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• Introduction 

Ho,v to do research on activity? 
Yrjii Engestriim 

As Yygotsky's legacy is becoming relatively 
widely known and appreciated in the western world, 
roughly speaking two strategic interpretations seem to 
emerge. 

The first one maintains that Yygotsky's insights, 
as important and inspiring as they may be, can be rela­
tively smoothly integrated into the broad mainstream 
of western cognitive-developmental research. Ideas 
like the social mediation of individual learning and 
problem solving as well as the zone of proximal 
development arc regarded as novel ingredients which 
may be used to enrich and widen the scope of the oth­
erwise basically untouched research paradigm. In olhcr 
words, lhc basic unit of analysis remains the individual. 
And there is a tacit silence about lhc cultural-historical 
aspect of Yygotsky's notion of mediation - about that 
which goes beyond lhe face-to-face interaction of lhc 
individual and his/her more capable panncrs. 

The second interpretation - the one advocated by 
the aulhors of this issue - secs Yygotsky and his col­
leagues as a founders of an emerging approach, com­
monly called lhe cultural-historical or sociohistorical 
school. This approach is viewed as fundamentally dif­
ferent from the mainstream of cognitive- developmen­
tal research in !hat it radically departs from individual­
ism and menialism. According to !his interpretation, 
Vygotsky's idea of mediation is a complex one, pro­
viding a bridge between individual and socic!al 
development, between phylogenesis, ontogcnesis, and 
history. Artifacts, tools, technologies arc as vital as 
human beings as components of systems or human 
practice. Systems of collaborative human practice arc 
called activities. The activity system is seen as the cen­
tral unit of analysis - hence lhe term activity theory. 
Individual actions and mental representations arc 
understandable as integral clements of the activity sys­
tems in which they function, take shape, and constitute. 

This second line of interpretation is in an early 
phase of its development as a research strategy. As 
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western researchers gain acquaintance of acuv11y 
theory, they often ask: How do you do concrete 
research on this basis? This is a legitimate question, 
especially since the bulk of concrete research done by 
Lcont'cv and other Soviet activity theorists is still una­

•. vailablc in English (although Lcont'cv's collected 
• works arc soon to appear in German in six volumes 
under the general editorship of Georg Ruckriem from 
West Berlin - a publication never accomplished in the 
Soviet Union). 

The three articles in this issue each approach the 
. challenge of creating a distinctly new paradigm in a 
. different way. 

Concrete research is based on philosophical and 
epistemological assumptions and cannot succeed 
without an awareness and continuous development of 
tl1csc assumptions. In activity theory, these assump­
tions arc fundamentally different from the assumptions 
of Cartcsianism. In the first article, David Bakhurst 
illuminates this dimension of activity theory through 
his discussion of the work of E. V. llycnkov. 
Ilyenkov's two books (1977; 1982) arc available in 
English. A reader interested in the debate between cog­
nitivism and dialectics may also find Ivana Markova's 
(1982) recent volume useful. 

Activities arc located and evolve in real space 
and time. In the second article, Bcnhcl Sutter and 
Bengt Grensjo rcpon on an extensive study of local 
historical cxplorativc learning in Swedish schools. In 
the third article, Y rjo Engestrom and Timo Kallincn 
discuss the worlc activity of Finnish theatre profession­
als. Both activities involve rich constellations of medi­
ating artifacts: tangible like parish records, microfiches 
and database programs in the former; less tangible but 
no Jess real like "supcrobjcctives," and "through 
actions" in the lauer. 

All the three articles arc concerned with collec­
tives, or collective subjects to use Lcktorsky's (1984) 
term. And they arc concerned with transformations, not 
with stable slates. The three articles also demonstrate 
something of a preliminary, sketchy quality. Panly this 
is due to the particular circumstances in which they 
emerged. But this quality is also intentional, reflecting 
the early probing stage in activity-lheorctical research. 
They should be read as invitations to a shared search. 
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Activity, Consciousness and 
Communication 

David Dakhurst 
Exeter College 
Oxford 

"Soviet Communilarianism" and the Socially­
Constilulcd Individual 

One of the mosl pervasive beliefs eneounlered in 
the human sciences is the idea that each individual 
owes his or her exislence to socicly, that our pcrsonali• 
ties, needs and wants arc nurtured and susuined by the 
communities in which we live. This idea, however, is 
as elusive as it is ubiquitous. It is hard to make sense of 
the social nature of our being without appearing either 
lo be labouring something so obvious and focontrovcr­
tiblc as to be empty of methodological significance, or 
to be advancing a thesis so radical as lo threaten the 
very possibility of human individuality and sclf­
dctcrmination. The great achicvcmenl of the Sovicl 
intellectual tradition of which Evald llycnkov is part is 
Iha! it offers a powerful account of cxaclly in what 
sense man is a social being. I'll begin by characlcrising 
the central ideas of this Soviel tradition, and raising a 
powerful objection aimed al one of the tradition's mosl 
attractive features: its theory of the mind. Then, by 
drawing on llycnkov's ideas, I hope to show how this 
theory can be defended from this objection, and 
defended in a way which leaves us with a compelling 
theory of man as a socially constituted being. 

llycnkov is a member of a school of Soviel 
Marxism which first emerged in the fertile years or the 
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I920's and 1930's, particularly in Lhe seminal work of 
Vygotsky, and also Voloshinov (and/or Bakhtin). It 
was preserved through Lhc tumult of the Stalin period, 
principally by psychologists of the so-called "Vygotsky 

.-school." In the rejuvenation of the Sovicl intellectual 
iifc after Stalin it acquired some impressive new 
exponents, of whom llyenkov is the most distinguished 
philosopher. In the Iauer half of his career, Ilycnkov 
was adopted by the psychologists of the Vygotsky 
school as their philosophical mentor. There is no satis­
faclory name for this tradition, so I'll refer lo it here as 
the "communitarian tradition" in Soviet L11oughL The 
term "communitarian" al least marks the resolute anti­
fodividualism of the tradition, its rccogniLion that we, 
in some strong sense, owe our very humanity Lo the 
communities in which we live our lives. 

Although il's difficull to generalise across the 
tradition as a whole, I think we can isolate four inlcrre­
lated theoretical insights which all Soviel communitari­
ans endorse (al leasl under some interpretation): 
(J) The mental life of the human individual exists in 
the forms of its expression. Thal is, the higher mental 
functions which constitute human consciousness are 
essentially embodied in, or mediated by, language (in 
the broadest possible sense of the term). By "higher 
mental functions" Soviet communitarians mean mental 
capacities like thinking, believing, remembering, wish­
ing, desiring, hoping, imagining, and so on. These 
capacities, in their most highly developed form, consti­
tute an interrelated system of mental functions which 
only humans cxhibiL 
(2) Language is an essentially social phenomenon, in at 
least this sense, that the possibility of language presup­
poses the existence of a socially-forged communicative 
medium: a set of shared social meanings against which 
alone any communicative act has its reality. 
(3) This set of "shared social meanings" represents a 
culture. Cultures are real phenomena which are consti­
tuted by socially significant forms of activity of a com­
munity: cultures objectively exist in the form of social 
practices. 
(4) It is only through the appropriation of such socially 
significant forms of activity that the human child 
becomes capable of the higher mental functions. The 
child's mind is formed Lhrough his/her inauguration 
inlO a culture. 

These four insights already appear to offer the 
basis of an argument thal we arc socially constituted 
beings. For if language is the living actuality of 
thought, and language presupposes a socially 
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constructed phenomenon--a culture, then it must in 
some sense be true that the menlal life of the individual 
has its being only in a social context However, the 
insights themselves arc only the bare bones of this 
argument its premises and conclusion remain horribly 
vague. M I've presented them, the insights tell us that 
consciousness, culture and language arc interrelated, 
but they don't tell us exactly how. For example, the 
term "essentially" in (I) and (2) is unclear. When we 
say that consciousness is "essentially embodied in 
language" do we mean that the mind necessarily exists 
in the forms of its expression, that is, that it could not 
exist otherwise? Or do we mean something weaker • 
that, say, as a matter of psychological fact, our mental 
states arc always, or almost always, formed in 
language? So, (I) - (4) need lO be developed, if they 
are to be turned into a theory of the socially constituted 
individual. 

Someone might wonder whether l11ese insights 
arc not insightful enough as they stand without subject­
ing them to rigorous conceptual clarification. How­
ever, one reason why we should care about exactly 
what these insights amount 10 is that they appear to 
offer a potentially innovative and distinctive model for 
the study of communication as an interdisciplinc. For if 
our mental lives arc lived only in society through their 
expression in socially-mediated communicative prac­
tices, then the domains of psychology, sociology and 
language studies (in all their multidimensionality) will 
become intrinsically interwoven. But just how these 
disciplines are interwoven will depend on exactly how 
mind, culture and language arc interrelated. So, the 
more precise our understanding of (1) - (4), the clearer 
we shall be about the conceptual framework Soviet 
communitarianism offers the inlcrdisciplinc "commun­
ication.• 

The best way to assess insights (I) - (4) is to 
look at what the Soviet communitarian tradition has 
made of them. And in the present context, it makes 
sense to concentrate on the theory of the mind which 
Soviet communitarians have developed in the light of 
(I) - (4), for it's in the philosophical psychology of 
Soviet communitarianism we find the most radical 
statement of the social constitution of the individual. 
This theory of the mind is based on three theses: 
(A) Activity - that is, social forms of mlltcrial activity -
explains (or is the "key concept" in the explanation of) 
the nature and origin of human consciousness. Since 
consciousness is the mark of our humanity, "we 
become human through labour" (as Lcont'cv put it); 

(B) 111c higher mental functions arc social in nature 
and origin. The individual mind lives its life in a social 
medium: mind is (IO adopt a coinage of Michael 
Cole's) "in society"; 

, (C) The higher mental functions arc internalised forms 
of social activity (Vygotsky's "General Genetic Law of 
'cultural Development"). 

According 10 Soviet communitarians, 10 under­
stand these theses correctly is lO arrive at an under­
standing of the essence of the human individual as (in 
Marx's words) "the ensemble of social relations.• 

Our task, then, is to find the right way of reading 
theses (A) - (C). I want lO approach by considering an 
objection which purports lO show that, since there can 
be no theoretically satisfactory way of interpreting (A) 
- (C), the basis of the communitarian theory of the 
mind is completely misconceived. As this objection 
might come from a number of different philosophers, 
I'll refer lO the objector simply as "the enemy." 

The enemy argues that there arc two, and only 
two, ways of reading theses (A) - (C). While first read­
ing makes these theses so weak that they become phi­
losophically insignificant, the second makes them so 
strong that they arc false 10 the point of unintelligibil­
ity. Take, for example, (A) and (B). On the weak read­
ing, says the enemy, (A) and (B) claim that material 
activity and social interaction arc empirical pre­
conditions of our mental lives. Thal is, explanations of 
how we acquire menlal states and of how our intellec­
tual capacities and personalities develop must make 
reference to our active engagement with our surround­
ings and with other individuals. Bui, says the enemy, 
this is an utterly uncontroversial claim! Of course, 10 
acquire mental states and lO develop our minds we 
have lo interact with the world and with others, but no 
one, whatever their philosophical colours, ever denied 
this. And something which no philosopher ever denied 
can scarcely be of vast methodological significance for 
philosophy! 

Okay, the enemy continues, since this weak 
reading of (A) and (B) is so hopeless, how else might 
Soviet communitarians intend these theses lO be under­
stood. Well, in the case of (A), Soviet communitarians 
sometimes appear lo be advancing the strong thesis that 
material activity is literally constitutive of the mental. 
This is a philosophically interesting thesis which, if 
true, would make it the case that talk about activity was 
essential to the explanation of the mental. However, 
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says the enemy, such a thesis could not possibly be true 
for the following reason. The mental has all kinds of 
interesting properties: mental phenomena arc capable 
of having a certain pheno1111!nology (experiences "feel" 
or "seem" a certain way); some mental sta!CS have 
"intentionality," that is, they arc directed toward acer­
tain content or 1111!aning; we each have a special 
acquaintance with the conlCnlS of our minds which oth­
ers do not share, and so on. Once we rcllcct on these 
qualities of the mental it is obvious that no amount of 
talk about material doings, about transforming nature, 
could ever explain the possibility of mental 
phenomena: We can' I get pheno1111!nology out of 
labour. 

Likewise, in the case of (B), Soviet communi­
tarians could be taken to be making the strong claim 
that the higher mental functions arc literally "not in the 
head," that the mind is, in some radical sense, consti­
tuted in public space. Once again, however, the enemy 
will say that this thesis is at best only metaphorically 
true. If we take it literally, in so far as it is comprehen­
sible at all, it is false. 

So the objection to (A) and (B) appears as a 
dilemma. They are either true, but (philosophically) 
trivial, or false. Either way they're theoretically ban­
krupt 

It might be thought that Soviet communitarians 
can rescue both (A) and (B) by appeal to the idea of 
"internalisation" in thesis (C). Can't they respond like 
this? When we say the mind is a social phenomenon 
and is explained by activity, what we mean is that the 
higher mental functions must be understood as inter­
nalised forms of social activity. On such a view, the 
process of appropriation of socially significant forms of 
activity in which the child's mind is formed is a pro­
cess in which these social activities arc translated from 
the interpsychological plane onto the intrapsychologi­
cal plane, where they reemerge, in restructured form, 
as the child's higher mental functions. Thus, (A) and 
(B) need not be taken as implying that mental functions 
are .lilerally localed in society, or actually conslituicd 
by material activity. Rather, what we're claiming is 
only that, in the explanation of the nature and origin of 
consciousness the direction of the explanation runs 
from the social to the individual: we explain intrap­
sychological phenomena in lerms of inte,psychological 
phenomena, and not vice versa. 

However, the problem with this response is that 
it invites the same attack as (A) and (B). The enemy 
will argue that, as a theory of the origin of the mental, 
the internalisation thesis is ambiguous between two 
readings. Soviet comm unitarians may be claiming that 
the child's intellect only develops if he or she engages 
in certain forms of activity (the child only, say, will 
learn to count if drilled in certain practices). This, how­
ever, is true but trivial: of course the child's mind 
doesn't somehow develop spontaneously! Alterna­
tively, communitarians may be saying that the child's 
mind is somehow created by the process of internalisa­
tion. (They do claim just this incidentally.) But that 
surely cannot be true! For, the child could not even 
begin to internalise anything if it were not already 
conscious: you can 'l explain the very possibility of the 
intrapsychological by appeal to the inte,psychological 
because there can be no intc,psychological relations 
unless the intrapsychological already cxislS. 

Thus, all three thesis seem open to the objection 
that they arc either trivially true, or false. Either way, 
it's a disaster for communitarianism. To answer the 
objection, then, we must find some way of understand­
ing the communitarian's position which restores iis 
theoretical credibility. 

Lest it be thought that I'm discussing Soviet 
communitarianism in a historical vacuum, Jct me say 
that the objection I've raised from this unspecified 
"enemy" has considerable historical actuality. It might 
be put, not only by some of my colleagues in Oxford, 
but also by contemporary Soviet thinkers who arc 
suspicious of the communitarian tradition. For, while 
the Marxist pedigree of insighlS (1) • (4) and theses (A) 
- (C) makes it almost mandatory for Soviet theorislS to 
accept them under some in~rctation, many will 
endorse them only under the weakest possible interpre­
tation. Consequently, there is a rift in the Soviet philo­
sophy and psychology between those who commit 
themselves only to the weak reading of (A) - (C), and 
those who argue for something stronger and who vehe­
mently resent the reduction of what they take to be the 
central theses of Marxist psychology lo a collection of 
truisms. So, our dilemma rcllcclS a real division in the 
world of Soviet theory. 

In what follows I want to try to defend Soviet 
communitarianism from this objection. I want to show 
that a theoretically intense interpretation of iis doc­
trines is the correct one. In so doing, I'll be drawing in 
particular on Dycnkov's ideas, though in many places 
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I'll be reconstructing and extrapolating from 
llyenkov's position ralher lhan simply reporting it 

The lnBuence or the Cartesian Conception or the 
Self 

llycnkov would have insisted lhat we first diag­
nose lhe source of lhc problem. Why is it someone 
might feel lhat, at best, (A) • (C) express only trivial 
trulhs of no concern to philosophy? I believe • and I 
think llyenkov would agree • Iha! lhis feeling is caused 
by lhc dominance in our philosophical culture of a par­
ticular conception of lhc self. This conception, which 
was introduced principally by Descartes, has had an 
enduring and pervasive influence on philosophy. It 
dominates lhc lhought of lhe Enlightenment (especially 
lhe. empiricism of Locke and Hume, and lhc rational­
ism of Kant) and slill continues to hypnotize Ll,c 
Anglo-American tradition of "analytic" philosophy. 

At lhe heart of Cartcsianism is an idea we 
encountered in lhe attack on lhe lhesis lhat activity 
explains consciousness. The Cancsian stresses lhat lhc 
mental has properties fundamentally different from lhc 
kinds of properties physical lhings can have. Examples 
of such properties are: meaning or content, 
phenomenological properties (feelings, seemings, 
pains), subjectivity, undubitability ... Descartes himself 
introduces lhc idea of a special kind of "mind stuff," a 
non-extended substance, which is lhc substratum of all 
lhcse properties. But lhc idea of lhc mind as a special 
substance is not, I believe, lhe determining characteris­
tic of Cartcsianism. 

The basic image at lhc heart of lhc Cartesian 
conception is (to use Rorty's favourite mcLaphor) lhc 
picture of lhe mind as a great mirror containing various 
representations. Onto the glass of lhc mind images of 
the extcmal world are cast In the Cartesian tradition 
these images are called ideas. The self, or lhc "sub­
ject" of consciousness is presented as located, as it 
were, behind lhe mirror, surveying lhe representations 
which it presents to him. (Imagine lhat lhe images 
appear somehow on lhe back of lhc mirror). 

