-
herence to the work we're doing in households,
¢lassrooms, with teachers, parents, computers,
etc. It may well be that Vygotsky’s broader theo-
retical position, which highlights so much of the
social cultural aspects of thinking; has in it the
potential to contribute positively to broader so-
dial change — orat leastto ¢ontribuite to the

thinking of those who ate’ trymg to contribute
'“"to gredter: social change ‘
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“It may well be that Vygolsky’s
broader theoretical position,
which bighlights so much of
the social cultural aspects of
thinking, bas in it the
potential to contribute
positively to- broader social

" change — or-at least to

conmbute 1o the
thinking of those who are
trying lo.contribute to greater

" social change.”

— Luis Moll




