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The parting of A.N. Leontiev and L.S. Vygotsky at the beginning of the 1930s

could be considered one of the most dramatic and baffling events in the history of Russian psychology. Aleksey Nikolaevich [Leontiev] left for Kharkov for several years, where he—along with young psychologists—formed what came to be called the “Kharkov school.” Their research lay the theoretical and experimental foundation of the “activity” approach in psychology, primarily tied to the name of A.N. Leontiev.


The very fact of this departure raises at least two questions, which have been actively debated in memoirs and works related to the history of science. The first question—which is historical—concerns the causes and origins of this parting, and whether or not it was accompanied by a falling out or conflict. The available testimony is contradictory and mythological. A.N. Leontiev himself, noted for  being reserve, never mentioned any divergence. Neither is anything of the sort mentioned in the memoirs of A.R. Luria or his daughter Elena, whose book, as a result of historical circumstances, is much more detailed and frank than Aleksandr Romanovich’s own semi-official autobiography.1 The most enduring of the widely-circulating myths proclaims that the “Kharkovians” [Kharkovites?] completely rejected the theoretical legacy of Vygotsky, sharply contrasting their views with “cultural-historical” theory, and  at the beginning of the 1930s, a scientific and human confrontation arose between Vygotsky and the Kharkov school, headed by Leontiev. In light of this myth, his departure is emotionally construed as betrayal. We use the term “myth” because there is not a shred of evidence of any explicit or underhanded displays of hostility or competitiveness on the part of either of the men toward each other.


In particular, the story of the relationship between Lev Semenovich and Aleksey Nikolaevich is related in this mythological spirit in the book by G.L. Vygodskaya and T.M. Lifanova about Vygotsky. Based on the account of Vygotsky’s wife, R.N. Smekhovaya, Gita L’vovna [Vygodskaya] purports that at the end of 1933 or at the very beginning of 1934, Aleksey Nikolaevich wrote a letter to Luria from Kharkov “which contained something along the lines that Vygotsky is a past stage [thing of the past?], yesterday’s psychology, and offered to collaborate with Aleksandr Romanovich without Vygotsky. Aleksandr Romanovich agreed at first, but then, evidently, changed his mind, going to [my] father (he was not well at the time) and showing him the letter. Father wrote a sharp letter to Leontiev. He was very upset about what was happening, viewing it not only as, or even not so much as a personal act of treachery, as a[?] betrayal of a common endeavor… It seems to me that this feeling was heightened by the fact that this was not done out in the open, but behind his back… I do not know whether my father and A.N. Leontiev saw one another after that, but I know that their relationship never recovered…” 2 


This story is unbelievable for several reasons. First of all, the nature of the relationship between Vygotsky and his disciples is clear, if only from the correspondence between Leontiev and Vygotsky introduced below, and it made actions of this sort, attributed to Leontiev, here impossible.What is fervently expressed in Aleksey Nikolaevich’s letter is the often-repeated desire to speak openly, lay his cards on the table, however painful the conversation might be. Furthermore, it is completely impossible that Leontiev’s invitation to work without Vygotsky was addressed specifically to Luria: in the letter cited above, Aleksey Nikolaevich sharply criticizes Aleksandr Romanovich specifically for the latter’s attitude toward “cultural psychology” (as is evident from Vygotsky’s letter where he shared this view to a certain degree). And finally, this version, to put it mildly, is neither supported by the letters published below, including Vygotsky himself, nor the further development of factual events in which all three took part: Vygotsky, Leontiev, and Luria.


The second question here is purely theoretical—there is still no consensus on the degree of continuity between the theories of Vygotsky and Leontiev. The theoretical foundations of A.N. Leontiev’s conception of activity, or the activity approach, are based primarily on work conducted in Kharkov, which first took form toward the end of the 1930s, when Vygotsky was no longer alive, and it was already impossible to ascertain [obtain?] his opinion. The opinion of Leontiev himself, as well as that of Luria, was unequivocal: the activity approach was not a new theory, but the natural development of Vygotsky’s ideas; both believed until the end that Vygotsky was the founder and leader of the scientific school of which they considered themselves a part. Nonetheless, the tendency to “subtract” the activity approach from cultural-historical theory, leaving a “balance” of “the true” Vygotsky, is encountered quite often in contemporary publications. 