The Cartesian position is a form of dualism. The 
dualism has two dimensions. The first is lhe dualism of 
mind and body, lhe dualism which generates lhe meta­
physical problem of lhc correlation of mental and phy­
sical states and lhe question of how there can be 
interaction between the two. The second is lhe dualism 
of image and object, which creates lhe epistemological 

problems of how our ideas can be like lhc objects lhcy 
supposedly represent and whclhcr we can know reality 
as it is. 

The dualism is not so much a dualism of two 
P,arts of a person, his mind and his body, but a dualism 
of two worlds. The first is lhe "object world" of 
material bodies in space, lhe external world "out 
there." The second is lhe "inner" world of the subject, 
or self, surveying his ideas from behind the mirror. For 
our purposes, what is crucial is lhe way in which Car­
tesianism portrays the world of the subject The Carte­
sian self has lhree principal characteristics: it is self• 
contained, self-sufficient, and ready-made. 

The idea that the self is self-contained follows 
from the Cancsian 's allegiance to two tenets. First, the 
Cartesian holds that the self is incapable of direct con­
tact with material things. The self can only be aware of 
objects indireclly, in so far as those objects are 
presented to it in ideas. Objects in their brute physical­
ity arc "indigestible" to minds. This is because lhe 
Cartesian represents the external world in itself as 
devoid of meaning, and minds are only capable of 
dealing dircclly with meaningful entities. Mental 
objects, according to the Cartesian, are intrinsically 
representational phenomena • they present the world 
as being a certain way • and are lhus fit to play lhe role 
of the immediate objects of lhought So, for the Carte­
sian, an object can be present to lhc self only if it is 
translated into an idea. Second, the Cartesian holds that 
ideas arc private, each selrs ideas arc revealed 
directly only to it. It follows from these two tenets 
(which arc bolh based on plausible intuitions) that the 
Cartesian self is acquainted wilh the material world 
only via its ideas and only it is dircclly acquainted wilh 
those ideas. Thus, each Cartesian self lives in an 
entirely self-contained world. It is as if we each inhabit 
our own private picture show. 

In its self-contained mental world the Cartesian 
self is entirely self-sufficient: each self is essentially 
independent of all olhcrs. For, since nothing (including 
no other self) can affect the Cartesian self except by 
becoming an object of its lhought, its capacity to think 
must be somclhing ii possesses prior to and indepcn­
dcnlly of its interaction with other selves. Its self. 
sufficiency encourages us to think that lhe Cartesian 
self comes ready-made to think. The capacity to lhink 
is, for the Cartesian, something which a being cilher 
has or lacks, it is not a capacity a being may develop. 
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We are now in a pos111on lo see how the 
Cartesian's extremely individualistic picture reduces 
theses (A) • (C) lo banalities. First, the scJf. 
conlainmcnl of the Cartesian self grants the concept of 
malCrial activity no place in the explanation of the 
nature and origin of consciousness. The Cartesian self 
inhabits a world in which material activity is impossi­
ble, for thought is conslrucd as a relation between the 
self and mental entities, ideas, which arc not possible 
objects of material activity. The Cartesian self is a con­
templating rather than an acting being. And in so far 
as il does acl, it acts mentally, for material activity is 
confined lO a space beyond the frontiers of the mind. 
Second, the combined properties of sclf-conlainmcnl 
and self-sufficiency accord no role lo other people, or 
lo the social world in general, in the explanation of 
either the capacity lO think or the constitution of our 
thoughts. On the Cartesian picture, there can be no sub­
stantive sense in which our minds arc localed in a pub• 
lie space, or in which our mental functions arc derived 
from interaction with others. And third, if we must 
think of the self as an entity ready-made lO think, then 
internalisation cannot be the process of the geru,sis of 
consciousness, as the coming-into-being of tlic mind. 
The Cartesian conception thus rules oul the possibility 
of strong readings of the claims of Soviet comm unitari­
anism. By so doing, the Cartesian relegates material 
activity and social interaction lo the status of mere 
"external conditions" of consciousness, and, as such, 
they play a role of Jillie interest lO the philosopher. Of 
course, the Cartesian will say, human beings do, as a 
matter of fact, acquire mental stales in activity and 
social relations, bul this is a facl about the historical 
antecedents of our thoughts, rather than about the 
nature of the thoughts themselves. 

Thus, the Cartesian picture strongly reinforces 
the objection we've been considering. If h's correct, 
there will indeed be no way of understanding theses 
(A) • (C) which renders them both lruc and philosophi­
cally interesting. Carlesianism, then, is the enemy. 

We now know that lO give a philosophically sub­
s~lial interpretation of Soviet communilarianism we 
musl jettison the Cartesian conception of the self. On 
the basis of my sketch of Cartesianism you mighl feel 
that lO reject il would be nol difficult. This is nol so. 
When I said earlier that Cartesianism dominates 
Anglo-American philosophy, I did nol mean simply 
thal the majority of analytic philosophers arc Carle• 
sians. Rather, Cartesianism dominates our philosophi­
cal culture in thal il dictates the very terms of 

philosophical discourse. The Cartesian framework 
determines the questions philosophers ask, the methods 
will, which llicy address them, and (lO a large degree) 
the answers they give. 

To substantiate this bold claim would require a 
lot of argument Herc however, is an illustration ger­
mane lO the present discussion. ll would seem at first 
sight that the obvious alternative lo Cartcsianism is a 
form of psychological reductionism. Simplifying, we 
can say l11a1 reductionist theories come in lwo varieties. 
First, those which aucmpl lo analyse mental stales in 
terms of brain stales, arguing that the mind is jusl the 
-working brain. Call this strategy "physicalism. • 
Second, those which analyse mental stales in terms of 
the overt behaviour of the subject Call this strategy 
"behaviourism." Arc either of these approaches attrac­
tive lO the Soviet communitarian? The short answer is 
"No." Soviet comm unitarians notoriously dismiss both 
forms of reductionism as a failure. Bul whal is espe­
cially interesting about !lyenkov, Mikhailov and 
Vygotsky is thal they argue lhal reductionism fails 
even lo be an alternative to Cartcsianisml They main­
tain ll12t though physicalism and bchaivourism reject 
the Carlcsian's •subslanlialism• (thal is, the idea of the 
mind as a special non-material substance), both 
endorse other malignant aspects of the Cartesian 
framework. They argue lhal physicalism, on the one 
hand, continues lO endorse the Cartesian conception of 
the self: il accepts the idea of the self as a sclf­
contained, self-sufficient and ready-made thinker of 
thoughts and tries lO interpret these properties of that 
self as properties of a physical system. Behaviourism, 
on the other hand, accepts the Cartesian 's mechanical 
conception of nature, i.e., of the other half of the 
Cartcsian's dualism, and tries lO explain mental 
processes by principles analogous lO those which 
govern the physical interaction of material objects. 
What is interesting here is not so much the claim that 
reductionist strategics won't work, but the idea that 
reductionism is in fact defined by the position lo which 
it is supposed lO an alterr13livc. Reductionism, as llycn­
kov might have said, is dictated by the "logic" of Car­
tesianism. 

So, where arc we? First, we know we're looking 
for an alternative to the Cartesian conception of the 
self, and that the standard reductionist alternatives 
won't do. Second, we know that the rejection of Car­
tesianism is a very radical project. 1f Cartcsianism docs 
fix the terms of discourse in our philosophical tradition, 
then its rejection may require us to redefine philosophy 
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as a discipline. Furthermore, the consequences of its 
rejection may not be confined to philosophy alone. For 
c,wnplc, it might be argued that the Cancsian concep­
tion of the self cxcns a powerful influence on Western 
political and moral thought, that the self-constituting, 
"atomistic" individual of Western liberalism is just the 
Cartesian self under another guise. So dismantling Car­
tesianism may demand that we rethink the nature of 
moral and political agency. 

So, with a due sense of the magnitude of our 
task, let's turn to the llycnkovian alternative to Des­
cartes. 

llyenkov, the "Ideal," and the Socially Constituted 
Subject 

While the Soviet communilarians often voice 
hostility 10 Canesianism, it is rare to find in their writ­
ings a fully fledged arg=nt against it. Such an argu­
ment can, however, be extracted from llycnkov's 
works. For llyenkov, the achilles heel of CaJtesianism 
is its account of how it is possible for the world to be 
an object of thought. This is a very esoteric question. 
To put it another way: How is it possible for us 10 

experience and to think about a world which exists 
indcpendenlly of our thought and experience? The 
CaJtesian's answer, as we have seen, is that the objects 
of the "external" world arc given to Ilic mind only via 
mental entities, ideas, which represent them to the 
mind. The reason is that minds can only deal dircclly 
with objects which arc intrinsically meaningful and, for 
the Cartesian, material objects arc devoid of meaning. 
Thus, the world may be only a possible object of 
thought if it is translated into a representational mental 
medium, ideas. 

llycnkov would argue that this CaJtesian theory 
of how the world gets to be an object of thought is a 
disaster. For as soon as one argues that the mind is only 
indirectly aware of external objects in virtue of its 
direct awareness of internal objects {ideas), one cannot 
avoid a catastrophic form of scepticism. This scepti­
cism .is not the traditional form of scepticism about the 
external world, i.e., "If we arc only acquainted with the 
external world via ideas, then we can never know 
whether the world is really the way our ideas present it 
as being." It is an altogether more venomous form of 
scepticism. The Cartesian picture leaves us unable 
even to form a conception of what a mind-independent 
object might be like. Conscquenlly, we can't even ask 
the traditional sceptical question of whether we can 

know that our ideas represent the world corrcclly, 
because we cannot even know what it would be for 
there IO exist a mind-independent world for our ideas 
10 represent. I shall not pursue the details of this argu­
ment; the crucial point is that what's wrong with Car­
tcsianism is its theory of how it is possible for the 
world to be present to the mind. 

Thus, the onus is on Ilyenkov IO provide an alter­
native account of how the world becomes a possible 
object of thought. And it is in developing this account 
in his "theory of the ideal" that Ilycnkov's distinctive 
contribution to Soviet philosophy consists. What, then, 
for llyenkov, makes the world a possible object of 
thought? Interestingly, Ilycnkov agrees with his CaJtc­
sian opponent that there is a problem about how an 
object with only physical properties can be the kind of 
l11ing which interacts with a mind. And he also agrees 
that this problem derives from the fact that for a mind 
10 experience, or think about, an object, that object 
must have a certain meaning, or rcpresenlational 
significance, i.e., it must be, as it were, present itself to 
the subject as an object of a ccriain kind. However, 
unlike the Canesians, llycnkov denies that the only 
objects that can have rcprcsenlational properties arc 
menial objects, or ideas. He believes that material 
objects themselves can objectively possess the proper­
ties necessary to make them directly accessible to 
minds. These properties are themselves not material in 
nature. Ilyenkov calls non-material properties "ideal" 
properties (ideal properties include, for example, as 
well as meaning, the various species of value). 
llyenkov's idea is that if material objects objectively 
possess, as well as their natural (physical) properties, 
ideal properties too, then they would be the kinds of 
things which could be direclly present to the mind. 

How do material objects acquire the ideal 
properties which make them sui1able 
objects of thought and experience? For 
llycnkov, it is this question to which 
activity is the answer: 

It is precisely production (in the broadest sense 
of the term) which transforms the object of nature into 
an object of contemplation and thought. (llycnkov, 
1974, p. 187) 

Thus, on Ilycnkov's picture, objects acquire 
ideal properties in virtue of human activity, through 
their incorporation into social practices. He writes: 
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1dcality' is rather like a stamp impressed 
on the substance of nature by social human 
life activity; it is the form of the function­
ing of a physical thing in the process of 
social human life activity. Therefore, all 
things which arc included in the social 
process acquire a new 'form of existence' 
which is in no way pan of their physical 
nature (from which it differs completely); 
an ideal form. (Ilycnkov, 1977, p. 86) 

And it is to this "ideal form," impressed upon 
nature by human activity, to which the objects of the 
natural world owe their status as possible objects of 
thoughL 

How can we begin to make sense of this? Well, 
llyenkov invites us to consider the nature of an artifact 
or created object, say, a pen. The pen is certainly a 
material thing. But, how do we distinguish this thing's 
being a pen from its being a lump of material stuff? To 
put the question another way: What would an account 
of this object in purely physical terms fail to capture? 
llyenkov would say that the object exists as an artifact 
in vinue of a certain social significance or meaning 
with which its physical form has been endowed, and it 
is this fact which would be lost in any purely physical 
description. It is this significance which constitutes the 
object's "ideal form." Where docs it get this 
significance? In the case of a pen the answer seems 
clear: the fact that it has been created for specific pur­
poses and ends and that, having been so created, it is 
put to a certain use, or, more generally, that it figures in 
human life-activity in a cer1ain way. One might say, 
with Dyenkov, that social forms of activity have 
become objectified in the form of a thing and have thus 
elevated a lump of brute nature into an object with a 
special sort of meaning. 

Having grasped llycnkov's basic idea in the case 
of artifacts, the next step is to generalise his insight 
llyenkov, like many Manists, stresses that man 
tranSforms nature in activity. But, for him, this 
iransformation must be seen, not just as an alteration in 
the physical form of the natural world, but as the 
wholesale idealisation of it: man transforms nature into 
a qualitatively different kind of environmcnL Through 
social forms of human activity man endows his natural 
environment with an enduring significance and value, 
thus creating a realm of ideal properties and relations. 
!lyenkov presents this rcalm as the entire edifice of the 
instirutions of social life, created and sustained by the 

activities of the communities whose lives those institu­
tions direct. Ilycnkov calls this edifice "man's spiritual 
culture," and he means it to include the 10tal structure 
of nonnative demands on activity which objectively 
confront each individual in the community defined by 

. these institutions (including the demands of logic, 
language and morality). It is only against the backdrop 
of such a structurally organised realm of ideal relations 
that particular objects - any objects, and not just the 
ones we create - become endowed with the significance 
which is their ideal form. 

So, for llycnkov, man transforms his natural 
· habitat into one replete with social meanings: man 

creates an idealised cnvironmcnL And it is in this pro­
cess of idealisation that the material world becomes a 
possible object of thought and experience. 

Ilycnkov's account of what the world must be 
like to be a possible object of thought becomes less 
obscure when it is complemented by his corresponding 
conception of what it is 10 be a thinking thing. To be a 
creature capable of thought is 10 be able 10 relate 10 the 
world as 10 an object of thoughL Thus, for !lycnkov, to 
be a thinking thing is just 10 be able to inhabit an ideal­
ised environment, to be able 10 orientate oneself in a 
habitat which contains, not just physical pushes and 
pulls, but meanings, values, reasons. And to have this 
capacity is, in turn, 10 be able to reproduce the forms of 
activity which endow the world with ideality, to mold 
one's movements to the dictates of the norms which 
constirutc man's spiritual culture. 

The picture then is this. The idealisation of 
nature by human practice transforms the natural world 
into an object of thought, and by participating in those 
practices, the human individual is brought in10 contact 
with reality as an object of ihoughL Each child enters 
the world with the forms of movement constiwtive of 
thought embodied in the environment surrounding him 
or her, and as he or she is led to reproduce those prac­
tices so he or she becomes a thinking being, a person. 

If !lycnkov's theory of the ideal is sound, it 
immediately justifies a strong interpretation of lhescs 
(A) - (C). Take {A). On Ilycnkov's account, activity -
the material transformation of nature by man - is not a 
mere empirical precondition of consciousness, but a 
necessary condition for its very possibility. For activity 
explains bolh how the world can be a possible object of 
thought, and how !here can be a creature capable of 
thinking about iL And furlher, on Ilycnkov's position, 
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activity becomes Jilera!Jy constitutive of thought, for 
(1) he conslrues the capacity to think as the capacity to 
act in accordance with the dictates of an enculturised 
environment, and (2) he identifies thinking itself (in its 
primary sense) as a species of activity. "Thinking," he 
writes in Dialectical Logic, "is not the product of an 
action but the action itsclr (Jlycnkov, 1974, p. 25). 
Thus the concept of activity becomes, for Ilyenkov, the 
basic "unit" of analysis of consciousness - the key con­
cept in the explanation of its nature and possibility. 

Once we conceive of thought, as Jlycnkov sug­
gests, as "a mode of action of tl1e thinking body," then 
it becomes possible 10 sec thought, not as an event in a 
private, inner world of consciousness, but as something 
essentially "on the swface," as something located, as 
Volosinov (1973, p. 26) says, "on the borderline 
between the organism and the outside world." For 
thought, on Jlycnkov's picture, has a life only in an 
environment of socially constituted meanings and its 
content is determined by its place within them. Thus 
Ilyenkov leads us to a strong reading of thesis (B): the 
higher mental functions arc constituted in social space. 
Thought literally is "not in the head." 

Further, Ilycnkov's position accords the idea of 
internalisation a very strong role. For Ilycnkov, the 
capacity to inhabit an idealised environment is not 
something the human individual possesses "by nature." 
We enter the world incapable of the activities which 
constiblte thought, and learn 10 reproduce those activi­
ties only in so far as we arc socialised into the practices 
of the community, As we appropriate, or "internalise," 
those practices so we arc transformed from an epistem­
ically blind mass of brute matter into a thinking being. 
Thus, on Ilycnkov's picture, inauguration into the 
community's mode of life must indeed be seen as the 
process in which the individual mind is created. 

Ilycnkov offers us a way to resolve the supposed 
ambiguity of claims (A), (B) and (C) in favour of the 
stronger interpretation of all three. And this he 
achieves by ousting the Cartcsian's individualistic pic­
ture of the self for a theory which represents the indivi­
dual as socially constituted in a very strong sense. For 
this is an individual who acquires the very capacity lo 
think only through inauguration by a community into 
the social practices which constitute "man's spiritual 
culwre," the setting which represents the sole environ-

. mcnt in which a being can express itself in thought, On 
Ilycnkov's theory, the human essence indeed becomes 
the "ensemble of social relations." We have arrived, 

then, at tl1c Soviet communitarians' picblrc of the 
sociaUy constituted individual. 

