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Activity Theory and Education: An Introduction

Wolff-Michael Roth, University of Victoria

Less than a decade ago, Yrjö Engeström called activity theory “the best kept secret of academia” (Engeström, 1993, p. 64), although at the time of his writing, there was a lively discussion in the USSR concerning, for example, the work of A. N. Leont’ev (25 citations to his Russian publications in 1992). Nevertheless, Engeström was right in the sense that in the Western, and more specifically, the Anglo-Saxon literature, activity theory was virtually unknown. One indicator of the infancy stage of activity theory at that time is the frequency with which the term “activity theory” appears as a keyword in articles that are included in the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) maintained by the Institute for Scientific Information. As Figure 1 shows, prior to the year 1990, activity theory was as a keyword in two or less articles per year. Similarly, the English version of perhaps the most important book for the dissemination of activity theory in the English-speaking world was cited only infrequently (Figure 1). However, the figure also shows that the frequencies of activity theory as keyword and the citations of Activity, Consciousness and Personality (Leont’ev, 1978) increase dramatically after 1990. 

The dramatic increase of interest in activity theory in the English-speaking academic circles is, without doubt, in part due to Yrjö Engeström, who, through his publications and presentations in a variety of disciplines, spread the word so that activity theory no longer is the secret that it was in 1993 (Figure 1). His by far the most cited work, Learning by Expanding: An Activity-Theoretical Approach to Developmental Research (Engeström, 1987), has increasingly found its way into the reference lists of authors over the past decade in the journals included in SSCI. 

Insert Figure 1 about here

The increasing interest for activity theory in education can also be gauged from the increasing attendance in activity-theory–related sessions at the annual conferences of the American Educational Research Association (AERA). The articles in this volume arose from one of these, a multiple-paper session with the theme “Activity Theory in Education” sponsored by the special interest group for cultural-historical activity theory during the 2001 AERA meeting in Seattle, WA. Although the theme was very open, it turned out that all papers dealt with a core issue of activity theory—the transformations of individuals and their community, which result from the fact that human beings do not merely react to their life conditions but that they have the power to act and therefore the power to change the very conditions that mediate their activities (Holzkamp, 1983). This idea, as the entire philosophical foundation of activity theory, is fundamentally Marxist in conception (not to be confused with the ideas of the totalitarian regimes that laid claims to Marxism). It may surprise us then that Marx is hardly ever invoked in the Anglo-Saxon scholarly literature, although he figures centrally in Leont’ev (1978). Marx also figures centrally in Learning by Expanding (e.g., the discussion of contradictions in Chapter 2), as well as in the work of other scholars that Engeström draws on including Evald Il’enkov (e.g., 1977) and Klaus Holzkamp (e.g., 1983). Coincident with the absence of Marx in the literature is the absence of some key Marxian concepts that Engeström and others had included and without which activity theory makes little sense and gives rise to misunderstanding, perhaps even misconceptions. Before providing a brief sketch of the terrain covered by the articles in this special issue, I address several key features of activity theory that need to become more central topics in (Western) scholarly discussions—the interpretation of Engeström’s representation of activity systems as static, the dialectical nature of “production,” and the role of the inner contradictions of human activity. 