It should be said that this question rests on the criterion we use to judge whether or not there is continuity between two strands of theoretical thought. In the history of science, it is not uncommon for the theoretical views developed by even a single scholar, during different periods, to be so different that someone who did not realize they belong to the same person might  view  them with a complete lack of compatibility. The opposite also is possible: given detailed analysis, it is possible to find common ground even between authors from different conceptual camps. In any event, one thing was always clear: while introducing many new theoretical ideas, principles and understandings, in the process of developing his views,  and while often shifting  hisemphasis, A.N. Leontiev did not reject and did not dispute anything from the views of his teacher. It is possible, and even indisputable, that the ideas of Vygotsky could have been developed in other directions, different from activity theory, however no one was able to do this on a scale comparable to that of the activity theory approach, therefore the question of whether or not Leontiev “correctly” assimilated and developed Vygotsky’s ideas does not make sense. He assimilated and developed them, and whoever feels that they should be developed in some other way should do so. 


However, [just a comma] almost all the i's can now be dotted thanks to a letter from Leontiev to Vygotsky that has been discovered in A.R. Luria’s archives, and  has been published  in full below. This long letter was written the night before Leontiev’s move to Kharkov. It was known that such a letter existed, but it was thought to be lost, so it is hard to express our full sense of gratitude toward E.G. Radkovskaya, the heir of A.R. Luria and keeper of his archives, who found this letter and gave it to us. This occurred exactly seventy years after it was written—February 5, 2002, on Aleksey Nikolaevich’s birthday. It was on his 29th birthday that he wrote this letter.


First we will sketch the historical-scientific setting of  the letter. The end of the 1920s and beginning of the 1930s was marked by a negative turn in science, culture, and education as a whole. The ideological “screws” were being tightened. In the humanities this took the form, in part, of the appearance of academic and scientific schools proclaiming themselves the only Marxists ones (Marr in linguistics, Pokrovsky in history, Friche in the study of literature, Matsa in art history) and the rest (including the great linguists Shcherba and Polivanov, the renowned literary scholars Eikhenbaum, Zhirmunsky and Shklovsky and many, many others) were subject to devastating criticism, and, at times, repression. In education the “unified labor school”—which had been founded through the efforts of Krupskaya and Lunacharsky on a conceptual basis developed by Blonsky and Vygotsky— disappeared. The TsK VKP/b/ [Central Committee of the Communist Party] issued a series of decrees returning Soviet schools to the “ideal” of the pre-revolutionary gymnasium. A “reactological” debate took place within psychology, as a result of which K.N. Kornilov lost the post of director in 1931; Bekhterov’s reflexology, pscyhotechnics (all of its leaders were subsequently repressed), Borovsky’s “behaviorism,” and finally Vygotsky’s cultural-historical school all fell under bitter ideological attacks. But the main “turn” took place within philosophy. Until 1930, the struggle against vulgar materialism was being won by dialectical materialism, represented by the so-called “Deborin school,” standing at the helm of philosophical research in the USSR (A.M. Deborin was director of the Institute of Philosophy). But in December of that year, I.V. Stalin made a personal appearance at a meeting of Party activists of the Institute of the Red Professoriat,  labeling theDeborinists  as“menshevising idealists.” A month later there came a scathing Central Committee decree “Concerning the Journal Under the Banner of Marxism.” People unschooled in philosophy and genuine vulgarizers came  topower (and they were not shy to adopt the arguments of the mechanistic materialists they had so harshly criticized), headed by future academics M.B. Mitin and P.F. Yudin. The Deborinists were destroyed, both literally (B.N. Gessen, Ia.E. Stein), and figuratively (A.M. Deborin himself). Vygotsky himself was close to the Deborinists in terms of his philosophical views and gladly cited them in his publications. Furthermore, at the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s, the scientific and pedagogical institutions where Vygotsky and Leontiev were working started to close one after the other, some under political scandal. For instance, prominently featured in two central newspapers there appeared simultaneous pieces about the Institute of Cinematography with the threatening headlines “Nest of Idealists and Trotskyists.”  The bulwark of the Vygotsky school—the Academy of Communist Education—also fell into disfavor in 1930, and in 1931 it was “exiled” to Leningrad and renamed as an institute. In any event, Leontiev was dismissed 

from this institute on September 1, 1931. Working at the Psychological Institute was not an option, although after Kornilov’s departure the ideas of Vygotsky and his school were used by the Institute in a new scientific program (as referred to in the published letter of A.N. Leontiev). Leontiev added a repentant addendum containing ideological self-criticism to his book The Development of Memory [Razvitie pamiati], which had come out the previous year,.