Conclusion 

·i What arc the consequences of taking Ilycnkov 
seriously? First, the consequences for philosophy, If it 
is correct that the organising principle of our philo­
sophical culture is a conception of the self which is 
fatally flawed, then philosophy faces the awesome task 
of completely rethinking its purposes and methods, the 
questions it asks and the answers it gives. Whether or 
not one is attracted 10 the Ilycnkovian alternative 10 
Cancsianism, he, and the other Soviet communitarians, 
do at least give us an idea of what a non-Cartesian 
theory of the mind might be like. The communitarians' 
suggestions for such a theory must be seen not as a 
definitive account of consciousness, but as the opening 
move in a debate. And this debate will proceed, I 
hope, not just within and between Soviet traditions of 
thought, but between Soviet communitarians and those 
clements within our philosophical culture which, 
largely under the influence of Hegel and Wittgenstein, 
have recently begun to articulate deep dissatisfaction 
with the prevailing Cartesian orthodoxy. The time is 
ripe for new and productive dialogue between Soviet 
and Western philosophers, so Jong estranged from one 
another, but now intriguingly sharing a community of 
concerns. 

Second, Jlycnkov's work has important conse­
quences for the tradition of Soviet comm unitarianism 
itself. IL sets an agenda for future theoretical research. 
For example, if Ilycnkov is right that the communi­
tarian conceptual framework demands that we con­
ceive of tl1ough1 primarily as a species of activity, then 
phenomena the Cartesian finds easy to explain sud­
denly become problematic. For instance, the Cartesian 
can make excellent sense of the phenomenology of 
consciousness, and of the privileged access we each 
have 10 our own mental states. How can llyenkov, with 
his insistence on the "externality" of thought, account 
for such "subjective" phenomena? llyenkov's work 
itself, I think, offers no direct answer. However, the 
communitarian tradition clearly possesses the resources 
to address this question. It will be the Vygotskian idea 
of internalisation which will bear the explanatory bur­
den in any communitarian account of the inner dimen­
sion of our mental lives. So, llycnkov's work puts the 
development of a thoroughly non-Cartesian conception 
of internalisation al the top of the theoretical agenda. 
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Finally, we come IC lhc consequences of all !his 
for lhc study of communication. Clearly, llycnkov's 
work deals wilh some of lhe central concepts of com­
munication lhcory, His account of the ideal is really a 
lhcory of lhe origin of meaning, and of how our men­
tal lives arc mediated by lhe presence in the world of 
socially significant ideal properties. Furtl1cr, his notion 
of an "idealised environment" may cast light on lhc 
idea of a cullure. So llycnkov's work provides a 
framework in which IC reexamine the concepts of 
meaning, mediation and culture. Bul much more 
dramatically, if what llycnkov tries lo do with tl1csc 
concepts succeeds, !hen his work est.ablishcs that lhc 
conceptual framework of Soviet communit.arianism is 
indeed available as an "innovative and distinctive 
model" for lhc study of communication. Significantly, 
!his framework docs nol just make lhc development of 
a new interdisciplinc attractive, it makes il unavoid­
able. I've spelled out how llycnkov's position justifies 
a strong intcrprct.ation of tl1cses (A) - (C). ll should be 
obvious, however, that it docs lhc same for lhc lhcorcl­
ical insights (!) - (4) with which I introduced Soviet 
communiLarianism. For llycnkov, lhouglll necessarily 
exists in the form of its expression, that expression 
necessarily presupposes a socially-construcicd cullurc 
(i.e., an idealised environment), and entrance into lhc 
culture is a necessary condition of consciousness. And 
it follows from !his lhal lhc study of mind, of culture, 
and of language (in all its diversi1y) arc inlcrnally 
related: that is, it will be impossible IC render any one 
of lhcsc domains intelligible without essential refer­
ence IC lhc olhers. But iflhis is so, !hen il won'tjusl be 
a good idea lo combine lhc study of psychology, 
sociology and language, it will be absolu1cly impera­
tive IC do so. The development of an inicrdisciplinc 
which seeks to grasp mind, culture and language in 
!heir inicmal relations will be essential if we arc lo 
undersLand the human condition. 
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Dack ground 

MIS, Man in a changing society, st.artcd as a 
research and dcvclopmcnl project financed by tl1e 
National Board of Education in Sweden. Its aim was to 
promo1c research in lhc school by lhc pupils lhem­
sclvcs, using historical source malcrial, especially lhc 
parish records (which in Sweden are extraordinarily 
abundant and long ranging), and by using computers. 
The idea was to make use of lhc Demographic Dal.a­
base of Umco and Haparanda (DDB). 

However, tl1e basic premise of lhc project, lhe 
use of material from DDB, had to be abandoned. For 
technical reasons il was impossible IC get access to lhe 
vast amount of daLa stored in DDB. From lhc horizon 
of the MlS project lhc "large scale computer philoso­
phy" turned out IC be a flop. That implied a crisis in 
the projcc~ and forced us to reformulate its aims and 
directions. 

We can summarize lhc idea of lhe project, which 
!hen had to be worked out in more detail, bolh lhcorcti­
cally and practically, in lhrcc phases: 
I. Explorative learning 
2. The history of lhc many 
3. Modern techniques 

In order for lhe character of lhc project IC be 
quite clear to lhe reader, we lhink it is necessary to 
explain in some dct.ail its emergence and growlh as an 
offshoot of a social discovery. We will return to Iha! 
point later. Here it suffices to point out lhc close 
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connection between MJS as a Research and Develop­
ment project, and the larger enterprise in Swedish 
society of discovering and exploiting the historical 
gold mine that the parish records actually constitute. 
From this point of view, MIS is not rcs1ricted to a 
pedagogical school projecL 

The history of the records of parochial civil 
registration can be traced all the way back to the early 
17th century. In 1608, Archbishop Olaus Martini 
ordered the clergy to keep records of baptisms, mar­
riages and betrothals. This order was sporadically com­
plied with. As a result of the Reformation, Marlin 
Luther's Short Catechism became the national ABC 
book in Sweden. People were now to read the word of 
God for themselves. This came as a challenge to the 
prevailing Latin exegesis. The Catechism became the 
fulcrum of a litcracy campaign headed by the clergy. 
The results of this campaign were recorded in special 
rolls in connection will, the annual examinations on the 
Catechism. One by one, Ilic parishioners were noted 
down together with their knowledge of Christianity. 

Church records were standardized through the 
1686 Ecclesiastical Law. They were now made to 
include more details concerning the individual. As a 
result, we are now in good position to find out about 
the individual person throughout the entire I 8th and 
19th centuries. The house examination rolls arc most 
detailed of all. Special rolls were drawn up to record 
births and baptisms, marriages, migration to or from a 
parish, and deaths and burials. 

Of cowsc the efficacy, persistence, and accuracy 
of the clergy's parish record keeping cannot be 
separated from the interests of the expanding Swedish 
national slate in keeping con1rol of taxes and levies. 
The unique source material had its prerequisites: The 
deep rooting of the lower clergymen in the local 
administration of the rural villages in combination with 
a powerful and centralized slate power. And it had its 
costs - a control by the authorities that makes the hith­
erto modern dala banks look like Candide. Thus the 
records tell not only stories about all the individuals 
registered, they also reveal a Jot about the quality of the 
state and the authorities. 

Parish records conlain abundant informal.ion 
about the individual people Jiving in Sweden over cen­
turies. As research material, these records can shed 
light on various aspects of human life and societal 
forces. In recent years, several research publications 

have drawn on parish records as a source of informa­
tion concerning such matters as the historical develop­
ment of literacy, emigration, soldiers, infant"mortality, 
the ravages of tuberculosis down to the present age, 
and hereditary diseases, to mention but a few exam­
ples .• 

Parish records have been consulted by individual 
scholars, family gencologists and authors in all ages. 
But the development of computer technology causes 
the research community to focus new attention on the 
mass information which records have to offer. Follow­
ing the example of literacy research done by Egil 
Johansson since the mid-1960s (Johansson, 1987), the 
current interests of archives and universities were 
grouped together in a more general process of compu­
terizing parish records for archival, educational and 
research purposes. DDB was cslablishcd for that pur­
pose in I 973. 

However, DDB is only intended to be a research 
laboratory, consisting of a theoretical sample of about 
60 (out of 2400) parishes, and resiricted to the period 
of the 19th century. So what about the accessibility of 
the larger part of the parish records? The increasing 
interests in the records became a threat to the physical 
standard of the church books: they ran the risk of being 
worn out. To prevent that, microfilms of the records 
were copied, and in recent years work on transferring 
these microfilms into microcards has been done, 
mainly in order to increase access to this incredible 
vein of historical information. 

The Nature of the MIS Project 

Explorative learning. Our point of departure is 
that everybody can do research in one way or another. 
The pupils can ascertain facts and· draw conclusions 
which have not previously been presented in books and 
articles. In this sense pupils and teachers can conduct 
their own research. However, in our science-believing 
societies, the word "research" has an aura of Holy sci­
ence, and research activity is mostly delegated to pro­
fessionals. Of course the production of general public 
knowledge is not an easy enterprise, and is presently 
reserved for the elite. The others arc offered educa­
tional programs to learn parts of that expert-produced 
knowledge. Nevertheless, there are good reasons not to 
draw the demarcation between learning and research 
too sharply and definitely; historical phenomena do not 
exist forever. It is even a point to strive for overcoming 
that abyss. 

40 TM Quar11.rlyNew;r/cllcr o/tM Laboratory o/Companllivc 1/wnan Cognilion, April 1988. Volume 10, Numbcr2 



The expression, THE HISTORY OF THE 
MANY, is intended to highlight two ideas. First, we 
have in mind the fact that not only kings, magnates and 
other prominent persons make history, though you can 
get this impression from traditional textbooks. What 
we aim at has also been termed "history of the common 
people" or "history from below." Second, we arc con­
vinced that not only professional historians, but also 
laymen like genealogists, local historians, and even 
teachers and pupils as well, can make substantial con­
lributions to the telling and writing of history (provided 
an alternative organization of knowledge generation). 

MODERN TECHNIQUES. As has already been 
suggested, a not insignificant part of the rapid develop­
ment of archives, libraries, and museums is the result 
of technological inventions caused by microcards and, 
especially, computers. Hereby, the availability of the 
source material increases, and a more widespread 
research activity (including cxplorative learning in 
schools) becomes possible. 

As a consequence of the failure in reaching the 
parish records data of DDB, a technique of building 
data bases for PC's was invented within the MIS pro­
ject by Bengt Grensjo. Technically, it is a data base 
program adapted to the parish records, but it also con­
tains a data base program of general character. How­
ever, it is not only a technical program, it is a practical 
vehicle of the "MJS pedagogical program." 

The main lesson we can draw from the problem 
of DDB, is that the computer technician and the 
researcher preferably should be united in one and the 
same person. (Practically, this is also sufficiently 
manageable on the PC level.) If not, there seem to 
emerge two different wishes and needs separated by a 
gulf. It is an understatement to say that such a state will 
complicate the matter. 

The Commi11ed-to-Mcmory program (CTM) 
consists of software, a small exemplary data base (for 
exercise), and a textbook. The aim is for users to build 
their own local data base, and use it in research work. 
CTM permits a more general approach so that the lim­
its of DDB and the 19th century and the 60 parish sam­
ple can be overcome. But on the other hand it requires 
building one's own data bases, implying a lot of work. 
In the continuation of MIS, we try to facilitate this 
work and coordinate it by constituting a club of data 
base builders/users. (Up to now there arc 5-10 such 
building groups in Northern Sweden.) 

A prerequisite of CTM is knowledge about the 
source material and the conditions of its coming into 
being. That is acquired by building (a part of) a data 
base. CTM helps to inspect individual cases as well as 
'Statistical means. As a matter of fact, one of its advan­
tages is precisely this possibility of back and forth 
comparison of particulars and generals. 

MJS is a research and development project 
Dcvclopmcnlal work has predominated, and is being 
conducted by the project team, who arc affiliated with 
the University, in collaboration with teachers and other 
school staff. This produces an encounter between two 
poles of knowledge, representing the University and 
the school sector respectively. The first of these poles 
mainly contributes knowledge about the research pro­
cess, historical studies, sources, modem techniques, 
and educational processes. The other pole, comprising 
the pupils, teachers and school staff, is closely familiar 
with learning, teaching and the practical school work. 
This encounter generates the tangible content of the 
project, which varies from one class, age level and 
school district to another. 

The developmental work incl_uded in MJS has 
resulted among other things in the actual school rou­
tines which the participating classes have developed. 
This can be termed a semi-spontaneous process, with 
the University presenting a selection and classes decid­
ing what teacher and pupils arc to concentrate on. 

As can be seen, MIS is not a teaching experi­
ment, as no direct interventions in the classrooms were 
made. Instead the work has been indirectly (there arc a 
few exceptions to this rule to be exact) by educating 
the teachers and giving them hints and suggestions. 

As already mentioned,· MJS started as conse­
quence of a societal discovery of the usefulness of the 
parish records and their "modernization" by microcards 
and computers. In its turn, this is part of a larger tide of 
using the archives in general more efficiently. This par­
ticipation in a societal movement makes the character 
of MIS a little "fuzzy" and "unlimited.• This is the way 
MIS was born, and we have deliberately let it be 
developed in this direction, which of course implies 
some drawbacks, among others that the the D-sidc of 
the R&D project has been pcrmi11cd to dominate in the 
sacrifice of reflection and research, and that the out­
come is not so clearcut. (What has really been 
achieved, and what role did the MJS project play?) 
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11tis paper is inlCndcd 10 give an overall picture 
of the MIS project. Observations in the classrooms and 
interviews with pupils and leathers have been 
described in several issues of the project journal, and 
will not be reported here, save as illustrations al some 
points. We hope this definition of the "genre" of our 
story will serve as a reading guide. 

Accomplishment 

In two areas of the northern part of Sweden, the 
districts of Umeo and Sundsva!J, in total 14 school 
classes (four grade 4-6, nine grade 7-9, and one senior 
high school) and corresponding leathers have taken 
part in the developmental work of MIS. The project 
team had close cooperation with these partners. In the 
beginning a great effort was invested in educating the 
teachers. They learned about several types of archives 
and historical source materials. They learned to know 
the staff of libraries, archives, museums and the 
university, as well as "lay specialists" in gcneology and 
local history. Discussions on how to do research in the 
school were held, and tips and experiences on what to 
do were exchanged. 

The specific content of the children's investiga­
tions was shaped by the leathers, who knew more than 
anybody else about the children and local conditions. 
This in turn made the research environments extremely 
varicgaled. 

The MJS idea seemed lo be spread by the wind. 
Soon the project team had a lot of requests for lessons 
and workshops, far exceeding our ability to meet them. 
Therefore we decided to establish a project journal, 
where experiences could be summed up, advice given 
about suitable historical source ma1erial for use in 
school, problems discussed (for example, how to con­
nect "small" and "large" history and avoid theoretical 
shortsighledncss), elC. 

In addition to the genuine project classes and 
teachers, (several hundred) others have been inspired 
to try the "MIS way of working" in the school sup­
ported by the above mentioned shorter training, the 
project journal, and smaller assistance from the project 
team (IClcphone, lctlCrs, visits). 

OUTCOMES 

Reception. One indicator of the "efficacy" of 
MIS is the acceptance that MIS has met from teachers 

and pupils. If leathers choose the MIS way of working 
in the school, it seems reasonable to regard this form of 
"lcamability" as an assessment of MIS in relation 10 

the discipline from the point of view of the teacher. 
(The rr,iotives of the pupils for accepting MJS can more 
easily be called in question, if there is no further evi­
dence brought forward.) The positive response of the 
teachers 10 MIS beyond question. In round figures, SO 
teachers have participaled in two-week courses, several 
hundred have taken part in workshops (half day or full 
day), each issue of the project journal is "subscribed 
10• by almost!OOO ICaehcrs. As an expert group com­
missioned to assess the MJS project wrote: "The 
in1eres\. among 1eachcrs as well as pupils has been 
broad and the response of the school community in 
Northern Sweden almost overwhelming." (Report, p.4) 

This line of argumentation is strengthened by the 
fact that the teachers interest in MIS was long­
standing. In the case the teacher finished the "MJS­
working" or gave up after one or two years because the 
work involved was loo demanding, requiring extraordi­
nary planning and preparation. 

The attraction of the MIS investigative working 
approach as a method for learning appears to be sup­
ported. From this perspective, concerning the outward 
side of explorative learning so to speak, MIS has been 
successful. The existence of a corresponding psycho­
logical or cognitive side is not so easy to establish. 
Again we have the judgments of teachers pointing in 
that direction. Also the witnesses of pupils and class­
room observations indicalC, on the whole, a positive 
pedagogical outpuL From a developmental worlc per­
spective, this seems evident and can be regarded as 
enough, but of course not from a theoretical or 
scientific point of view. 

In this connection, let us say a few words about 
the other ingredients of MIS - the history of the many, 
and modem techniques. Although the emphasis of this 
paper is on explorativc learning, there is no sense 
regarding it in isolation from the contents and methods 
of learning. 

MJS was not able to develop a more systematic 
use of computers in the school classes. (This aim was, 
in the beginning anyhow, probably the ultimate aim of 
the authorities supporting the projecL) There are 
several reasons for this. One reason is that the project 
team reacted against what we thought was the exces­
sive technological campaign on compulCrs in school at 
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that time in Sweden. As an alternative we argued for a 
pedagogical perspective: learning by research work is 
the important thing, whal instruments arc used depends 
on the subject matter and is subordinated to research 
and pedagogical purposes. The second reason was the 
previously mentioned output problem al DDB. Seven 
school classes did not use computers al all. 