Static versus Dynamic Conception of Representation

One of the well-known embodiments of activity theory is the diagram of a triangle (e.g., Cole & Engeström, 1993) containing six elements: subject, object, tools, rules, community, and division of labor (Figure 2). Over the past several years, I have repeatedly heard and overheard colleagues voice the critique that activity theory represented in this way is fundamentally static, underlining its structuralist dimensions. I believe that such a characterization misses the mark because it fails to recognize that the model is inherently dynamic. The dynamic aspect arises from two features. First, subject and object form a dialectic unit, which is the epitome of an engine of change (Il’enkov, 1977). Second, human praxis and self-change coincide with change in life conditions (Marx & Engels, 1978); that is, the very notion of activity (Marx and Engels’ Tätigkeit, practical action) at the heart of Engeström’s representation embodies change.
Insert Figure 2 about here
The first point pertains to the relationship of subject and object of activity—it is a dialectical relation. Leont’ev (1978) made this quite clear in his articulation of the object of activity, which “is twofold: first, in its independent existence as subordinating to itself and transforming the activity of the subject; second, as an image of the object, as a product of its property of psychological reflection that is realized as an activity of the subject” (p. 52, emphases added). The twofold nature arises from a central concern of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (1978) to fuse into one concept the object of practical activity (German, Objekt) and the object of thought (German, Gegenstand) to overcome the problems of idealism, on the one hand, and materialism, on the other (First Thesis on Feuerbach [Marx & Engels, 1970]). Marx stipulated that Gegenstand-oriented thinking could not be understood outside of Objekt-oriented practical activity (Second Thesis on Feuerbach). 
The “subject” in the triangle is usually identified with an individual or group. In my view, a lot of confusion arises from the fact that the “subject” is treated as co-extensive with the physical boundaries of the individual or the group. But this cannot be, for the object of activity also includes its image, which is something perceived by and characteristic of the individual. 
As in any dialectical unit, there is an action-precipitating tension between the non-identical elements of the unit. For example, in one of my research projects, a fourth-grade student had decided to make a particular artifact (Objekt) that he had previously seen being made by a peer; the idea of what he wanted was the Gegenstand of his activity (Roth, 1996). He engaged in a first attempt, but what he made did not correspond to what he wanted to make. He tried again and again until, around the twentieth trial, his idea and the material object coincided, at which point he stopped. That is, once the contradiction between the two forms of the object had disappeared, the student stopped building.

The second idea of practical activity and learning as coinciding with changing life conditions has already been taken up in the Anglo-Saxon literature, without nevertheless attributing the idea to Marx and Engels. For example, Engeström (1996) analyzed the trajectory of a wall, which begins its life as an object to be created by a carpenter for the owner of a house, becomes a product, tool, and part of the community infrastructure; as such, it affects the rules and ultimately, the make up of the identity of the subject. That is, practical actions do not just make nice artifacts but bring about changes in the entire system, including the identity of the subject; these changes ripple through the system in part because of the mediation of relation by a third entity. It was above all Jean Lave (e.g., 1993) who articulated for us that participation in activity is coextensive with changing participation and therefore constitutes learning. That is, although the Engeström triangle depicts the structure of activity, it is inherently a dynamic structure, continuously undergoing change in its parts, in its relations, and as a whole. The triangle embodies the historical dimensions in terms of which human activity and all its various dimensions, including knowing and learning, have to be understood.
Even this sketchy outline should allow readers to guess at some of the implications. If participation in activity changes the identity of the subject, what are the effects of the alienating structures of schooling? (change of topics in 45–60-minute intervals, confinement to chairs, mandatory silent activity, and so forth.) If the two aspects of the object (Gegenstand and Objekt) cannot be separated, what can educational testing, which divorces the subject from normally accessible tools, division of labor, and social relations, tell us about the competence of an individual across activities characterized by very different objects? 

Production and Social Processes

Marx defined production simultaneously as a concrete particular and as a general universal concept (he called it an “antithetical definition”). Production therefore forms an inherently dialectic concept, because, according to classical logic, a set (here, production) cannot contain itself as a member among all other members (production, distribution, exchange, and consumption). 

Production creates the objects which correspond to the given needs; distribution divides them up according to social laws; exchange further parcels out the already divided shares in accord with individual needs; and finally, in consumption, the product steps outside this social movement and becomes a direct object and servant of individual need, and satisfies it in being consumed. Thus production appears as the point of departure, consumption as the conclusion, distribution and exchange as the middle, which is however itself twofold, since distribution is determined by society and exchange by individuals. (Marx, 1973, p. 89)

The educationally interesting aspect of this is the fact that the individual does not only produce outcomes, which are distributed, exchanged, and consumed, but also, in the same process, produces and reproduces him- or herself as a member of the community. That is, participation in activity also produces and reproduces the very structure of the community, of which the individual is a constitutive part. For example, for individuals whose goals are aligned with the object and whose means of production, social relations, and patterns of interactions (rules, division of labor) coincide with the dominant culture of schooling, production leads to reproduction of bourgeois society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979). Simultaneously, individuals (e.g., from working class) whose goals, means of production, and patterns of interaction do not coincide with the dominant culture and who often resist alignment, do poorly or fail and become working class members themselves (e.g., Willis, 1977). In this way, they reproduce the very class structure that a free liberal education is supposed to overcome in the first place. Distribution, therefore, is not just the distribution of the means and outcomes of material production but also a distribution of individual subjects among the different types of production (Engeström, 1987).