All three—Vygotsky, Luria, and Leontiev—began to look for a place to work that would allow them to continue the cycle of research they had begun. They were lucky: all three received invitations from S.I. Kantorovich’s People’s Health Committee in Kharkov, which was then the capital of the U[krainian] SSR. The Ukrainian People’s Health Committee had decided to establish a psychology division (“psychoneurological division”) within the Ukrainian Psychoneurological Institute (later, in 1932, it was transformed into the All-Ukraine Psychoneurological Academy). Luria was offered the position of director of the division and Leontiev was offered the directorship of the experimental psychology section (later it was called the general and genetic psychology section). Officially, Aleksey Nikolaevich was employed there as of October 15, 1931. In November of 1931 Vygotsky was confirmed as director of the department of genetic psychology of the state institute of staff training of the People’s Health Committee of the U[krainian] SSR,3 but unlike Luria and Leontiev, he did not move to Kharkov, although he was there often, where he presented papers, read lectures, and took examinations in his capacity as a correspondence student of the medical institute (which he entered in that same year, 1931). In fact, within his family the question of a move to Kharkov was discussed on numerous occasions and the possibility of exchanging the Moscow apartment for one in Kharkov was even entertained.4  Why the move did not take place remained unknown. In the opinion of E.A. Luria, the reason was that Vygotsky (and Luria) did not get along with the administration of the Psychoneurological Academy.5  A.N. Leontiev had  spoken, however, of the wonderful relocation terms proposed to Vygotsky, and the reasons they were turned down remained a mystery to him. 


Be that as it may, by February 1932, in one way or another, all three had associated their work with Kharkov and were running back and forth between the two cities. Nonetheless, only Leontiev decided to move to Kharkov (although both Vygotsky and Luria had considered it), transferring his focus of research there. Possibly, this was a result of the different personal situations of each of the three. Vygotsky was 35 years old and his ideas had already achieved professional recognition. A series of books by him had come out: Pedagogical Psychology [Pedagogicheskaia psikhologiia], Pedology of the Adolescent [Pedologiia podrostka] and Studies on the History of Behavior [Etiudi po istorii povedeniia] (together with A.R. Luria). He  wassick with tuberculosis,  knowing that he did not have much time left, and  was working, on top of everything else, on Thought and Language [Myshlenie i rech]. Leontiev turned 29 the day he wrote the letter. For him the past two-three years had passed  having been completely influenced by Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory, and his own recently published book, The Development of Memory [Razvitie pamiati]—in which he derived his famous “parallelogram of development,” the law of substitution of the manifestations <<mediation?>> of external psychological functions with internal ones in the process of their development. This was the highest affirmation of cultural-historical theory. The research cycle  was completed, the book 

was  published, and it  was necessary to decide what to do next… The letter itself tells the rest of the story in ten  long pages, the night before his departure.


It is most amazing—not simply as a historical document, but as an existential [human?] one. Even a reader distant from the world of psychology and knowing nothing about the peripeteia of its [can this be deleted] history in our country, passing over the incomprehensible parts, would be intrigued by it as a tale of a strong, exceptional man at the moment of a difficult, critical choice that would determine the subsequent fate not only of himself, but of the endeavor with which he had merged himself, and which had become the meaning of his life. This choice  was made by him in a state of complete awareness, under conditions of global uncertainty, and with the acceptance of full responsibility. The die is cast, the Rubicon is crossed—this is the sense of the letter. At least three layers can be discerned within the letter—a personality at a moment of existential choice, interpersonal relations, and the development of ideas—and it can be read on three different levels.