"The history of the many" -direction of the pro­
ject was conscqucnlly followed up. All pupils involved 
in the project did in some way or another explore local 
historical events. As this was the content of the project 
it was inevitable. By what means and al which scope 
and depth ii was accomplished differed of course. 111c 
most outstanding outcome of the studies was a "MIS 
model" for "conquering" history. II is based on experi­
ences of classes in various schools, and al first evolved 
for work in grades 4-6, but has since been applied al all 
levels. The standard variant goes like this. Grade 4 stu­
dies "our family," with the children investigating their 
family history and compiling family trees. In grade 5 
they go on lO interview their grandparents and con­
slruct a "time strip" for their locality, Sweden and the 
world. In grade 6 they continue their journey back in 
time. The 19th century is conquered with the aid of 
parish records (through the medium of microcards and 
computers). 

This "MIS model" was not preconceived. ll has 
evolved as a result of nearly three years' practical 
experiences in several classes (thereby ~upplying the 
content which the project environment implies). The 
basic idea was invented by a teacher al the intermedi­
ate level, but was then complimented and restructured 
by other teachers. The essential thing is that it 
emanates from the pupils' personal history and moves 
backward in time from the present (to parents' time, 
grandparents' times and the 19th century) and goes 
outwards (from "our family" to the local community, 
going on from there to Sweden and the world al large). 
(In one way this model is contradictory to the instruc­
tions in the Swedish compulsory school curricular, 
since history is learned from the present backwards.) 

MIS - More Than a School Project 

MIS is nol restricted lo the domain of the school, 
though ii is there we have the point of departure and 
base. From Lhc beginning others interested in 
knowledge have contributed 10 the work: employees at 
museums, archives and libraries, parents, grandparents, 
geneologists, local historians, retired people, 

researchers al the University (outside the project team), 
and otl1crs. We have named ii a cooperative way of 
working. 

Forms of working and relational nets are not 
separated from the content of the projec~ its "mind" or 
aims. Probably, ii would not be wrong lO say, that in 
the continuation of the practical activity developed 
within or around MIS there is a vision of a societal 
generation of knowledge and learning. Herc the con­
tours of tl1at vision will be outlined. We regarded it as 
an important outcome of the MIS project Of course, it 
is not an outcome resulting independent of our efforts. 
·It is not a "scicnti!ic result" of the project. The efforts 
of the project team have contributed 10 ll1c rcsul~ but 
also the efforts of who knows how many others? In 
that sense it is the "spirit of the age" that works through 
us. We arc part of a societal movement regarding edu­
cation, and we give our contribution. The project team 
has had the advantage of coordinating activity, 
developing methods, and discussing the future. We can 
depict tl1c outcome as in Figure 1 (next page), and will 
comment on ii according to the numbering. 

The societally organized generation of 
knowledge (I) is always in the melting pol There arc 
more established forms, and there arc "hcrctieal" ones. 
Both fonns find their raison d'etre in what will be 
tcnned "the living organizing of knowledge" (and it 
can be added: of skills, altitudes, feelings) (2). Our 
point is tliat the living process of organizing knowledge 
is a process where people act together by talking, 
listening, pointing, gesticulating (besides reading and 
writing). This aspect of the activity is the central part in 
the acquisition of "tacit knowledge", a basic com­
ponent in the scientific enterprise, as has been 
described by Kuhn (1962). Below we will discuss this 
phenomenon in the terminology of activity theory, and 
argue for the paramount significance of the "intimate 
collective subject" in this process. Herc it suffices lO 
emphasize the living character of knowledge produc­
tion in opposition to the long-standing ideas of positiv­
ism and Poppcrism. 

In our lime the struggles about what can be seen 
as acceptable knowledge arc numerous and bitter. As 
you enter the scientific scene, you arc part of this 
drama, whctl1er you like it or not MIS is of course no 
exception. There are several ways of describing the 
positions in the scientific struggles, we borrow a dis­
tinction we find useful from Nakayama (1981) , a dis­
tinction between academic science, industrialized 
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'tl 1. THE SOCIETALLY ORGANIZED GENERATION OF KNOWLEDGE 

w 
(!) 
Q 
w 
...J 
3: 
0 
z 
:,.:: 

Q) 
..c: 
"' ,,< .... 

.0 "' .. e ... I-< 
"' 0 Q) .... 

Q) 
I-< 
0 :,: 

3A. Academic 
science 

2. 

3B. Industrialized 
science 

u. 
LIVING i--- 4. Building of 

ORGANIZING local historical 
------------------------------------ OF ---- -------------data bases----------------0 

'tl 
(/) 

Q) 
..c: 

5, An alternativ~ DGE 
history written and KNOWLE ::;: 

er: 
0 
u. 

"' ,,< .... 
.0 "' 
'" e ... I-< 
"'0 ...... 

told of and for (also) 
non-professionals 3C. Service science 

I 
,: SA. Schools as c"ntres of cul- 5B. Building of separate 
0 z ture in the neighbourhood school archives 

History of 
the many 

Explorative 
learning 

Modern 
techniques 

IJ) ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
p A R I S H R E C O R D S 

OTHER HIS.TOR IC AL SOURCES 
·---- ---------------·----· 

Figure 1. The vision and reality or learning and generation or knowledge in and beyond the MIS project. 

science, and service science (3a-c). Nakayama com­
pares the three types of science according to assessors, 
motives, referees and examiners, rewards, values, 
fonns of presentation, organizational configurations, 
and other aspects. The crucial difference between the 
three types of science is located by Nakayama in the 
first aspecc "the social mechanism by which each is 
assessed" (p. 86). And the assessors arc respectively 
peer review, sponsor, and general public. 

For MIS' part a project journal has been 
developed intended for the general (teacher) public. It 
contains a mixture of genres, from journalistic articles 
to reports acceptable in academic science, from exam­
ples of historical source material to tips of how to work 
in the classroom. The idea is congenial to the basic 
project idea concerning means of influencing education 
through research and development. lt has been termed 

"science as pedagogy" (title of a book by Regi Ener­
stvedt, 1971). George A. Miller (1969) has discussed it 
as a way of looking at "psychology as a means of pro­
moting human welfare." He says: •r believe that the 
real impact of psychology will be felt, not through the 
technological products it places in the hands of power­
ful men, but through its effects on the public at large, 
through a new and different public conception of what 
is humanly possible and what is humanly desirable" (p. 
I 066). MJS has attempted to work in this spiriL 

Building of local historical data bases (4) has 
been initiated within the MIS projccL In two cases it 
has been realized in cooperation with employment 
authorities, and preparations arc being made to work in 
different organizational bases (schools, employment 
authorities). 
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The benefits of a data base is twofold. Fust, the 
computer-organized material can be used for research 
purposes. This is the part most commonly noticed. 
There is however another benefit, which is just as 
important: the living organization of knowledge taking 
place in the head of the builders and in the collective. 
This aspect is too easily neglected. Al the data base in 
Haparanda for example, the parish records are 
prepared, interpreted and registered on a data base, but 
not only that. Unique knowledge about the parish 
records and the historical circumstances of their origin 
is built up IOO, sometimes documented in articles, pam­
phlets or reports, sometimes "only" circulating as oral 
culture. But exactly this oral culture is the base of 
knowledge generation. If it withers away or is brushed 
aside, then knowledge becomes abstract and badly 
anchored in reality. That is the reason why tacit and 
oral knowledge is that important. Our experience is 
that data bases without a surrounding of living collec­
tive competence run the risk of becoming dead monu­
ments. It remains to be seen how that problem can be 
handled of the data bases now under construction - will 
the builders be active parts of a research collective or 
will they, in name of "efficacy," be only wage earners 
and nonrescarchers? 

School as a centre of culture in the neighborhood 
(Sa) is an idea that has been growing within MJS for a 
long time. The school library and the community 
library arc often one and the same. It can be a meeting 
place between school and society. Competent adults 
can work as "counsellors" for the pupils, and grown 
ups and youngsters can explore history together. 
School projects can be involved in more wide-aiming 
investigations. In a couple of schools, there has been a 
beginning testing of these ideas, sometimes on the ini­
tiative of parents, sometimes of teachers. 

In a school (one of the few upper secondary tak­
ing part in MIS) in the town of Sundsvall, a rather seri­
ous experiment has been done for years in establishing 
a separate school archive (Sb). Although the town of 
Sundsvall has an excellent library, a museum, and 
~vcral archives, the teachers have found it practically 
impossible because of schedules and time limits to use 
these good resources, except on extraordinary occa­
sions. In cooperation with the communal archive, 
sources selected by the teachers in history have been 
transferred to microcards for the school archives. 

An alternative history, one written and told by 
and for non-professionals, a history of the many (6), is 

a farsighted aim in MJS. The actual outcome of the 
project in this respect is of course a spit in the ocean; 
nonetheless the aim exists. The conditions are in a way 
favourable, as parish records almost spontaneously 
seem to generate attempts at creating a history of the 

: people. Countless historical compositions have been 
written of pupils on that ground. 

So far a great many visions and some realities of 
MIS have been presented. Big questions and Utopian 
prospects - okay, but they exist. To deny them would 
be academic blindness. 

. The Fundamentals of Exploralive Learning 

It is possible to sum up the fundamentals of 
cxplorative learning according to MIS' experience in 
four paragraphs: 

l. A condition of explorative learning is the 
self-exploration of reality, in order to detect what has 
not earlier been detected (however small or unimpor­
tant it may appear to "scientific researchers"). Practi­
cally, this implies - in compulsory school and in upper 
secondary too - empirically based research. In the ter­
minology of Tomebohm (1973a,b), we have to do with 
"explorative studies." Theoretical (or "synthetic") stu­
dies demand an ovefl'iew and wide reading not attain­
able on these levels in school, save as extreme excep­
tions. 

2. "Explorative learning" puts the traditional 
school-learning aside, and establishes new relations 
among pupils, between pupils and the teacher(s), and 
between both groups and the object of the studies. 

3. New conditions of learning thus emerge, but 
only as far as the "straitjacket" of the school can be 
overcome. To us, it is still an open question if it is pos­
sible to develop "cxplorative learning" lo a greater 
extent in the existing school. This has to be tested. 

4. When the teacher expresses an "explorative 
learning-attitude" and himself is using cxplorative 
methods, then the pupils often seem lo be inspired lo 
"explorative learning." Conversely, teachers that do not 
research will not have researching pupils. 

In the following these four paragraphs will be 
further developed. 
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Exploration and pupils. In what ways then arc 
pupils in compulsory school able to do research? u:1 us 
consider some arguments from Hakan Tomcbohm, 
Professor of Philosophy of Science in Gothenburg. 
According 10 him, the process of knowledge generation 
has two phases, which perhaps may be depicted as in 
Figure 2. 

Some distinctions involving learning acuv,ues 
can be made with the aid of the concepts in Figure 2. 
Defined as "motivated learning" (Enerstvedt, I 985), 
one type of learning activity, namely "authorativc 
text" -learning, is not depicted at all in the figure, since 
it only reproduces and docs not generate knowledge. 

Sometimes the object of learning activity is said 
to be a change in the subjective structure of the learner. 
If the learner is not aware of that, but is only the object 
of others teaching activity, you have this "authorative 
text"-leaming. In so far as the learner himself is aware 
of this aim, and has made it his own, his learning 
activity can be described as being of a "second-order" 
type (Enerstvedt, 1985). (Some other researchers 
within the tradition of activity theory appear to reserve 
the concept of learning activity for this second-order 
type.) 

"Explorative learning" is a learning activity. To 
the pupils the focus is on how to conduct the explora­
tion, i.e., about methods. A second hand result seems to 
be a form of reflections about theoretical instruments. 
u:t's look at some data from a 6th grade school class. 

CASE I. A school class, which has done 
"cxplorative learning" about 1-2 hours a week for three 
school years (grades 4-6) . At the end of grade 6 the 
pupils arc asked, first, about what they learned in 
school during the six years they spent there ("school­
leaming"), and, second, a month later, about what they 
learned by MIS-study work. There are two striking 
differences in answers on the two occasions: 

I. When talking about MIS a lot of methods arc 
mel\tioned, but when asked about school learning in 
general, not a single answer mentions method! 

2. There is a kind of theoretical reflection 
expressed on the second occasion, but not on the first. 
However, it is not theorizing in ordinary scientific 
sense, but more similar to what Susanne Langer (1957) 
finds characteristic of art: configurative and present:l• 
tional. Answers of the following sort - "Find a lot of 

facts and then write down the most important matter"; 
"And then one can perhaps make additions and perhaps 
write a story"; "and then you can let imagination play 
its role" • indicate active productions, which need 
analysis, structuring and creation of wholeness. 

Pupils can, we believe, be researchers in two 
ways. One by doing ordinary research: choose a prob­
lem, investigate, interpret the outcome, and bring the 
results to the public in reports. It is hard to imagine this 
sort of activity among pupils in the compulsory school, 
although it can occur on rare occasions. 

. • WiUlin the MIS project we had one such excep­
tion (or almost one; we helped the youngsters in the 
last mentioned step). 

CASE 2. Two boys in the 8th grade had decided 
to study the history of their home village, Degcmas. 
When interviewing an old woman they heard about a 
grave, which she had found in the 1940s. She went 
picking berries and then she saw the grave, decorated 
with a white wooden cross. Earlier she had heard about 
the grave from an older woman telling a legend: Two 
Russian soldiers were on their way to Dcgcrnas, prob­
ably in order to gel a horse. Both of them were injured, 
and one of them succumbed in the forcsL He was 
buried by his fellow, who then went on to the village. 
At last he arrived there and was taken care of, but later 
he died. The grave is to be that place where the first 
soldier died and where he was buried by his fellow. 
The two pupils calculated where the grave possibly 
could be situated and began a systematic penetration of 
the district forest - and found the grave. The finding 
was reported to the local museum, where they did not 
know about the grave, in spite of the fact that a few 
years earlier a memorial inventory had been made in 
the area. 

It is no coincidence that this example of success­
ful research in school is about an "empirical fact". (A 
proof "from below," according to Figure 2.) Results 
nearer the theoretical pole of a discipline ("from 
above" -support) must be extremely rare in a school 
contexL 

The other way in which a pupil can be a 
researcher is as a pupil exploring matters of fact within 
education. Doing "explorative learning" as we have 
chosen to term iL What s/he discovers or invents is 
often not very new if regarded as public knowledge, 
but there is a core of "newness," and this is the 
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I •1 BELIEVE' research ----------- •1 KNOW" 
(Subjective knowledge) 

JI •1 KNOW" ----------- argumentation -------- •oTHERS KNOW" 
( From below: empi.rical proof) (Public knowledge) 
(From above: creation of theo-
retical wholeness) 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------

Figure 2. The two phases in the process of knowledge generation (reconstructed after Tornebohm, 
1973a,b), 

imporiant mauer. In learning Lhcrc is always a combi­
nation of old and new matters, a wholly reproductive 
activity docs not exist. The pupils always produce a 
counter- culture ("illegally," or out of lhe agenda), 
which often is unknown. MIS is an allcmpt lo break 
out of lhc vicious circle of only reproductive activity. 
Essenlial is lhat lhc new matter, however tiny it looks, 
is acknowledged as important and thal it will be 
developed. 

As previously suggested, the distinction between 
research activity and learning activity ought not Lo be 
exaggerated. In research you learn, and in (good) 
learning you do research (in lhc broad sense of lhc 
word). When for example pupils or teachers ask lhcm­
selvcs which monlhs arc most frequent for marriage in 
an actual village in the district of Vastcrbotten in the 
1880s, and by means of CTM find that 60% of the mar­
riages lake place in October, November or December 
(not May or June as expected), and after discussions 
choose as the most probable explanation that in late 
Autumn the harvest is finished and the slaughter has 
brought meat enough for a party. Who can tell in a 
clearcut way if this is education or research? Or when 
they put the same question concerning a district in the 
upper north of Sweden and find April as tl1e favourite 

montl1 of marriage and explain it in terms of the tradi­
tion of the religious sect of Lacsiadianism? 

Collective subjects in learning and teaching activity. 

Traditional school-teaching and learning is 
grounded on the supposition lhat tl1c teacher knows the 
subject matter and the pupils do not. The curriculum 
specifics parts of the cultural hcrilagc and the teacher's 
knowledge is to be transferred to the pupils. In cxplora­
tive learning this docs not hold true because no one 
owns lhc key to tl1e answers. Therefore, the role of the 
teacher is different. Who actually is the teacher and 
who the learner cannot be specified on formal grounds, 
it will change according to the circums1ances. (In the 
long run the teacher will normally have a lead, of 
course.) 

Let's try lO get a theoretical grasp of tl1is 
phenomenon by using Vygotsky's "fundamcnial law" 
of the development of the higher psychological 
processes as a starting point It says: 

Every function in the child's cultural 
development appears twice: first, on the 
social level, and later, on the individual 
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level; first, BETWEEN people 
(inlerpsychological) !hen INSIDE the child 
(intrapsychological) ... All !he higher 
functions originate as actual relations 
between human individuals." (Vygotsky, 
1978, p. 57) 

Let us go a step funher combining this good idea 
with Kuhn's conception of !he learning of or growing 
up into a paradigm. Thereby, we will, we believe, have 
a more generalized version of Vygotsky's fruitful ideas 
liberated from the unspoken prerequisites of traditional 
school learning and child development which the 
Vygotskian passage suggests. 

Kuhn emphasizes the significance of social inter­
course in the acquisition of knowledge. By showing 
exemplars (ideal standards) of a tradition of science in 
a tutorial situation or in a seminar, the timbre of tacit 
knowledge is transmitted lo the novice. In the absence 
of !his, the apprentice will never be a master. In 
Kuhn's argumentation a formula congenial lo, or 
anyhow compatible wilh, Vygotsky's "fundamental 
law" is suggested: 
social intercourse (around exemplars) --­
Lacil knowledge ••• --
explicit knowledge. 