As a dialectical entity, production is a driver of change, entailing exchange, distribution, and consumption. Production in general is a process that begins with the concrete production of something, which is then exchanged and distributed, to be consumed by the individual. Consumption reacts in turn upon the point of departure and initiates the whole process anew (Marx, 1973, p. 89). Each of the sub-processes can themselves be understood in terms of production, involving again all the associated sub-processes and therefore change. Again, rather than being static, the conceptual framework in the triangle expresses an open, historically situated and inherently fluent system. 

Inner Contradictions of Human Activity

A final aspect that contributes to the dynamic nature of the Engeström triangle is the role that contradictions (dilemmas, disturbances, and discoordinations) internal to human activity play in the activity system. Internal contradictions—internal to the activity system rather than the concepts describing the system—are central to dialectical reasoning, for they constitute the drivers of change (Il’enkov, 1977). 

The most fundamental contradiction is that of the dual existence of human activity both as total societal production and as one particular production among other particular productions (Engeström, 1987). Here, we encounter again the dialectic co-existence of the general and particular, whereby it is to be emphasized that the general (i.e., societal production) is as concrete as the particular (i.e., specific production) in a specific activity system. In fact, this opposition is the same used by the critical (Marxian) psychologist Klaus Holzkamp to theorize the relationship between the individual and society (e.g., Holzkamp, 1983). Hence, the concrete actions objectively experienced as possible by an individual are a constitutive subset of the generalized action possibilities at the level of society. Of course, this theoretical move has tremendous consequences for the practical conduct of society. For example, any criminal act can no longer be attributed in a simple fashion to the individual; society has to take its responsibility, for it is the seat of the generalized actions that are concretely realized by the criminal. From this follows that the death penalty, still existing in the USA, solves little (perhaps nothing), for it does not deal with the generalized possibility for criminal activity at the societal level. There is therefore a fundamental contradiction between the actions that a society enables and the individual actions that undermine the wellbeing of society.

Internal contradictions come in four types (Engeström, 1987). Primary contradictions exist within each constituent component of an activity system; secondary contradictions are found between the constituents; tertiary contradictions juxtapose the object of the dominant form of activity with the object of a culturally more advanced activity; and quaternary contradictions exist between each entity of the dominant activity and the entity-producing neighboring activity. In schooling and depending on the context, one can identify many contradictions beginning with out of field teaching, lack of tools (no supplies, books, etc. for teaching), inappropriate preparation of teachers for teaching in “difficult” schools, culturally inappropriate pedagogies and so on. Cultural-historical activity theory provides the tools to locate and articulate internal contradictions and to design concrete collective actions to remove them (see, e.g., the change lab approach that Engeström used to deal with the problems in an inner-city middle school [Engeström, Engeström, & Suntio, 2002]). 

In the context of inner contradictions, the link between individual and society is important for understanding individual experience. Thus, the individual subject may internalize the contradictions that exist at the level of the society but be unaware of this process of internalization. Hence, a teacher may attribute to him or herself the difficulties experienced in teaching in inner-city schools, when in fact the contradictions are elsewhere, for example, the much lower per student funding received by urban schools (Roth & Tobin, 2002). Alternatively, we may want to think of the internalization as being mediated by the dialectical relation between subject and object. Because other constituent entities in the activity system mediate the subject-object relation, their inner contradictions enter the mediational process and, consequently, may be internalized.1

This Issue

The three articles collected in this special issue all deal with contradictions and change that arise from participation in educational activity systems. Two papers (Barowy & Jouper; Roth, Tobin, Elmesky, Carambo, & McKnight) focus on a topic that has not yet received much attention in the study of activity systems—the changes individual subjects experience in their identity as a consequence of their participation, which itself changes over time. That is, participation in activity entails change in life conditions and identity of the acting subject and its associated object, and this change is co-extensive with changing participation and learning. Both contributions focus on and describe in great detail specific individuals and their actions and perceptions; at the same time, both contributions do much less work with respect to describing and theorizing the various collectivities of which the individuals are constituent parts. Such a focus on the collective is apparent from the third contribution (Barab, Schatz, & Scheckler), which describes the authors’ efforts to create tools that allow a community to emerge. At the same time, this paper focuses less on the concrete experiences of individual designers and users and how their participation changed their conditions and identities. The three papers therefore are complementary, each contributing to the overall question of changing identities in changing communities as a result of praxis.