Leontiev begins his letter with the fact that the choice has been made: the ticket has been purchased, the telegram sent. Tomorrow he is cutting the knots that cannot be untied. The letter is written with a firm hand, with his characteristic copious emphasis markings—not just  underlining marks, sometimes double (in published form they are conveyed through bold italics), but sloping words—an imitation of manuscript italics. This letter was not written impulsively, it was well thought through, and agonized over. Leontiev states: our common endeavor is in crisis. Vygotsky, as is apparent from the letter, does not want to become involved in a big discussion. Leontiev is in no hurry to reproach him: at the end of the letter he asserts the possibility that Vygotsky is right in encouraging a certain development of the situation. He accepts this as a fact that has to be reckoned with as he makes his decision.  Overall, one of the most interesting features of this document as a personal act is the clear differentiation by Leontiev between that which he can do himself, and that which does not depend on him, that which is desired, and that which is real. He understands the inexorable logic of life and, in entering a battle for his values and work, and is prepared for the worse. He discusses the possibility that he will have to leave psychology, obviously not wishing this, as well as the  possible inevitability, --which is obviously undesirable for him- the prospect of a break with A.R. Luria (in the letter it is evident what pain this 

causes him), whom he reproaches in the letter for a series of mistakes; reproaching him, nonetheless, as one of his own. We know that, fortunately, neither of these events came to pass: Leontiev was not forced to leave psychology and his close 

friendship with Aleksandr Romanovich Luria withstood this test.


Leontiev takes upon himself the entire weight of responsibility for the school as a whole, and in the text of the letter there is a strong sense of the burden on his shoulders. He is worried that as Vygotsky’s ideas about cultural—or as it was previously called, instrumental psychology--spread, it became weakened and emasculated; Vygotsky does nothing to prevent this, and Luria, who was easily carried away and given to eclecticism, even contributes to this problem. Leontiev is by no means setting himself against Vygotsky, and in the letter there is not a single reference to some alternative; on the contrary, he cites Vygotsky’s own letter from three years earlier, reproaching him for straying from his own principles. Leontiev—compared to the 1929 Vygotsky versus the 1932 Vygotsky—appears to be a stronger supporter of Vygotsky than Vygotsky himself (plus royale que le roi6), reproaching him for inconsistency. In fact, he suspects that this is a sign that Vygotsky has made a decision to part ways. “We” resounds throughout this letter from its first lines to its last, uniting  not only Vygotsky, but also Leontiev and Luria, the core of the future Kharkov group

the letter also mentions A.V. Zaporozhets, L.I. Bozhovich and N.G. Morozova. Leontiev writes of them not only with love (“a marvelous, dedicated group that is now being tested for precision and tenacity”), but with a sense of mature responsibility (“They obligate us. We must not fail this test.). He calls on Vygotsky to come ?, repeatedly underscoring that he holds no grievance against him, that he does not know how he can work alone, without him, but feels that he is doing the right thing—not from the narrow perspective of his own personal sense and values, but from the perspective of the common sense and values that unite the three of them. And their personal relations, Leontiev writes, again referring to the letter Vygotsky had written to him three years ago, are secondary—they will resolve themselves with the clearing up of the fundamental question, the question of ideas. 


Within the letter, Leontiev’s theoretical and methodological views concerning cultural psychology comprise their own separate component and constitute a separate area of interest. For the most part, this component emphasizes the philosophical-methodological foundations of theory, something that would subsequently continue to be characteristic of Leontiev. From among specific problems, first and foremost appears 

the problem of the mental-psychological, which a few years later would become the subject of his doctoral dissertation. Next, the problem of functional systems and interfunctional relationships, which became one of the central problems for the entire school during the 1940s and 1950s : the key role of the sign. Finally, the problem of personality as the subject <<??>> of development, in other words “the problem of active psychological development, the problem of the psychological culture of personality (of freedom!), and from here the closest ethical problems.”  Even today such a way of putting the question appears fresh. But such questions were quickly “blacklisted” in our country, and it is only in personal notebooks and in isolated phrases,  that they made their way into 

his  publications  during the last years of his life. Here we see the problem that excited Leontiev, the problem of personality, not as an object of formative influences, but as an active, free and responsible subject of its own development, of the personality that he himself exhibits in this letter.


The letter is concluded again on an existential [human level] level. Fear of the future, a verdict, being doomed to solitude, a sense that he must undergo a new examination in Kharkov. And there is a feeling of relief in the last lines—despite the burden, he is happy that he has written this letter, and is free because he has done what he was able and what he had to do. Tomorrow there would be a leap into the unknown. Because the fate of cultural psychology comes before all else.