If !he above arguments have substance, then the 
social process attached to !he subject matter (or Ll1c 
social intercourse around exemplars) determines the 
psychological processes (!he knowledge). Thus, !he 
implication is, !hat if you have a different form of 
social intercourse (but the "same" exemplars), you 
have a different human activity and you got different 
tacit and explicit knowledge, In !his way you can see 
plainly !hat intellectual knowledge has a prerequisite in 
face-to-face activity. Thus, !he nuances of what is 
being enacted in !he educational setting arc of extreme 
importance 10 learning and teaching activity. 

The "explorative learning"-teacher (or perhaps 
better: tutor) has lO Lake part in a living dialog. That 
implies running the risk of not doing well, of losing the 
shelter of formal authority, but it also means the possi­
bility of acquiring a new authority based on profes­
sional competence. In short, it means participating in 
an activity of knowledge generation on !he same condi­
tions as the others in the collective. (For the moment 
the problem of the demoralizing effect of power on 
instruction will be ignored; we will return lO it.) 

Regarded "from inside" it is easy to sec the 
difference between !he activity of "cxplorative learn­
ing" and traditional "school- going-activity." The con­
texts in which these activities are imbcddcd are also 
stri1<,ingly different. School-going has a 1000 years-old 
tradition of learning as reproducing texts, implying a 
view' of pupils as immature social creatures who must 
be filled up with the cultural "basics." Explorative 
learning, on !he other hand, means a societal recogni­
tion of Ll1c creative learning possibilities of !he pupils 
(and the teachers). In the latter case learning is 
regarded (also) as contributing 10 !he social production. 
Corresponding to !he difference in learning activity, is 
!he difference between !he collective subjects. 

II would be misguided to specify a collective 
subject (and, which is !he olhcr side of !he matter, a 
human activity) by a surface-empirical procedure. A 
school class and a teacher in a classroom do not 
automatically constitute a collective subjecL They 
might, and if !hey do, what type of collective subject 
they constitute is also dependent on their relations to 
the contextual collective subjects. Let's illustrate what 
has been said in a figure. 

Individuals are parts of several collective sub­
jects, and Lake part in several human activities. Some 
of these arc of more global character, others arc more 
limited, more "intimate." In learning and teaching the 
activity is more limited, and lhus !he collective subject 
is of a smaller range. In Figure 3 this is represented by 
(CS/A)S !OT (say a small group wilhin the class) and 
(CS/A)SllT (for example the school class). 

We claim with Polanyi (1969), that tacit 
knowledge is basic lO all forms of knowledge. The ori­
gin of tacit knowledge is all !he activities in which 
individuals arc involved, especially the more narrow, 
more intimate activity (which of course is coloured or 
determined by !he wider activity; i.e., if the wider col­
lective subjects change, so do !he narrow ones). The 
overall activity and communication is always mediated 
in a socially "close" way. However, this docs not mean, 
!hat one cannot receive information by oneself. Obvi­
ously, one can, for example by reading. What we main­
tain is that at some point communication must have a 
social anchoring, and that this anchoring has a funda­
mental character. Consequently, social intcrcourse, 
face-to-face interaction, is of paramount importance 
for learning and teaching. Not much is known about 
this phenomenon so what has been stated here, is to be 
regarded as a hypothesis. 
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Societally wider 
collective subjects 
and more overall 
activities 

Figure 3. Collective subjects/Activity (CS/A) of learning and leaching and their relationship. 
(i=individual person; O="intimate," oral; I= more overall CS/A of learning and leaching. 

The "slrailjacket" of the school ,·s "favourable 
circumstanccs.11 

School organization is not designed 10 promote 
exploralivc learning. For thal one needs flexibility • in 
time, room, planning, tulOrial assistance, and resources. 
But schools seem to be crowded with hampering 
bureaucratic rules, lime schedules, shortage of class­
rooms or group rooms, difficulties in synchronizing u,c 
work of the several teachers responsible for one class, 
and so on. Everybody familiar with schools today 
knows what we mean. 

But this is not the whole U'llth. Far from iL There 
always emerge "favourable circumstances" as a 
"counter-force," if there arc teachers or pupils 
interested in alternative ways of doing study work. 

The phenomena of a "straitjacket" and "favour­
able circumstances" in the school are well known to 
everybody familiar lo the school today. They mirror 
the contradictions in the school. On one hand a restric­
tive tradition of teaching and learning, an attempt to 
domesticate the potential of newness in learning. On 
the other hand an effort 10 develop learning into a more 
creative activity conducive 10 wider participation. We 
nicntion these contradictory forces in order to point out 
the somewhat self-evident fact that a great deal of 
organizational work has to be done in order to over­
come the obslacles 10 cxplorativc learning. 

The researcher-teacher 

One outcome of the project that little by little we 
acccp1cd as a matter of course is that teachers have 10 
be models and do research work themselves. There arc 
practical as well as theoretical considerations which 
obliged us to face this reali1y. Let us first look at some 
practical examples. 

Experience shows that teachers too arc seized by 
tl,c "holiness" belonging 10 the phenomenon of 
"research" in our culture. Even teachers who arc ordi­
narily curious, always laking on new wks, reading and 
invcs1igating, oflcn sian to stuuer, when we ask them if 
they do research or want to do thac "Mc, how could 
17" 

Still, the teachers arc more or less forced to do 
research themselves, because they feel that the pupils 
arc keenly alive to the "climate" or the "mood" of the 
school class or the group. If the teacher created the 
impression that there was no need for exploration 
because it is sufficient to "read up," then there would 
be no point in Lalking about the necessity of doing 
research. Such a teacher would not be believed. Thus, 
the teachers appear to have felt a pressure from the 
pupils. 

Theoretically this phenomenon is easy to grasp 
in terms of Vygotsky's fundamcnLal psychological law. 
If the teacher personally docs not mediate the idea of 
research study work as basic, the pupils will psycho­
logically (as tacit knowledge at least) get the idea of its 
non-esscntiality. 
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Concluding Discussion 

Vehicles of I.he MIS' educalional program. From 
its sLart MIS has deliberately used, what we have 
named, a "cooperative way of working." A network of 
relations - not only schools, but olhcr institutions as 
well, and also laymen - were established Lhrough per­
sonal contacts and, as I.he project grew, more and more 
wilh I.he aid of I.he project journal. "Concerning 
cooperation and financing of I.he project, MIS is ralher 
unique,• was I.he formulation of I.he professional group 
judging I.he project. 

But, of course, a growing movement and a wider 
societal organization cannot be united wilhout common 
ideas and aspirations. These were not invcnlcd by MIS, 
only partially so. Instead I.he project grew as a part of 
two societal currents. One is regarding learning, and 
implies an aucmpt to develop a more active learning 
activity, an attempt to break I.he 1000 years old clerical 
tradition of passive learning, where I.he activity of 
reciting I.he trulh of holy or aulhorative texts has passed 
until our time, and is currently living as a basic com­
ponent of school-learning. (Compare Fichtner, 1985). 
The olher current MIS is part of is striving toward a 
rapid change of I.he world of archives by use of new 
media, especially I.he computer. 

MIS has had I.he advantage of resources lo 
develop participation in Lhese currents. To mention I.he 
most important: Lhcoretical ideas about learning 
(activity Lheory) and of data base uses, and aboul form­
ing an ideological perspective; organization by per­
sonal networks and cooperation wilh a lot of institu­
tions; material by picking up appropriate historical 
source malerial, by establishing a project journal, and 
by invention of PC-programs (besides I.he already men­
tioned CTM, also a program which lets you explore 
"parish life in earlier times," Johansson 1985, by means 
of a computer picture of I.he bench-scats in I.he church 
of Tuna 1820, showing information, taken from I.he 
parish records, about I.he inhabitants). 

As a R&D project MIS aims at knowledge and 
developmenL This can be applied in two different 
ways: (I) by professionals' measures, and (2) by 
"inviting or suggestive education," "service science," 
"scholarship as pedagogy"; we arc not sure what lo 
term iL MIS aims at (2). What is needed to get a suc­
cessful project? An answer in I.he direction of activity 
theory would be: "advanccdness", i.e., work within I.he 
societal zone of proximal development (as defined by 

Engcstr&n, 1987, p.174). And thal's only attainable if 
(a) a lot of olher people's experiences can be utilized 
for the bcnefil of the activily, and (b) Lhese experiences 
arc systematized and improved, and (3) new "strategic 
insll}lmcnts" are developed (to use I.he terminology of 
Engcs\f&n, aa), instruments (or vehicles as we prefer 
to naine I.hem), which can be conceptual, organiza­
tional or material. 

Figure 4 summarizes I.he most important "vehi­
cles of education" used in I.he MIS project, showing 
connections between vehicles of different sorts. MIS is 
more concentrated on I.he CONDITIONS of learning 
and lplowlcdge generation. It is a consequence of our 
choice of R&D strategy. Our means of influence have 
predominanlly been indirect, implying a regulation of 
semi- spontaneous processes, more on an intermediate 
level (if "macro" is reserved for more overall contexts: 
political, cultural, societal). 

It is especially worlh noticing the organizational 
aspccl as an important vehicle. Oflen it is underes­
timated or ignored in Lhcorctical reflections about 
knowledge production. A prominenl example is 
Popper's "3 World" epistemology (Popper, 1972). 
111cre you find I.he material dimension (World I), and, 
of course, I.he core in Popper's epistemology, I.he 
Lheorctical one (World 3). The mediation between 
Lhese two "worlds" goes Lhrough "World 2," I.he sub­
jective world of psychological processes. Remarkable 
is I.he complete absence of organizational clements. 
The central fact Lhal I.he connection between "World 3" 
and "World 1" is socio-culturally mcdialcd is totally 
ignored by Popper, and he consequently ends up in a 
"Robinson Crusoe epistemology• - I.he isolated man on 
I.he hunt for "objective knowledge. " To us, I.his idea 
seems absurd. We find I.hat in practical as well as in 
Lhcorctical contexts a paramount role of social interac­
tion in I.he collective is always popping up. Groups. 
organizations, and institutions are important and must 
be reflected properly, if praxis is to be promoted. These 
collective contexts of 1',1JS are pointed out in Figure 4. 

For I.he sake of clarity, it may be noted, I.hat I.he 
borders between I.he "lines• in Figure 4 are not fixed. 
The "club of data base builders/users• is an organiza­
tional vehicle not only of orality, and of I.he particular­
gencral-dialectics in knowledge generation, but also of 
"cxplorativc learning", and of a "cooperative way of 
working." Let's use an example to explain what we 
mean. 
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--------·------- -----------------------------------------------------------------· 

CONCEPTUAL ORGANIZATIONAL MATERIAL 

•indirect means of 
influence• 

MIS' educational program Project journal 

"Explorative learning• D08 1 SVAR, MIS Historical source material 
on modern media 
(microfiche,computers) 

•rhe importance of 
dialectis between the 
general and the parti­
cular in knowledge 
generation~ and of oral 
discussions• 

Club of data base •circular letters~ CTM, 
builders/users •Parish life"' 

•A coperalive way of 
working" 

Personal network: Project journal 
schools, archives, University, 
laymen, etcetera 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Figure 4. Important vehicles of education in the MIS project: conceptual, organiialional, and material. 
(DDB = Demographic Daia Base of Haparanda and Umeo; SV AR= Swedish Archive Infonnalion, producing 
microfiche of historical source material;CTM = "Commillcd to Memory," a historical daiabase program) 

The thcorclical, organiialional, and material clements 
interact, sometimes in ways far from self-evident. u:l 
us elaborate somewhat an example illuslt'Jling this. 
Paradoxically enough, computers, which can be 
regarded as constituting tl1e word in its most technolog­
ically powerful form, can slimulatc and facilitate a 
more "living word," a richer exchange of ideas, a 
deepening discussion. On the other hand, the computer 
is unaccessible, a fact that will be rccogniied when tl1e 
computer docs not work if not sooner. 1l1en the "tech­
nological dciachmcnt" 10 everyday life makes it 
difficult 10 find alternative ways of communicating. 
Say that you, for example, have put numbers into tl1c 
computer to do some computing, and it malfunctions in 
such a way that you cannot read what you have put into 
i.t or the outcome of the computalions. In situalions like 
that, you bless paper and pencil, not to say the (oral} 
word (by means of which you even give your bless­
ing). On the other hand, tl1e computer-here assumed in 
the form of a historical dllia base of CTM-type • 
enables a rather accessible cxploralion of historical 
source material. Which aspects lo bring forward and 
which questions to be answered, arc up 10 the pupils 
themselves. They will be freer in this interaction than 

in the broken dialogue (or is it monologue?) with a 
book-text. The results produced by the pupils arc 
genuine, not only success at cooked up, secure, lab 
exercises. The pauerns of data generated by means of 
the computer may be a starling point to research ques­
tions: how Lo understand that difference, how 10 
explain it, etc? 

Computers (used in suitable ways of course; 
there is no guarantee against using them as mechanical 
teaching machines of the old days) cannot "stand 
alone." You have 10 organize dialogues by means of 
them or around them. Letting the books speak for 
themselves by reciting them (by heart or more freely) 
as the presupposed standard way of study work, dic­
t:lled by the school- tradition, will no longer be a possi­
bility. You can surface-read a text without actually 
understanding it, and reproduce tl1e text as if you 
understood it 1l1at's not possible using computers our 
way. Eitl1cr you tl1ink and discuss and understand, or 
you and your colleagues must be silent, because tl1crc 
is no way of "lip-reading" tl1c computer. 
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Shortcomings in MIS 

Up to now we have accented U,c contributions 
we think that MIS made to R&D work. Dul naturally 
there are drawbacks as well, and here it is time to dwell 
on them. 

MIS has =ived two kinds of well-informed 
criticism. One is provided by the expert group already 
mentioned. It points out two missing elements in MIS: 
a) a failure .to measure the outcome of subjective 
changes; what lhc pupils have learned and how their 
consciousness of history have been developed, and b) 
what the outcome looks like in comparison to a more 
traditional way of study work in school. 

To the a)-criticism we agree. In the beginning of 
MIS there were plans of documenting subject-effects 
of learning, but we were obliged to abandon them, 
when the project grew in extent and acceptance. We 
had to make a choice between the developmental side 
of the project and the research- and reflecting side. We 
still think that we, given the circumstances, made lhc 
best possible decision. 

To criticism b) we arc sceptical. Such an assess­
ment would, as far as we understand it, make use of 
control groups and should imply a rather large research 
design. It is questionable if it is woril1 il1c trouble. The 
acceptance cif MIS by teachers and pupils under a con­
siderably long period, can, as we have already stated, 
be regarded as an assessment of the project. The con­
clusion that the project is successful we think is 
confirmed. The questions of how and why, however, 
we think could preferably be approached by means of a 
more theoretical assessment. Especially, in the per­
spective dealt with in this article, it would be of interest 
to study the steps from "intimate collective subjects" in 
the learning settings to the outcome of learning: con­
cepts, theoretical understanding, attitudes, and skills. 

The second criticism concerns U1c absence of 
practical considerations about how to arrange scientific 
oriented instructions aimed at the history of the com­
mon man, using new technology. Regarding micro 
processes of learning and teaching we find this criti­
cism correct, The level of analyses and reflections of 
learning in MIS is mainly not micro. We have such 
ingredients, but they do not form a systematic 
approach, and cannot be used as raw material from 
which to chisel out a clearcut figure of psychological 
processes and pedagogical effects. 

Here we could have learned considerably from 
studies of interventions in instruction done in the tradi­
tion of activity theory. (For example Thysscn, 1984; 
Engcstrcrn & Hedegaard, 1985) Teaching experiments 
have U1cir drawbacks too, however, which we would 
like to avoid. Let us introduce another figure, analog to 
the· preceding one, but on educational micro-level, for 
further discussion. 

The second line in Figure 5 is a way of illustrat­
ing the famous theoretical idea of Vygotsky, that if you 
arc going to teach a child, you have to work within the 
ZoPD, and make use of suitable mediators, acts or 
material means ("pivots" as they arc tcrincd in Vygot• 
sky, 1978/1933). You and the child form a dyad, which 
thus will constitute the organizational setting. (Perhaps 
smaller groups and even groups of school class size 
can do, but il1eorctically they probably can be under­
stood as consisting of several dyads.) 

Anyhow, the gap between intermediate and . 
micro levels in U1c design of the R&D work of MIS is 
not out of reason. It mirrors a scepticism against the 
"itching finger" in pedagogical interventions. It is our 
conviction that it is a delicate enterprise to organize the 
learning process in detail (that is, on micro level). You 
never know what will happen. An encounter always is 
open to a certain degree. Even if the instruction is 
made technologically, the learning process will not be 
so, it will only be extraordinarily misjudged. Learning 
(more exact: learning activity in the sense of Ener­
stvedt, 1985; there is biological learning too) is socie­
tal. It can only to a small degree• and mainly indirectly 
• be controlled. That means that pedagogy can hardly 
be made useful as technology, but rather as a critical 
scholarship, not only of those directly involved in the 
teaching situation, but also of wider collective subjects. 
The society will intervene in the classroom, that is 
inescapable. Theoretically that means the determina­
tion of wider CSs on narrower ones. 

Herc we arc back to the problem of power and 
learning. Power always tends to infiltrate instruction, 
making it corrupt and distorted or destroying iL The 
inscription above the entrance door of the oldest 
University of Sweden (Uppsala) is unusual in its expli­
citness, but it says what all institutions of learning 
anyhow whisper: "To lhink freely is great, to think the 
right things is greater." 