Contradictions can be found throughout the three contributions, sometimes articulated as such and sometimes simply described as problematic situations that participants had to wrestle with. For example, Barowy and Jouper highlight the difference between what the children in one school district ought to know and what they actually know, a difference that coexists with the availability of computer technology in general and the virtual absence of computer technology in the particular district. The educators described in the article hope to improve achievement by dealing with the lack of computer equipment. In the Barab et al. case, the main contradiction exists between (university-based) designers’ ideas about what a community ought to look like and the actual community that had emerged based on their initial efforts, which gave rise to further design actions and change. The salient contradiction in the third contribution (Roth et al.) exists in the dialectical relation of a subjectively experienced self and the social situation in which self finds itself, which gives rise to a situationally dependent social self that is continuously produced and reproduced in praxis. In all cases, one can therefore see how engagement with the contradictions leads to change, in the conditions concretely experienced by the participants and in their identities. 

Epilogue

This introduction to the special issue began with the claim that as a community we have come a considerable way in making activity theory less of a secret than it was ten years ago. Nevertheless, I sense that the potential of cultural-historical activity theory for research practice and practice research has not yet been realized. There are still many unsolved problems of activity theory, including the nature and role of transformation in activity systems, the relation of collective and individual activity, the relation of activity theory to other theories of human conduct, and the relation of the biological and social in existence (Davydov, 1999). Thus, the study of human activity remains an area rich in interesting problems relative to the practical improvement of education and educational systems. I make two closing points, one regarding the hope embodied in cultural-historical activity theory, the other regarding its philosophical underpinning.

Cultural-historical activity theory embodies much needed hope. Rather than accepting circumstances as they are (“My university makes me sit on committees,” “I don’t have time to write because my department wants me to . . .”) it encourages us to view each action also as transformational—changing the life conditions and ourselves. Marx and Engels (1970) wrote in their eleventh thesis on Feuerbach that philosophers only want to understand the world when the real point is to change it. Cultural-historical activity theory emphasizes the inextricable (dialectical) relation between individuals and collectives. Because each individual is a constituent part of the collective, he or she can contribute to changing it in each action. We do not have to accept activity systems as they are right now but continuously contribute to changing them. As individuals, this is a difficult to impossible undertaking. However, engaging in activity collectively not only increases action potential but also opens up a zone of proximal development for individual learning and transformation (Engeström, 1987). 

Anglo-Saxon scholarship has appropriated activity theory in a particular way, grafted a dialectical theory onto a fundamentally dualistic epistemology. Such a move comes with a cost in the sense that important aspects no longer make sense in the new context. Perhaps there is a need to take on board more than some concept words and other tidbits from activity theory—particularly the dialectical approach that is central to the work of the fathers of activity theory, beginning with Marx and Engels, via Vygotsky and Leont’ev, to Engeström. Many aspects that do not seem to make sense within a dualistic perspective that currently reigns in much of Western thought (i.e., contradictions) may well dissolve in the context of a dialectical approach. 
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Footnotes


 It is a well-known fact in the design of productivity tools (e.g., computer software) that human beings often deal in one of two ways with contradictions internal to the tool (Winograd, 1996). First, they develop ways to “work around” the contradictions, that is, adapt their practices to deal with contradictions internal to the tool. The contradictions enter, and therefore are internalized in, the practice. Second, they internalize the contradiction and blame themselves.

Figure Captions

Figure 1. Frequency of citations to the term “activity theory” and to the books Learning by Expanding (Engeström, 1987) and to Activity, Consciousness, and Personality (Leont’ev, 1978).
Figure 2. Rather than being static, this representation of activity systems (Engeström, 1987) is inherently dialectical and therefore embodies change.
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Figure 2. Rather than being static, this representation of activity systems (Engeström, 1987) is inherently dialectical and therefore embodies change. 