2.5.32

Moscow

Dear Lev Semenovich,


Tomorrow I am leaving for Kh[arko]v, I have bought the ticket, sent the telegram—tomorrow is the ultimate deadline for my “self determination” in this complicated, torturously difficult situation that has come to pass here and there. 


A huge number of questions  of vital importance and immeasurable difficulty must be resolved tomorrow. It is clear to me: if knots cannot be untied, then in extreme cases they are cut. This is one of those extreme cases. And for this reason I will be cutting them.


The facts are stubborn: this does not mean that they should not be resisted; it seems to me that they must be taken in with greater boldness and clarity. For today, the central fact for me is the fact of my factual isolation. Our big  discussion did not take place, and I cannot accept this as a “silent” fact—it speaks volumes. I do not want to guess and cannot guess and construct presumptions—I will not take it upon myself to decode it. I simply take it into consideration. 

And that means that I am forced to act on the assumption that that talk is completely impossible. The first conclusion and the first step is a letter. First of all I want “to state my position” (please excuse the silly expression—I don’t have time to think through how I should express myself!) vis-à-vis you, to conclude the conversation started by me—the monologue. Let it be a monologue, i.e., words that do not require an answer.

You yourself understand that now we, as a group of people bound by ideas, are undergoing a tremendous crisis. With such crises,  internal conflicts are not resolved simply and without pain. In most cases they are resolved with a bullet. 


The external circumstances, their tremendous pressure on us all, the ceaseless “102-104” [?] situation, the  flooding  from around every corner, the scissorsbetween the movement of thought and the organizational, external side of work, the  lack of movement forward with concrete work, while, at the same time, there is an expansion of ideas (a mistake on the part of  some of us=A.R. [Luria]!) —all of this has  suppressed, undermined, shattered our work as a  common effort. The very system of ideas is in tremendous danger (before me now is a document— a partial program for psychology on the scale of the USSR, from a brigade consisting of

Ved[enov], Shvarts, Akimov, Sapir7 crew, etc.—based on a draft by A.R. [Luria]). The I[nstitu]te8 is working (is trying to work) according to our plans.  This presents an Alienation of our ideas. This is the beginning of a total downfall, a  collapse of the system.


And for this reason, I feel it is my duty to  scream about this, to sound the alarm. It is not by chance that I put this question before you, I have been hesitating for a long time. It seems to me that I have done the right thing; here’s what you yourself wrote to me two years ago (I have  kept some of your letters that were dear to me, and now, at a critical moment, I reread them): “So, the strictest monastic  regime of thought; ideological reclusiveness,  when necessary. Demanding this from others. To clarify that to study cultural psychology is nothing to joke around with, not something to do  on the side, amidst other matters, not  ground for the  inventions of each new person. And from this, externally the same organizational regime… I am firmly relying on your initiative and role in protecting this.” (1929)


I have not forgotten the last phrase, and I am sounding the alarm.


I am not in hysterics—I do not think that we need to part ways,  that you need to remain without us, alone (perhaps this is your spontaneous decision, yes?). It is necessary to take the fight further!  It is necessary.


We have a  wonderful and dedicated group of approximately 3-4 people, certainly,  who will be tested for clarity and  reliability (A.V. [Zaporozhets], L.I. [Bozhovich], N.G. [Morozova]…, perhaps the others.  They obligate us.)  It cannot happen that we fail this test! [note: “we” is bold, and this is underlined]

 Where are the paths? How to  continue? On which path?


I can only answer this in the words of Ibsen’s  Brant (sic):


“On any path, but direct to the goal.


The steeper the path,  The straighter and shorter it will be.”9 


I am calling you . This must appear ridiculous to you. I am calling you! This is the last thing that I can do in terms of our common work.  Decide: I am ready to accept your refusal— even if our paths part,  external paths,  because I don’t believe in the possibility of  an ideal separation [not sure about the word “ideal”..is there a better word?]
. I want you to understand the most important thing: I am not presenting  any type of change; I am not obligating you to do anything, I am not asking anything of you: I am just saying that which I consider myself obligated to say, obligated first and foremost to myself!