Yet, it is important to keep in mind the superior 
position of the "intimate cs• in the learning process. It 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------

CONCEPTUAL ORGANIZATIONAL MATERIAL 

1ntimate collective 
subject"' 

Small group Various 

Zone of prox.imal 
development (ZoPD) 

Dyad Pivots 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Figure 5. Vehicles of education on micro level. 

is !here !he essentials of learning take place (perhaps 
in or via ZoPD too, but !hat is not conclusive lo tlic 
argument here). In !hcoretical lenns you can say, !hal 
in "intimate CS" you have !he chance of breaking !he 
determination of !he wider CSs and generate something 
new. The implication of !his for the leacher's work is 
impor1allL The teacher's "transmission of cullural heri­
tage" to !he pupils will always go through the vocal 
culture (Ong, 1967) and !he "intimate CS". 'Ilic 
teacher will nol only be a representative of "World 3." 
but also a panicipanl in "World o; the original and 
oral human inlcractivc world (missing in Popper's 
theory), "man's own personal, social, vocal world," lo 
speak with Ong (1967, p. 73). In this "world" the 
teacher is as vulnerable as the pupils, but also has the 
possibilily of taking part in a living collective. 

Exploralivc Learning in the Swedish Compulsory 
School? 

In one sense il is evident that you can do 
research in the school. As elements in the regular 
school work research now and then appears in upper 
secondary. But if you claim more than that, as we do, 
proposing research in school nol just as rare happen­
ings in school work, bul as the pedagogical fonn that 
·.imbues the daily study work, then il becomes contr­
oversial. 

That research goes its own ways, and is not easy 
'to control from outside (if al all), probably is what 
makes research in the school a muddle. An cxplorativc 
way of working as an all- pervading pedagogical pre­
cept appears to imply something revolutionary to our 
school. Why so? What makes research as pedagogy so 

alien or threatening? Our guess is: Partly because of 
the unmanageabilily of research work, its difficully to 
be kept within limits, lo be administered, and its always 
implying some sort of disorder. Partly because il 
presupposes an alternative figure of thought about 
learning compared to the prevalent one: learning as 
creation of something new, ra!her than as simple 
transfer of "heritage of culture." Partly because it 
demands teacher-work lo change character. And, last 
and probably not lcasl important, parlly because of fear 
for what forces can be released. 

W c do not know if research as pedagogy is 
auainablc in the school. ll may turn out, thal the most 
significant processes of learning today will lake place 
outside the school. Perhaps that is the way it should be. 
Still, we think that the limits of the school should be 
tested, Why give up the batllc before the fight had 
rcally begun? That research activity, as an clement in 
school, is working, appears to be established. However, 
the range of these ingrcdictits, and their gains on dif­
ferent school levels have lo be examined. 

MIS as a project financed by the National Board 
of Education existed for a full five years, and is just 
finished. Bul as a pedagogical idea, and a current in a 
practical movement, il continues under the same name. 
The main organizational plalfonn of continuation is 
SLIT (Swedish lnstilul of Local Hislory), recently esta­
blished in the town of Harnosand. 

Two main changes of the activity of MIS will be 
made. First, MIS no longer will be predominantly a 
school projecL As we have tried to show, it never 
exclusively was, but now it probably will be easier to 
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get positive response 10 01e idea of organizing creative 
learning milieus outside the school. Second, regarding 
school, MIS intends lo focus on the teachers. Bringing 
it to a head, we say: Without researching teachers, no 
explorative learning pupils. If you want 10 work for a 
wider •culture of research," it seems reasonable to 
regard the teachers as a strategic resource. But then, so 
our hypothesis goes, the teachers have 10 convert them­
selves into "researcher-teachers." This idea we intend 
10 test practically. 

References 

Enerstved~ R. Th. (1971). VelenskAp som pedogogik (Sci­
ence as pedagogy). Stockholm: Prisma. 

Encrstved~ R. Th. (1985). "Pedagogy and lhe concept of 
activity," Tidskriftfor NFPF, 2, p 2-1 I. 

Engestrom, Y. (1987). Learning by expanding, An activity, 
lheorericaJ approach lo devclopmenJal research. Helsinki: 
Orlent.a-KonsultiL 

Engestrom, Y" & Hedegaard, M. (1985). "Teaching lhcoreti­
cal thinking in elementary school: The use of models in 
history and biology." In E. Bo!, J. P. P. Hacnen, & M. A. 
Wolters, (Eds.), Educ01ion for Cogn.ilive Deve/opmtnJ. 
Proceedhigs of 1M Third }nJernationa/ Symposium of 
Activity Theory (pp. 170-193). Haag: SVO/soo. 

Fichtner, B. (1985). "Learning and learning activity." In E. 
Bo!, J.P. Haencn, & M.A. Wolters, (Eds.), Education for 
cognilive developmenl. Proceeding of thl! Third }nJerna­
tiona/ Symposium of Activity Theory. Haag: SVO/soo, 

Grcnsjo, B. (1986), Lag/ po minnet. JnirodukJion till en 
lokalhistorisk da1abas. (Committed to memory. Introduc­
tion to a local historical data base) Stockholm: Libcr. 

Johansson, E. (I 987), "Literacy-campaigns in Sweden." In R. 
F. Amove & H. J. Graf~ (Eds.), Na1ional literacy cam­
pa1'gns. Jliston'cal and comparative pcrspecrives. New 
York & London: Plenum Press. 

Johansson, E. (1985). Sockm/iv i aldr, tid. PJ upptac/:Jsfard 
med darorn (Parish life in earlier times. Voyage of 
discovery wilh lhc computer). Stockholm: Libcr. 

Kuhn, T. (1962). The structur,s of scieniific revolutions. Lon­
don & Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Langer, S. (1957), Problems of art: Ten philosophical lee• 
lures. New York: C. Scribner"s Sons. 

Miller., G. A. (1969). "Psychology as a means of promoting 
human welfare,• American Psychologist, 24, 1063-1075. 

Nakayama, S. (198 I), 'The future of research • A call for a 
'service science,'" FundamenJa Scientiae, 2(1 ), 85.97. 

Ong, W. J. (I 967). The presence of th, word. Some 
prolego~nafor cultural and religious history. Minneapo­
lis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Polanyi, M. (1969). Knowing and being, London: Rou~edsc 
& Kcgan Paul. 

Popper, K. R. (1972). Objectiv, J:now/edg,. An evolutionary 
approach. Oxford: Clarence Press, 

Report from an assessment on the National Board of Educa­
tion ProjecL (1987). "Man in a chansing society: Parish 
records in the school instruction aOOut computers." Unput,.. 

• lished. Department of History, University of Lund. (In 
Swedish) 

11,ysscn. S. (1984), 'The development of motivation in early 
school ase." In M. Hedegaard, P. Hakkaraincn, & Y. 
Engcst.rom, (Eds.), Learning and leaching on a scienJif,c 
basis (367-384). Aarhus: Psykologisk lnstitut 

Tomcbohm, H. (1973a), "Kunskapsbilc!ning inom cxplorativa 
studier" (Generation of knowledge within explorative stu­
dies) Report, nr 44. Department of Philosophy of Science, 
U_nivcrsity of Gothenburg. 

Tomcbohm, H. (1973b). "Kunskapsbildning inom syn­
tctiscrande studier" (Generation of knowledge within syn. 
tl,etic studies). Repo~ nr 45. Department of Philosophy of 
Science. University of Gothenburg. 

Vysotsky, L (1933/1978). Play and its role in lhe mental 
development of lhe child. In M. Cole, John-Steiner, V., 
Scribner, S., & Souberman, E. (Eds.), LS. Vygotsky, 
Mind in Society: The developnunl of higher processes. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

1l1eatre as a Model System for 
Leaming to Create 
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Inlroduclion 

The basic argument of this paper is simple. We 
maintain that artistic creation can best be understood as 
a real, sensuous, object-bound, instrumentally mediated 
and communicative activity, laking place in concrete 
socio-historically determined but inherently contradic­
tory and mobile forms. 

What is the dominant socio-historical form of 
artistic creation in today's society? The common image 

0278-435118814-54 $1.00 © LCHC 

S4 TM Quarlerly Ntwsltller of 1M Loborolory of Comporoti~ 1/umon Cognition, April 1988, Volume 10, Number 2 



depicts the artist as a free private producer, working 
alone and selling his or her products the same way 
medieval artisans sold tl1cirs. We maintain that tl1is 
handicraft image of artistic production belongs essen­
tially to the past, though today's artistic practices still 
have their handicraft layers and clements. The dom­
inant form of artistic production today is that of wage 
labor, concentrated into large organizations and medi­
ated by a complex division of labor. In contrast to the 
traditional handicraft form, we call this the rationalized 
form of artistic production. 

When we say that rationalized wage labor is the 
dominant form of artistic creation, we make no claims 
concerning the quantitative prevalence of this form. 
Being tl1c dominant form means being the leading form 
which determines th_c current qualitative mode of 
dcvclopmcnL 

Film indusll)' is a natural example of artistic pro­
duction in the form of rationalized wage labor; record 
indusuy may be considered as another one. But there 
is a much older, classic form - namely the theatre. In 
theatre, we may study the basic developmental features 
and problems of artistic creation as wage labor in a 
condensed, 'pure' form. This is why we have taken 
theatre as the object of the present analysis. Theatre is 
compact, yet complex. In many respects theatre comes 
close to being the germ cell or ancestor of the subse­
quent various forms of artistic wage labor. 

The ancestor, as a rule, docs nol die but contin­
ues to live alongside all its offspring as an indi­
viduum among other in<lividua, and the prob­
lem consists in discovering among lhc existing 
separate individua the one that was born before 
the others and therefore could have given birth 
lo all lhc rcsL (llycnkov, 1977, p. 34 7) 

When we say that artistic creation shall be stu­
died as activity, we mean the tot.al process of the ela­
boration of an artistic product • in our case, leading to 
the performance of a play on the stage. In this respect, 
our approach resembles Howard Becker's (1982) 
notion of 'art worlds'. Moreover, we sec contradic­
tions and conflicts as essential for the understanding of 
any real activity. As Billig (1987, p. 15) notes, "it is 
these arguments, lasting months, years and sometimes 
lifetimes, which contribute to the activity which 
enables the performers to follow their scripts without 
argument for an hour or two in front of the footlights". 

The theatre company, with salaried personnel 
and relatively fixed division of labor, originates in the 
16th century. Theatre institutions based on wage labor 
lake manifold forms today. However, their differences 

.arc not essential for our present purposes, although the 
' empirical material of our paper is collected in Finnish 

circumstanccs.1 

Characterizing artistic creation as rationalized 
wage labor makes people uneasy. Questions arise: Can 
we seriously talk about creation anymore, in such 
socio-historical form of activity? Whal will be the 
future of artistic creation under this dominant form? 

:shouldn't we return to the golden ages of free indivi­
dual artists? Whal implications docs the dominant form 
of theatrical production have for the learning and cog­
nitive development of those studying and learning for 
theatre or through drama? 

In the following sections, we make an attempt at 
forming some preliminary tools for elaborating on 
questions like these. In the second section, drawing 
upon the work of Stanislavsky and Lcont'cv, we'll 
work out a model and certain instrument.al concepts for 
analyzing theatre as activity. In the third section, we 
will report and discuss some attempts of theatre profes­
sionals to employ our model in the analysis of their 
own creative work. In the fourtl1 and final section, 
we'll tum to the implications our conceptualization 
may have for learning and cognition. 

Analyzing Theatre as Activity: Lessons from Stan­
islavsky and Leonl'cv 

In the theory of theatre, the classical activity­
oricmcd approach stems from the work of Konstantin 
Stanislavsky (1863-1938). In the early Soviet theatre, 
Mcycrhold and Vakhtangov were simultaneously fol­
lowers and adversaries of Stanislavsky. Later two other 
activity-oriented approaches emerged, namely those of 
Brecht and Artaud. The three traditions may be 
regarded as absolutely incompatible with each other. 
Y cl they together, as if aufgchobcn in a unified trian­
gle, provide tl1c preconditions for envisaging and prac­
tically realizing the theatre of the future. But in the 
present context, we restrict our deliberations to the first 
cornerstone, Stanislavsky. 

Stanislavsky's "system" is well known. In My 
Life in Art (1924) he divides it in two main parts: (I) 
the inner and the outer work of the actor on himself, 
and (2) the inner and the outer work of the actor on his 
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part. These two poles arc treated in Stanislavsky's 
subsequent books: the actor himself in An Actor 
Prepares (1936) and Building a Character (1950); and 
the part in Creating a Role (1961). 

The inner work on the actor himself is based on 
a psychic technique which enables him lo evoke a 
creative state of mind during which inspiration des• 
ccnds on him more easily. The actor's external work 
on himself consists of the preparation of his bodily 
mechanism for the embodiment of his part and the 
exact presentation of its inner life. The work on the 
part consists of the study of the spiritual essence of a 
dramatic work, the germ from which it has emerged 
and which defines its meaning as well as the meaning 
of all its parts (Magarshack, 1961, p. 27). 

So the fundamental relation for Stanislavsky is 
that between the actor and the lcxL The aim is to pro­
duce truth. Truth in tum is a presentation which is 
believed both by the actors and the audience. To reach 
the truth, the actor must merge with his role character, 
become one with il, literally live through the actions 
and emotions of the role character. It is not a question 
of copying life on the stage. It is a question of making 
and living life itself on the stage. Bul not just any life. 
The task is to make and live the life of the play which 
represents classical, essential features and forces of the 
human nature. Thus, the actors must tum the text into a 
truthful performance on the stage. 

No par~ in fac~ can be rcally successful unless 
the actor believes in iL The actor must believe 
in cvcrylhing that is taking place on the stage 
and. above all, he must believe in himself. But 
he can only believe in what is true. He must, 
therc!orc, always be aware of trutlt and know 
how 10 find i~ and 10 do thal he must develop 
his artistic scnsibilily for truth. And Slanislav. 
sky makes it clear that what he means by trulh 
is the truth of lhc actor's feelings and sensa­
tions, the ITU.th of the inner creative impulse 
which is striving to express it. "l am not 
interested in the truth outside me", he declares. 
"What is imporl.anl to me is the truth in me, the 
truth of my attitude towards one scene or 
another on the stage, lOwards the different 
things on the stage, the scenery, my partners, 
who are playing the other parts in the play, and 
their feelings and thoughts." (Magarshack, 
1961, p. 22) 

The worst enemy of the actor is his tendency to 
act for the audience - to make theater instead of life. To 

avoid this, theatre needs an invisible "fourth wall" 
between the stage and the audience. The actors must 
concentrate on their course of action and follow its 
own logic, forgetting the audience. Only this way the 
audience can fully merge with the play. 

Whal is so activity-oriented in Stanislavsky's 
approach? As we know, the differen1ia specifica of 
human activity is the systematic production and preser­
vation of tools. Stanislavsky made theatre conscious of 
its own tool production. He made theatrical creation an 
endeavour not only of producing performances but also 
of producing instruments for its own perfection at the 
same time. A long list of such instruments may be 
found in Stanislavsky's work: the magic "if," given cir­
cumstances, imagination, attention, relaxation of mus­
cles, dividing a part into "pieces and problems," emo• 
tional memory, communication through "irradition," 
and extraneous aids - 10 name only some of the central 
ones (Magarshack, 1961, p. 32). None of these is there 
from the beginning, just to be picked up and used by 
the actor. They arc all instruments to be continuously 
constructed and rcconstruclcd in the activity of acting. 

Bul the instruments listed above arc not yet the 
most general and powerful ones for Stanislavsky. 
There arc three general instruments 1hat truly possess 
the status of principles. These arc (1) physical actions, 
(2) the supcrobjcctivc, and (3) the through action. 
We'll now tum to a closer examination of each of these 
three. 

(1) Physical Actions 

Al the very oulScl of his career, Stanislavsky 
realised that dramatic art and the art of the actor arc 
based on action. The actor was to act externally and 
internally, purposefully and productively. However, 
only toward the end of his life Stanislavsky developed 
1hc principle of approaching inner actions and emo­
tions from and through external physical actions. 

The creation of Lhe physical life is half the 
work on a role because, like us, a role has two 
natures, physical and spiritual. You will say 
that the main purpose or our art docs not con­
sist or externals, that the creation or the life or a 
human spirit is what it looks to in order to 
infonn what we do on the stage. I quite agree. 
but precisely because of this l begin our work 
with Lhe physical life of any parL 
( ... ) This is something material, tangible, it 
responds to order3, to habits, discipline, exer­
cise, it. is easier to handle than elusive. 
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ephemeral. capricious Cccling which slips away. 
But that is not all. There arc more important 
factors hidden in my method: The spirit cannot 
but respond to the actions of the body, provided 
of course that these are genuine. have a pur­
pose, and arc productive. 1rus state or things is 
particularly import.ant on the stage because a 
role, more than action in real life, must bring 
together the two lines - or external and of inter­
nal action - in mutual effort to achieve a given 
purpose. 
( ... ) The physical approach lo a part can act as • 
kind of storage battery for creative feeling. 
Inner emotions and feelings arc like electricity. 
Scatter them into space and they disappear. But 
fill up lhe physical life of your parl wilh feel­
ings, and the emotions aroused will become 
rooted in your physical being. in your deeply 
fell physical actions. (Startislavski, 1981, p. 
149-150) 

The actor has to learn to use his physical actions 
as instruments for reaching the unity of feeling and 
doing. Even words become physical tools of action. 

The point is that if I had not taken the text away 
rrom you. you would have worked too hard 
over the printed words and would have ren• 
dered lhcm without thought. formally, before 
you had penetrated lo the underlying meaning 
which shapes lhe line of your role. ( ... ) Let lhe 
words themselves become !or you only the 
weapons with which to go into action, one of 
the external means to embody the inner essence 
ofyourrolc.(Slanislavski, 1981,p.141) 

(2) The Supcrobjcctive 

Actions in themselves arc meaningless if they 
arc not subordinalCd to a motive. In every play and 
every role, there is a hidden ruling idea, a motivating 
force giving direction and tension to the events. S1an­
islavsky calls this the supcrobjcctivc. 