I will try to find my way without you, perhaps it will lie outside psychology… perhaps I may not have the strength to work alone, without you, to do the work the way it should be done, and I don’t want to compensate with words  I have thought up, or  
botched.  Perhaps I will find a way to use my main [principle] characteristics : decisiveness, courage and 

steadfastness… This is the last thing I can give to this, to “that which is ours.” How?—I don’t know.  


“There is a certain advantage,” you wrote to me, “in I[nstrumental] P[sychology] becoming  an unfavorable occupation.. I cannot stress strongly enough how high (also in an ethical sense) I place thoughts of maximal purity and the precision of an idea.

This is our main task—against intermingling  “settling in.”
How I regret now that it did not turn out that way!


The fate of the great grinder10—its greatness, augmented by the realization that he was not alone, the realization of support, the understanding of even 2-3 people, but living people! That which turns a chimera into reality!—Do you remember this thought of yours? 


Concerning our personal relations. Here again I cannot refrain from quoting you—accept this last (I promise!) quote:


“In one thing I support you to the end and I see this as our : maximum11 organizational precision and self-restraint.—these are the  keys ??

 to both internal purity of research, and this is the suprema lex,12 and the purity of personal relations.” Thus: personal relations are resolved together with the resolution of the fundamental problem.  They are automatically restored with the restoration of a connection through ideas. This is a true thought. And I also truly understood it.  


Now two last issues: my attitude toward A.R. [Luria] and my attitude toward work.


A quick word about the first:


At the cost of any amount of pain, any amount of cruelty [rudeness?], it is necessary to show ones cards.  I am showing mine.


J’accuse:13



Only the fundamentals—1) a lack of understanding of the path, of perspective, a lack of understanding that C[ultural] Ps[ychology] is ALSO a philosophical system, i.e., it cannot be adapted to one or another system of phil[osophical] dogmas. Its philosophy is not mechanistically added to it! Tons of mistakes come from here: “friends” from the admin[istration?], attempts to reconcile the “external” and “internal,” eclecticism, formal usage of the concepts of C[ultural] P[sychology] (they “unlock” problems of not understanding in abstr[acto],14 while research is conducted within the system of given concepts!), thoughts of this kind,“The healthy  core of Cultural Psychology is sociogenesis, the rest is just drivel, just intelligentsia nonsense,” etc.


2) An incorrect attitude toward idealist[ic] systems.


3) Entrepreneurism, an incorrect attitude toward the pyaterka
 that came close to  breaking them(but did not  break them!), , and special, worthwhile personal relationships which could have been destroyed [please check translation, as they may not be totally correct].


4) An incorrect attitude toward C[ultural] P[sychology] itself. An underestimation of it (however paradoxical that might sound!), i.e., perhaps it was a matter of over-estimation, but it was utilitarian, speculative, to put it crudely!


I am putting all this terribly primitively and terribly curtly, but there’s no time to develop it and I don’t want to gloss over it—better to  exaggerate in this direction. You, of course, will make your own corrections, you yourself will fill in the blanks and will understand correctly.


Lastly: what I myself think of C[ultural] P[sychology].


Also terribly briefly:

1. Exploiting the tenets of Cultural Psychology (applying them to concr[ete] problems) outside the main tasks of their own further development is now impossible. It violates the logic of research and leads to the flattening of its main concepts.

2. The logic of the development of the Cultural Psychology system leads today to the necessity of setting at the center of attention the problem of the philosophical interpretation of its fundamental concepts and tenets ( The difference between the factual content of research and the degree of development of their philosophical foundations, the worldview upon which they rest. “The tyranny of the pictogram” [correct translation? pictogram-anger]. 

3. This problem (I return to this now in this context!) cannot be solved at the cost of adapting Cultural Psychology to a “standard,” or, to put it in another way, it cannot be mechanistically thrust into one philos[ophical] context or another. It itself is a philosophical system (psychological philosophy!—a worldview!).

4. Now it is necessary to clearly pose “test” and at the same time fundamental questions like: the work place (to liquidate the vulgarity of “trudovism”15), and consequently the problem of the mediation of development (I think: cultural development!); the problem of our own specific laws, immanent to psycholog[ical] development. Perhaps even the concept of the mental-psychological, the fundamental paths to the study of the mental, that is, how this is possible in principle (maybe using physics as our guide—our beacon!). Most importantly: personality, as a subject of psychological development, in other words the problem of active ps[ychological] development, the problem of the psych[ological] culture of personality (of freedom!) and from here the closest ethical problems.