In this inncnnost center. this core of the role, 
all the remaining objectives of lhc score con­
verge, as it were. into one su.puobjeclive. That 
is the inner e,scncc, lhe all-embracing goal, lhe 
objective of all objectives, the concentration of 
the entire score of the role. of all its major and 
minor units. The supcrobjcctive contains the 
meaning. the inner sense, of all lhe subordinate 
objectives of lhe play. In carrying out lhis one 
supcrobjcctive you have arrived at something 
even more important. supcrconscious, ineffable 
( ... ). 
In Dostoycvski's novel The Brolhus Karama­
zov the supcrobjcclive is ll1e author"s search !or 
God and Devil in the soul of man. In 

Shaltcspcare's tragedy of flam/et such a 
supcrobjcctive would be the comprehending or 
the secrets of being. With Chekhov"s The 
Thret Sisters it is the aspiration/or a bellu life 
('to Moscow, to Moscow'). Wilh Leo Tolstoy 
it was his Wlcnding search for "self-perfection," 
and so forth. 
Only anists or genius arc capable of ll1e emo­
tional experience of a supcrobjectivc, lhe com­
plete absorption into themselves of the soul of 
the play, and the synthesis of themselves with 
the playwrighL (Stanislavski, 1981, p. 77-78) 

(3) The Through Action 

Nevertheless a creative supcrobjcctivc is still 
not creativeness itself. In an actor it consists of 
constant striving toward the supcrobjcctivc and 
the expression of that striving in action. This 
striving. which expresses the essence of 
creativeness, is the through action oftM role or 
pla,. l( for the wriLcr this: through action is 
expressed by the progression of his supcrobjec­
tivc, then for the actor the through action is the 
active allairunenl of the superobjectivt. 
Thus the supcrobjective and the through action 
represent creative goal and creative action. 
which contain in themselves all the thousands 
of separate, fragmentary objectives, W1its, 
act.ions in a role. 
( ... ) Often, in life and also on the st.age, lhe 
through line will manifest itself unconsciously. 
It will become defined only after the fact. and 
its ultimate goal, the supcrobjcctivc. will have 
been secretly, unconsciously, exercising a pull, 
drawing to itself our human aspirations. 
( ... ) Thus the process of living your part con­
sists of composing a score ror your role, of a 
supcrobjcclivc, and of its active attainment by 
meons of the through line of action. (Stan­
islavski, 1981, p. 78-80) 

Magarshack (1961, pp. 71-2) depicts the idea of 
the through action with a line where each single action 
of the actor is subordinalCd to the supcrobjectivc. 
When the ·through action and the supcrobjectivc arc 
lacking, the actions have different and conflicting 
directions and the whole play is tom into bits and 
pieces. 

How arc the supcrobjcctivc and the through 
action to be found? Stanislavsky gives the following 
advice. 

While analysing Chaykovsky's characters you 
find in lhe first act. in the second. twice in lhe 
third. and in the fifth one and the same quali­
ties, one and the same characteristic traits. You 
make a careful note of them. Furthermore, in 
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the third and final scenes you again discover 
one and the same qualities. As you go on wilh. 
your analysis. you again find general features in 
the second and the third acts. You note th.cm all 
down. 
At the end of your analysis you find that you 
have joucd down 37 different qualities. A 
further CJ<amination shows that 3, S, 10, 18 arc 
really only one and the same quality, and you 
marlc them now with one number. ( ... ) After 
reducing still further the remaining ( ... ) quali-
ties to more fwidamcntal ones, you get out of 
the original 37 qualities only four, and finally 
you detect one. or two, or th.rec out of which 
you compose the unbroken line of your pa.rl, 
from which you deduce the through•a.ction of 
your part in the whole play. Now you have also 
obLaincd a clear conception of the ruling idea of 
the play( ... ), (Stanislavsky, 1961, p. 148-149) 

This inductive empirical generalization 
represents the procedures lhat cause Magarshack 
{1961, p. 3-4) to argue that Stanislavsky "knew nothing 
of the laws of drama" because the art and technique of 
the dramatist had never been studied. Certainly the pro­
cedure suggested above is a far cry from a genetic 
analysis of the play. 

Stanislavsky's concepts arc original and lhcy 
continue to exert powerful influence on the theory and 
practice of theatre. At the same time, they arc clearly 
of interest to the psychological theory. From the 
1930's, Lev Vygotsky's disciple and collaborator A. N. 
Leont'cv elaborated on a general psychological theory 
of activity {sec Leont'ev, 1978; 1981). It is reasonable 
to ask whether any affinity may be found between 
Stanislavsky's concepts and those worked out by 
Lcont'ev. Biographically it seems evident lhal Stan­
islavsky had no contact with and was not aware of lhe 
work of the cultural-historical school where Lcont'ev 
belonged {sec Polyakova, 1982). Thus, the possible 
affinity must be of purely substantial and logical kind. 

Lcont'ev uses the Vygotskian scheme of instru­
mentally mediated action, consisting of the subject, the 
object, and lhe instrument (technical and/or psycholog­
ical tool): "In this process man's cognition of lhe 
objects lakes place, exceeding the possibilities of direct 
sensory reflection" (1978, p. 23). (See also Leonl'ev, 
1981, p. 281-282). Besides these three elements of 
productive human activity, Leont'ev points out olher 
equally important constituents. He notes that the unity 
of individual goal-directed actions and the overall 
activity is achieved _through "nothing other than the 
given individual's relation with tl1e other members of 

the group, by virtue of which he gets his share ( ... ) 
from them, i.e., part of lhc product of their joint labor 
activity" (Lcontyev, 1981, p. 212). 

·• Conscqucnlly, Lcont'ev differentiates between 
three structural levels of activity. 

Thus in the total flow of activity that forms 
human life, in its higher manifestations medi­
ated by psychic reflection. analysis isolates 
separate (specific) activities in the firlt place 
according to lhe criterion of motives that elicit 
them. Then actions arc isolaled ~ processes that 
arc subordinated to c.onscious goals. finally, 

_ operations lhat directly depend on the condi­
tions of auaining concrete goals. (Lcont'ev, 

.,. 1978, p. 66-67; italics added) 

A further central principle of Lcont'ev's theory 
is the structural correspondence of external and inter­
nal activity. From this principle it follows that internal­
ization is regarded as lhe central mechanism of 
cultural-historical and individual development. 

When we now look for parallels between Stan­
islavsky and Lcont'cv, at least three can be pointed ouL 
These correspond 10 Stanislavsky's three most general 
conceptual tools. 

Firstly, both Stanislavsky an_d Lcont'ev 
emphasized the priority of physical, external, object­
oriented and instrumentally mediated actions in learn­
ing and development. Bolh developed experimental 
procedures IO enhance and study internalization. Bolh 
saw lhe unity and struclural correspondence of external 
and internal activity as a fundamental point of depar­
ture. 

Secondly, both Stanislavsky and Lcont'ev 
emphasize the overall, supcrindividual and supcrcons- • 
cious nature of lhc highest motivating and directing 
factors of human activity, Stanislavsky calls these fac­
tors supcrobjectives, Lcont'ev calls lhem motives. 
These two concepts have a very close affinity wilh 
each olhcr. 

Thirdly, both Stanislavsky and Lco,n'cv 
emphasize that a singular action must be seen in a 
larger context, as one link in a chain. Stanislavsky calls 
this chain through action; Lcont'ev calls it activity. 

To proceed beyond mere parallels, we shall use 
Lcont'ev's general framework IO analyze 
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INSTRUMENT 

RULES COMMUNITY DIVISION OF LABOR 

Figure 1: The general structure or human activity 

INSTRUMENTS: PHYSICAL ACTIONS, 
SUPEROBJECTIYE, THROUGH ACTION 

OBJECT: OUTCOME: 
SUBJECT: ACTOR A-----1-----+.. TEXT --t TRUTHFUL 

PERFORMANCE 

RULES: ETHICS AND 
DISCIPLINE 

COMMUNITY: DIVISION OF LABOR: 
PARTNER ACTOR, 

ENSEMBLE 
AUTHORITY OF LEADERSHIP, 

COLLECTIVISM 

Figure 2: Model or Stanislavsky's conception or the activity or theatre 

Stanislavsky's theory and practice. Lcont'ev's con­
cept of activity has been extended into the model in 
Figure 1 (Engestrcm, 1987). 

In Stanislavsky's "system," the subject is the 
actor. The object is the text (the play, tl1e part). The 
outcome is the truthful performance. The instruments 
arc manifold, but the most general and powerful ones 
arc the three discussed above: physical actions, 

supcrobjcctivc and through action. But the bollom line 
of tl1c triangle is more difficult lo define. Stanislavsky 
doesn't really analyze the lhealre community, the 
ensemble - he rather lakes il for granted. The clearest 
representative of the community is the partner actor 
with whom the subject actor communicates on the 
stage. The rules of the thcalre community arc treated as 
ethical norms and rules of discipline (Stanislavsky, 
1968, p. 249-267). The division of labor within the 
theatre community is briefly discussed in terms of the 
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authority of the leadership and the collective nature of 
the work (Stanislavsky, 1968, pp. 254-259). Thus, die 
picture in Figure 2 emerges. 

The model of theatrical production depicted in 
Figure 2 is not only a model of Stanislavsky's theory. IL 
is also a model of a type of productive practice tremen­
dously influential both in the Soviet Union and in the 
West As such, it is a model of dynamic movement To 
get hold of this dynamism, we shall enter the problems 
and contradictions experienced within the model. 

The inner contradictions of this model manifest 
themselves symptomatically in the last theatre produc­
tions in which Stanislavsky was dirccLly involved 
(Gogol's Dead Souls and Ostrovsky's Talents and 
Devatees). 

The Stanislavsky System came into ils own in 
these two productions: the combined efforts of 
producer, designer, cast and all had reached a 
gratifying conclusion. And yet the net result 
still fell short of the total integration, the abso­
lute conviction lhat Stanislavsky sought. The 
brilliant rehearsals were succeeded by oddly 
flac.cid - \hough totally credible - performances. 
The form remained, but lhe jolt or immediate 
experience was lost ( ... ). The distance between 
rehearsals in Lcontyevsky Lane and st.age per­
formances was alarming. 
Moreover although the Theatre badly needed 
new plays written by contemporary dramatists, 
Staruslavsky held that the pursuit of novelty for 
its own sake was to be avoided at all costs. On 
his return from Nice in 1930, he had been 
greatly perturbed by the decline in Art Theatre 
standards when applied to living playwrights, 
by the interest in quantity at the expense of 
quality, ( ... ) To avoid catastrophe, the Theatre 
must be issued wilh "precise governmental and 
Party directives on its place in lhe contem­
porary context as a lhealre devoted lo Jhe clas­
sical drama and the best, mosl artis1ic and 
meaningful, plays in the conlemporary repu­
toir,", (Polyakova, 1982, p. 347) 

This fragment tells about an activity system ten• 
dcntially scaling itself off from the world. Stanislavsky 
saw 'the object of theatrical production in the text, not 
in the world and the audience as a pan of the world. He 
warned the actors of the dangers of creating a direct 
contact with the audience. The world was to enter thea• 
tre only indirccLly, through the text and through the 
experiences of the actors. 

That is why an actor must be constantly filling 
lhc storehouse of his memory by studying, 
reading. observing, traveling, keeping in touch 
with current social, religious, political and other 
forms of li!c. And when he turns over these 
handfuls of thought to his subconscious he 
must not be in a hurry; he must know how to 
wait patiently. Olhcrwisc, so say the yogis, he 
will be like lhc stupid child who planted a seed 
in the ground and then dug it up every half hour 
to sec if it was pulling down roots. (Stan• 
islavski, 1981, p. 83) 

No doubt Stanislavsky himself had an cxccp• 
tional ability 10 sense and follow the current of history. 
As Polyakova (1982, p. 325) reports, he "listened attcn• 
tivcly, in discussion groups or after a pcrfonnancc, to 
the remarks of a government official or a worker at the 
former Alcxcycv factory who had been awarded a free 
pass to U1e Theatre • for surpassing required work 
nonns." Things became much more problematic when 
alternative realities entered the theatrical production 
process itself, as was manifested in the troublesome 
relations between Stanislavsky and the dramatist Bui· 
gakov. Bulgakov's play Moliere was thoroughly 
altered by Stanislavsky. Written in 1931, it went 
through "endless modification and 296 rehearsals• and 
had a seven-night run in 1936" (Polyakova, 1982, p. 
348). With classical texts, this would have been utterly 
unthinkable for Stanislavsky. As Joachim Ficbach 
(1975, p. 280) observes, "products like the literary ones 
arc eventually presented only as something general, 
self-sufficient, as something that one may not or cannot 
touch."' 

The dominant inner contradiction of 
Stanislavsky's system may be characterized by two 
aspects: 

Firstly, there is a contradiction between the striv• 
ing for truthfulness and the exclusion of the outside 
world (including the audience) from the theatre's 
immediate circle of concern. In other words, the 
intended outcome and the defined object of the activity 
arc in conflict with each other. Even though Stanislav• 
sky reached external credibility in separate perfor­
mances, he did not reach a full internal credibility in 
the overall activity. He seems to have realized this 
occasionally himself. V. 0. Toporkov, a famous stu• 
dent of Stanislavsky's, reports the maestro's own 
recollection of one such incident 
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We were once visillng SL Petersburg. Before 
performances we rehearsed a lot in the theatre 
where we were to perform. Sometimes the 
rehearsals went on till two, three o'clock in the 
nighL Once when I was leaving the theatre to 
rest in the hotel. exhausted from the work. I 
was astonished by the scene that opened from 
lhe steps of lhe lheatre. It was very cold. In lhe 
darkness of the night. fires were lit here and 
lhere. and lhe whole square was full of people. 
Some were wanning themselves in the glow of 
lhe fire, rubbing lhcir hands, feet and cars, 
some had formed groups and were arguing 
heatedly about somclhing. Smoke was rising 
from the fires and thousands of voices were 
crossing lhc air. I didn't undcrst.and anything, 
so I asked someone standing near: "What is 
happening here?" • 'They arc waiting to get 
tickets to your performances." My God, I 
lhought, what a .responsibility we arc taking 
when we want to satisfy the spiritual needs of 
lhesc people who arc freezing here all through 
lhc night, how great ideas and lhoughts we 
must transmit to them! 
( ... ) That night excitement and feeling of 
responsibility kept me awake for a long time. I 
realized that beyond the supcrobjcctivc of the 
play there must be a supcr•supcrobjcctive. I 
cannot yet define it but lhat night I felt lhat 
those people who stood on the square must get 
still much more than what we had prepared for 
lhcm. (Toporkov, 1984, p. 69) 

This supcr-supcrobjcctive was never worked out 
by Sianislavsky. Obviously it would have required an 
expansive solution to the contradiction described 
above, a breaking out from the hermetic system in the 
process of theatrical production itself. 

The second aspect of the contradiction is the 
conflict between Sianislavsky's insistence on lhe 
creativity of acting and the strict adherence to the 
already given text of the playwright This time it is a 
tension between the ideal subject (actor as creator) and 
the defin,:d object (text as given). 

As we noted above, Sianislavsky himself broke 
this adherence when he did not consider a conicm­
porary icxt "classical" enough. But this was not an 
emancipatory process for Sianislavsky's actors, rather 
on the contrary. On the other hand, Sianislavsky's 
practical progress with the physical actions approach 
led to experimcniation that opened visias toward an 
expansive solution. This is clearly demonstrated in his 
paper From Physical Actions to Living Image, writicn 
in 1934 and included as a chapter in Creating a Role. 
The role figure Tortsov represents Sianislavsky. 

"Herc is my approach to a new role," said Tort­
sov. "Without any reading, without any confer­
ences on the play, the actors arc asked to come 
to a rehearsal of it. .. 
"How is it possible?" was the bewildered reac­
tion of lhe students. 
"More than that. One can act a play not yet 
written." 
We were at a loss even for words to express our 
reaction to lhat idea. 
"You do not believe mc7 Let us put it to the 
tesL I have a play in mind; I shall tell you lhe 
plot by episodes and you will act it out. I shall 
watch what you say and do in your improvisa­
tion, and whalever is most successful I shall jot 
down. So that by our joint cfforLS we shall write 
and immediately act out a play not yet in 
existence. We shall share lhc profits equally." 
(Stanislavsky, 1981, p. 213) 

Unfortunately such a play never Look shape in 
reality during Stanislavsky's career. IL was only an 
instructional thought experiment But in principle this 
excerpt shows the potential of physical actions 10 over­
ride tl1c given text and move into tcrrilorics unknown. 

Analyzing Today's Theatre Practice: How Profes­
sionals Reconstruct Their Own Work. 

In August 1985, we held a workshop with 24 
Finnish theatre professionals, representing acLOrs, 
directors, dramatists and theatre educators. The partici­
pants first received a conceptual oricniation to 
Lcont'ev's theory of activity. They were instructed in 
the application of the model of activity presented 
above in Figure I. In groups they worked out an 
analysis of the development of their own work in terms 
of the model. They were asked (a) to describe the work 
of their professional group as it "used to be," (b) to 
describe their work as it presently is, (c) LO identify the 
main contradictions of their present work, and (d) to 
skclCh the structure of their work in the future, afLCr the 
solution of the present contradictions. The groups 
worked intensively on the !ask for half a day. 