5. In addition to these it is essential to work out theoretical questions, directly guiding specific research. 


It seems to me that among them are: a) The problem of F[unctional] S[ystems]: 1) “possible” (i.e., something like quantal) I[nter]f[unctional] relations and “possible” functions of functions (after all a system is not a spring salad, but something presupposing only possible, i.e., certain  combinations). b) Determination of i[nter]f[unctional] relations (the conditions under which they arise, the process of their birth, factors (=determinants); here an experiment in their artificial  formation is necessary, i.e., a “dynamic argument” is needed, an experiment along the lines of “ingrowth”<<??>>). Here, it is necessary to think through the place, the role of the sign; my belief, or more precisely, my intuition here is that the sign is the key! Roughly speaking, the first operations with quantities involve perception, further, the f[unctional] s[ystem] of perception, an intell[ectual] operation. What has transformed perc[eption] of quantities—this simple operation, into a higher intell[ectual] function? The inclusion of a unique sign—the concept of numbers, i.e., the sign, a medium of intell[ect] (thought!). If this concept is real, then perception, operations with quantities using it specifically is also included in a syst[em] of conceptual thought. This is all very crude and the example has not turned out successfully (it seems—there’s no time to think!). c) The problem “intellect-will,” i.e., the problem (figuring out the problem!) of intention (this is already a given!) and d) Personality as a syst[em] expressed in concr[ete]  problems, i.e., how it is formulated.

6. These theoretical questions do not coincide with the fundamental, general problems (they do not equate), although they are not neutral toward one another. They are connected in a system, i.e., organically, but (most important!) they do not convert into one another “projectively” (projective geometry). 


The relation between these second theoretical problems and research is exactly projective (i.e., the relation of the transition of some into the others through projective transformation—by means of projection of the same data on different planes). 


I have also expressed this very unclearly, the most important thought is here—not to dissolve one into the other. It is necessary: to separate philosophical problems, as such they are not solved experimentally, research only provides their indirect testing and development. Further: specific theoretical tenets, regulating, leading concr[ete] research must be projected directly into resear[ch]. Here this is a merging, but the bigger it is (it is necessary!), the more precisely they must be separated out in formulating the problem. I.e., in any research it must be clear what theoret[ical] problem it is solving, what it gives to C[ultural] P[sychology].


It seems that this is the most important in regards to the last question.


I am writing all this so that my relation to the most important thing would be as clear to you as possible (I’m limited by the volume of the letter!).


So, again I will return to myself.


It is terrifying to think of the future. The feeling of isolation is a tremendous burden. Our conversation that never took place—your part in it (perhaps you are right!)—is a verdict, a decision, a silent expression. It seems more and more apparent that it will be necessary to leave ps[ychology]. I cannot work alone with A.R. [Luria]. I cannot manage on my own (I don’t have the preparation, schooling, etc.), at least if I don’t find an exceptional solution. Until the spring—a torturous stay in Kharkov. Torturous because (you must understand this!) I definitely am not capable of going on the way everything has been in recent times (internally, in terms of ideas).


Could it really be that you’re right, that now salvation is in your working alone (in the sense of the liquidation of our common work as common)?


I remember your proud “hier stehe ich,”16 it means it’s not by mere chance, it means that which is so hard to believe—necessity?


With you it seemed to me that everything could still be straightened out, smoothed out with A.R., raise the spirits, cutting away something, painfully liquidating something else (perhaps a break with A.R.—it is so hard even to write this!), to find new possibilities. In a word, to pass the exam.

The last thing is difficult: we will all meet working together (possibly). Will it really be the way it was, but new? So all will need to be rearranged with Lebedinsky,17 since my expectation here was of work under protection (precision, differentiation would—I am almost certain—have made it possible). 


And so, my unexpectedly long monologue (in my own defense I can only refer to the famous “I didn’t have time to write a shorter letter”) is coming to an end. To speak openly—I’m glad that I wrote this letter. I have done everything here that I could. I am not asking you to answer me. I am free in a certain sense; I have done everything that I could, I have clarified everything about myself with you. I hope I will be manage to do the same with A R. [Luria].