It was very difficult for the groups to produce 
any models to the last part (d) of the iask. The two 
future descriptions produced (by actors and dramatists) 
did not apply the model of Figure I - they were mela­
phorical images ralhcr than analytic conceptual 
models. In the following, we present the solutions of 
the four groups to parts (b) and (c) of the task in a 
somewhat simplified manner. 
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INSTRUMENTS: 
OWN PERSON, BOOY, LANGUAGE, 
MIND, CONDITONS CREATED BY OTHERS 

SUBJECT: I, OBJECT: OUTCOME: 
THE ACTOR ~----t----~THE ROLE--tDEPICTION OF 

RULES: PRETTY, 
CONSENSUS-SUPPORT! NG 
THEATRE 

COMMUNITY: 
THEATRE (PLUS 
OTHER JOBS) 

HUMAN NATURE, 
EMOTIONAL 
ACROBATICS 

DIVISION OF LABOR: 
DI RECTOR MAKES THEATRE, 
FINANCIAL MANAGER SELLS, 
I ACT 

CONTRADICTIONS: -sparkle is lacking, everything is done on the directors terms 
-directors don't know enough of the actor's work process 
-actors don't work independently enough 
-overproduction of performances: too much is squeezed out of the actors 

Figure 3: The actor group's analysis or their work at present. 

INSTRUMENTS: 
HUMAN BEINGS, ACTOR'S EXPRESSION, 
PICTURE, SOUND, ROOM, APPARATUS, 
fl LM, TY, YI DEO MUSIC, SPECIAL EFFECTS 

SUBJECT: 
DIRECTOR 

RULES: COLLECTIVE 
BARGAINS, UNIONS, 
TRADITIONS, TRAINING 

COMMUNITY: 
THEATRE PEOPLE, 
AUDIENCE, SPIRITUAL 
ATMOSPHERE 

Figure 4: The director group's analysis or their work at present. 

DIVISION Of LABOR: 
THEATRE'S TASK - WHAT, 
FOR WHOM, WHY 
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INSTRUMENTS: 
BEING WELL-READ, EXPERTISE, 
LINES, WORDS, PLAYS, KNOWLEDGE 
OF FOREIGN LANGUAGES 

EXCHANGE 

COMMUNITY: DIVISION OF LABOR: RULES: THEATRE 
CONVENTIONS PRODUCTION GROUP, 

AUTHOR, DI RECTOR, 
ALONE 

e)AI D IN THE PRODUCTION GROUP 
b)INDEPENDENT SUB-PRODUCER 

CONTRADICTIONS: -tension between implementation and creation 
-how to belong to the community 

Figure 5: The dramatist group's analysis or their work al present. 

INSTRUMENTS: 
COURSES, UNITS, 
TEACHING MATERIALS, 
GROUP WORK 

EXCHANGE DISIRJBUTION 

RULES: CURRICULUM, 
PARAGRAPHS, 
DECREES 

COMMUNITY: 
GROWING MIDDLE 

CLASS 

DIVISION OF LABOR: 
PROFESSIONAL STUDYING 

CONTRADICTIONS: -is the educator an artist anymore? 
-too great demands from the students, difficulties in motivating them 
-bureaucracy 

Figure 6: The educator group's analysis or their work al present. 
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The actors' model is very clear and ironic. They 
sec themselves as emotional acrobats al the mercy of 
all-powerful directors. The demand is for more 
independence, for less quantitative stress in the work. 
IL is sympLomaLic that the future image of the group 
was that of actor as a butterfly • beautiful, free and 
untouched. It is a rather egocentric analysis, echoing a 
longing for an artisan-like creative autonomy of the 
individual actor. Typically the despotic director was 
seen as the source of much evil. 

The directors' model is not quite so clear. The 
logic of the model is broken in the clements of com­
munity and division of labor. Instead of tl1c ensemble 
or the theatre institution, the directors saw their com­
munity as including the audience and the general spiri­
tual atmosphere. And they considered the division of 
labor in terms of the role of the tl1eatrc in the society at 
large, not within the theatre. Not surprisingly the direc­
tors complained that too many tasks arc falling into the 
hands of the director. At the same time, tl1cy com­
plained that the "institutions" (e.g., the city financing 
the theatre) have taken over planning tasks and 
economic responsibilities. Thus, the institutions and 
rules arc conquering the role of subjects and artists arc 
being pushed into the position of instruments. Again 
we witness the quest for autonomy. 

The dramatists had a clear division of two alter­
natives in their model. Either the dramatist works as a 
subordinate member of the production group, losing his 
autonomy but gaining his sense of belonging. Or the 
dramatist becomes an independent contractor, working 
much in the manner of free novelists and playwrights. 
The latter alternative was preferred by the group. 

Finally the theatre educators' group saw them­
selves as losing the position of artists and becoming 
instructional bureaucrats. But the threat docs not come 
only from the rules. Also the students, often already 
working professionally while still studying, make 
unrealistic demands and arc difficult to motivate. 

·. A glance at the four models reveals two common 
features. First, the groups did not really identify con­
tradictions (as clashes between two opposing yet mutu­
ally dependent forces). Rather they listed problems and 
threats felt among the professional group in question, 
stemming from conflicts between the autonomy of the 
subject-group and the restriciive influence of other 
constituents of the aciiviiy s1rue1ure (e.g., despotic 
directors, bureaucratic rules, demanding students). 

Secondly, tl1c unifying aspiration of all four 
groups is autonomy within the theatre. It seems as if 
each group believed that problems would be solved if 
only they could 1,wre freely realize their particular 
iafcnts. None of the groups focused on the relationship 
bqwccn the theatre and the life outside of it, or 
between tl1c audience and other clements of theatre. 
Indeed, none of the groups (a partial exception being 
the dramatists) placed the audience and/or people's 
societal lifcworld in the "object" comer of the model. 
For actors and directors, the object was the text or the 
role, for dramatists the object was the people they try 
to influence to get their ideas through, and for educa­
tors the object was students. This understanding of the 
object might be characterized as degenerate S1.an­
islavskyism. It is degenerate because the originality 
and conviction typical to S1.anislavsky's argumentation 
arc lacking, being replaced by self-irony and worry. 

In the discussion following the presentation of 
the four models, this hermetic view of the object of 
theatre work was realized by the participants in a self­
critical manner. A quest for further, expansive working 
out of the object was expressed. Progress along such 
lines may consist of three steps in the cognition of the 
contradictions of theatrieal creation, from external 
manifestations to the internal core: 

Step I: Contradictions arc formulated as prob­
lems and threats to autonomy felt by each professional 
group in relation to other, restrictive constituents of its 
activity structure. This step was taken by the partici­
pants of tl1c workshop. 

Step 2: Contradictions arc formulated as stem­
ming from one major source common to all profes­
sional groups, namely the contradiction between the 
lifcworld of the potential audience and the relatively 
hcnnctic, self-sufficient world of the theatre. This step 
was anticipated as necessary in the workshop discus­
sion. 

S tcp 3: Contradictions arc traced back to the pri­
mary inner contradiction characteristic of all objects 
and activities in capitalist society, namely the dualism 
of the use value and the exchange value of a commo­
dity. A theatre performance as a product of theatre 
labor is no exception. 
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The picture that an artist puts all his skill 
into, he has to paint in order to convcn it 
into money, into a thing that has nothing in 
common with painting. Nevertheless the 
picture retains its real sense for the rich 
industrialist who buys iL For him it may, 
perhaps, acquire the sense of a thing in 
which he wants to invest some of his 
money, or a thing testifying to the prosper• 
ity of his firm. 
( ... ) The penetration of these relations into 
consciousness also finds psychological 
rcficction in a 'disintegration' of its gen• 
era! structure characterized by the rise of 
an estrangement between the senses and 
meanings in which the world around man 
and his own life are refracted for him. 
{Lconlycv, 1981, p. 254·255) 

Implications for Cognition and Learning: The 
Model Systems of Theatre 

Gavin Bellon has recently analyzed the historical 
development of American and English ideas of drama 
in education. According to him, the dominant practice 
of drama education in schools concentrates on the 
teaching of performance skills and formal techniques. 
Children arc trained to "simulate and 'parade' emo­
tions in a vacuum" (Bolton, 1985, p. 151). Bolton 
argues that behind this misguided practice there is a 
history of theoretical distortions of the nature of drama 
and theatre, produced by the leading authorities of cdu• 
cation through drama. 

A central feature of these distortions is the idea 
of drama as a liberator of individual potentials of 
creative self-expression. 

I suggest that to see drama in this way is to 
misunderstand drama. Of all the arts. drama is a 
eollccti.vc experiencing, celebrating, or com­
menting, not on how we arc different from each 
other, but on what we share, on what ways we 
are alike. To encourage individual children to 
search for a drama within themselves is to dis­
tort the meaning or dramatic Conn. Drama is 
not sclf--cxpression; it is a fonn of group sym­
bolism seeking universal, not individual truths. 

(Bolton, 1985, p. 154) 

Following Dorothy Heathcote, Bolton (1985, p. 
154) further argues that artists "must look outward 
before they can look inward.• He secs the meaning of 

drama in the interplay between two worlds • the real 
world and tl1c imagined world. But then comes a disap• 
pointing conclusion: "above all drama is a =ntal 
slate" (Bolton, 1985, p. 155). Dramatic production is 
reduced to "modification, adjustment, reshaping, and 
rca)ignmcnt of concepts already held" (Bolton, 1985, p. 
156). 

Herc we have a curious anomaly. First we get a 
refreshing opening-up of drama to the world, badly 
needed in the atmosphere of self-sufficient theatre and 
technical drama education. TI1en we get a reduction of 
drama back to the mcntalism from which Stanislavsky 
showed an expansive way out. 

The problem of menla!ism is essential because ii 
entails a certain view of creation or production. For 
mcntalism, creation and production arc something sub• 
jcctivc, laking place within the head of the individual 
but not bringing about new material, sociclal artifacts, 
instruments and structures of activity. Thus a theatre 
production, for example, is viewed as a symbolic form 
that helps the participants rearrange their conceptions 
and feelings • albeit collectively (for Bolton). lt is not 
viewed as a symbolic but no less material product (or a 
dynamic model) which may enter the life activities of 
people and become a novel instrument for them in their 
interaction with real, sensuous objects. 

Thus we get a series of three dimensions: 
llermetic Self-Sufficiency vs. Inlcrplay of the Real 
and Imagined Worlds 

Mentalism, Cognitivism vs. Object-Oriented Com• 
municative Activity 

Subjective Rearrangement vs. Objective Creation 
and Production 

These three dimensions arc relatively indcpen• 
dent of each other, as we sec from the comparison 
between Stanislavsky and Bolton. The perspective of 
opening-up to the world, combined with the pcrspcc• 
lives of object oriented activity and objective creation, 
leads to a conception of theatre as colleclive worldmak• 
ing, the term "worldmaking" being borrowed from 
Goodman (1978). The object of theatre would in this 
perspective be the "real world" or the life activity of 
people (potential audience). The outcome would be an 
imagined world, or a dynamic model • imagined but 
very real and material, too. In entering the life activity 
of the audience, this outcome would be turned into an 
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2 3 

THEATRE 

UfE-WORLD Of THE AUDIENCE 

I. LIFE-WORLD CONSTRUCTED AS OBJECT OF THEATRE 
2. LIFE-WORLD WORKED INTO AN IMAGINED WORLD (OUTCOME) 
3. I MAGI NED WORLD TURNED INTO AN INSTRUMENT OF 

LIFE-ACTIVITY 

Figure 7: An expansive model of theatre production, 

instrument of that object-activity. This structure may 
be depicted with a diagram (Figure 7). 

The concept of imagined worlds is nicely dis­
cussed by Cecily O'Neill (1985). She points oul the 
importance of "whal if...?" questions • something 
essentially similar lo Stanislavsky's "magic if." The 
dramatic construction of imagined worlds is essentially 
a process thal lakes us "beyond ourselves," to a level of 
consciousness and generalization beyond the mere 
individual and accidental. This process may first be 
restricted by stereotypic responses, bul these fade away 
as the work grows in complexity: "rules of behavior 
arc partly anticipated and partly forged in the process" 
(O'Neill, 1985, p. 159). The characteristics of ima­
gined worlds in theatre include non-linear systemic 
interaction, discontinuity and incompleteness (Elam, 
1980, p. 99). 

In our view, creativity is based on imagination. 
Imagination in tum is not just an internal disposition. 
We agree with Wartofsky's (1979, p. 209) point that 
imagination as internal representation is "derivative 
from the actual making of imaginative artifacts." We 
may consider theatre as an ideal model system for 
learning to create collectively imagined worlds. What 
makes it ideal is that it is compact yet socially and 
semiotically complex, transparent yet never fully 
predictable. It is at the same lime handy to manage and 
mobile enough to create lrOuble. 

Cole (1986, p. 31) characterizes the idea of 
model systems as "a set of constraints that allows for 
voluntary participation but also for rigorous analysis" 
and makes possible the systematic observation of 
"selected disorganization in complicated, voluntary 
behavior." Essential here is the quality of the con­
straints. In a productive model system, the constraints -
or instruments - musl be given and created al the same 
lime. For example, the constraints proposed and prac­
ticed by Stanislavsky - the supcrobjcctive and the 
through action - had lo be created for each play and 
each pan (even for each performance) by the ensemble 
and every individual actor. They could nol be taken in 
a finished form from manuals: they were not tech­
niques but principles. The same is true of Brecht's con­
straints, "distancing" and the gestus. 

Dorothy Heathcote proposes another, instruc­
tionally interesting type of constraint. She calls it the 
"mantle of the expert.• 

When the mantle of the cxpcn is used in drama. 
the teacher assume& a ficlional role whlch 
places the student in lhc position of being 'the 
one who knows' or the expert in a particular 
branch of human knowledge. (Heathcote &. 
Herber!, 1985, p.173.) 
A teacher cannot presume to give direct infor• 
mation to experts but instead must set up ways 
in which lhe experts will discover what lhcy 
know while at the same time protecting them 
from the awareness that they do not as yet have 
this expertise. ( ... ) The teacher enables the 
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group to gain the expenise through the applica­
tion of the dramatic imagination lo whatever 
social reality is to be symbolically represented. 
(Heathcote & Herbert, 1985, p.174.) 

Although promising in many respects, U1is type 
of constraint no more Lhan Lhosc developed by Stan­
islavsky attacks the problem of turning the imagined 
world crcaJed into a living instrument for Lhosc whose 
life activity was the object in the first place (naturally 
this potential audience may also consist of the students 
themselves). Nor docs U1c IT)antlc of U1c ex pen provide 
any instruments for dealing with the inner contradic­
tion (use value vs. exchange value) of the artifacts and 
life structures of the potential audience. If our analysis 
of the contradictions of theatre activity arc correct, the 
constraints (instruments) wilh which the model system 
is constructed must answer to these very demands in 
order to be succcsful in the long run. 

In olhcr words, we suggest that if drama educa­
tion is to be developmentally valuable, it has to address 
the same methodological questions that arc faced in the 
activity of theatre. It is questionable to teach children a 
kind of 'theatre' Lhat docs not and cannot exist • not 
even as a future project - in Lhc world outside school. 
In real theatre, nobody protects the directors and actors 
from realizing their own ignorance and lacking exper­
tise of Lhc outside world - nobody but themselves. 

The models or activity developed above arc tools 
wilh which theatre pcolc may analyze their own 
activity structure and concentrate their efforts on the 
solution of the essential contradictions. They may also 
function as tools for those wishing to develop educa­
tion through drama into a productive model system for 
learning to create collectively imagined worlds. The 
decisive developmental question is that of the adequate 
constraints or instruments. 

Note 
1In Finland. the typical Corm is a municipal theatre, financed 

largely through taxes and employing its staff on the basis 
of lengthy contracts. Actors, dltcctors and other main pcr­
sonnCl groups are educated at Lhc Theatre Academy of Fin­
land and at the University of Tampere, and there is lilllc 
unemployment in theatre professions. We arc aware that 
the situation is very different in the United States, for 
example. 
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ANNOUNCEMENT 

The !st International Congress on the Theory of 
Activity look place in West Berlin from October .3-5, 
1988. During its last plenary session it was decided to 
found an international society on the Theory of 
Activity, to establish an international and multidisci­
plinary journal for the TI1cory of Activity and to hold 
the 2nd International Congress in Finland in May" 
1990. Since then the foundation of the Society has 
been accomplished. Its name is: International Stand­
ing Conference for the Research on Activity 
Theory, Its officers arc: 
President: Prof. Yrjo Engestrun (Helsinki/San Diego) 
Chairwoman of the Standing Commiuee: Prof. Maria S. 
Veggetti (Rome) 
Secretary of the Commiuec: Dr. David Middleton 
(Loughborough, United Kingdom). 
The members of the Standing Committee arc: 
Prof. Eduard Bol, University of Utrecht (The Nether­
lands) 
Prof. Laszlo Garai, Academy of Sciences, Budapest 
(Hungary) 
Dr. David Middleton, University of Loughborough 
(Great Britain) 
Dr. Berthe! Sutter, University of Umeo (Sweden) 

Prof. Charles Tolman, University of Victoria (Canada) 
Prof. Maria S. Veggetti, University of Rome (Italy) 
Prof. Sylvia Scribner, New York (USA) 
Prof. Vasili V. Davydov, Moscow (SU) 
Prof. Kyoshi Amano, Tokyo (Japan) 

The Multidisciplinary Newsleucr for the 
Research on Activity Theory has also been established 
with its editors being: 
Prof. Georg Ruckricm (West Berlin) 
Prof. Charles Tolman (Victoria, Canada) 
Prof. V. Lcktorski (Moscow) 
The Newsletter will be published quarterly, al a cost of 
S 18.00 per year. TI1ose interested in subscribing to this 
new journal please send your order to: 
Activity Theory 
c/o Institut fuer Allgcmcinc Pacdagogik 
Hochschule dcr Kucnslc Berlin 
Dundcsallc I - 12 
D-1000 Berlin/West 15 FRG The bank connection for 
the newsletter is: 
Deutsche Dank Berlin 
DLZ 100 700 00 
Kontonummcr: 430 29 56 
Newsletter 
(sprachliche Vcrbesserungen bitte noch anbringen!) 
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Please give us as much 
advance notice as 
possible and avoid 
missing an issue of the 
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