I do not need to tell you that I, least of all, could be left with any grievances against you.

Yours, A. Leontiev


We do not know whether or not Vygotsky replied to Leontiev—it is true that Leontiev did not ask for a reply. But a letter has been preserved in A.N. Leontiev’s archives dated August 7, 1933. It is worth reproducing in its entirety:

Dear Aleksey Nikolaevich!


I kept thinking I would send a letter through A[lexander] R[omonvich], but we did not meet before his departure, which is the reason for the delay. It is not for the first time that I feel we are on the verge of  a very important conversation, for which neither of us, evidently, is ready and therefore we have trouble imagining what it should be about. But its distant lightning could already be seen many times in your last letter—that is another reason I cannot refrain from responding with the same sort of lightning, some sort of premonition (hazy) of a future conversation. 


Your external fate is being decided, it seems, in the fall—for many years. With it, in part, our (and my) fate, the fate of our endeavor. However you may have experienced your “exile” to Kharkov subjectively, whatever joys may have made it worthwhile (in the past and even more in the future), your permanent departure—objectively, in terms of its own internal meaning—is our internal, difficult, p[erhaps] irreversible misfortune, stemming from our misconceptions and simple carelessness toward the endeavor that has been entrusted to us. It seems that neither in your biography nor mine will what has happened once ever happen again, not in the history of our psychology either. Well, what’s one to do?—I am trying to take a Spinozaesque view of it—with grief, but as something that was necessary. In my own thinking I deal with this as with a fact that has already come to be.


Internal fate cannot but be decided in connection with external fate, but is not completely determined by it. For this reason it is unclear to me, in a fog, I can only make it out vaguely—and it fills me with a sense of alarm greater than any I’ve experienced in recent years. 


But since, as you write, on a personal-scientific level your internal position has crystallized, that means that the external solution is, to a certain extent, predetermined. You are right that the first thing is the need to eliminate the necessity of behave two-facedly. This could have been achieved with the help of “abstraction” (the Kharkov way) or splitting (the Moscow way), independent of the external conditions of any of us. For this reason I believe this to be correct, despite the fact that I have a different view of everything that happened with A.R. [Luria] (not in the happy sense). But about that, some other time.


I know and believe it to be true that internally, over two years you have made your (final) way toward maturity. I wish you with all my heart—as I would wish happiness at a decisive moment to the closest of people—strength, courage and clarity of spirit before the determination of your life’s course. Most important: decide freely. 


Your letter breaks off on that point, and I will break off mine on the same, although without external cause.


I firmly-firmly shake your hand.


Yours with all my heart, L. Vygotsky

P.S. I don’t know whether or not I will come to Tarusa. I will only do that if our conversation ripens and I make up my mind to give it full expression. Otherwise—what’s the point of going? Greetings to M[argarita] P[etrovna]18 and A.R. [Luria] and his wife.


The content of this letter by Vygotsky leads one to believe that it is a response to Leontiev’s letter published above. This is somewhat at variance with the large time interval between the two letters; a mistake in date cannot be excluded, either in the case of Leontiev’s letter (i.e., that it was written not in February of 1932, but 1933, which seems unlikely), or Vygotsky’s letter (in which case it was written in 1932, which seems a little more likely). 


A postcard from Vygotsky that has survived by some miracle most likely dates back to the spring of 1934. The date on it is illegible, as it is generally in very poor condition. Its text reads: “For now I would like to move in the direction about which you and I reached an agreement, firmly leading the internal line toward a full linkage of our research.” We date this postcard spring of 1934 because in it Vygotsky asks Leontiev, in particular, about the fate of theses for a congress (evidently referring to the First All-Ukrainian Congress of Psychoneurology in June of 1934, to which Lev Semenovich submitted the theses “Psychology and the Teaching of Localization of Mental Functions”).


A letter from Margarita Petrovna to Aleksey Nikolaevich dated March 23, 1934 has survived. It serves as evidence that Vygotsky intended to invite Aleksey Nikolaevich to his section: Margarita Petrovna tells of a phone conversation with Luria, who told her that “today the personnel for the AIEM [All-Union Institute of Experimental Medicine] is being determined, and you are the second question. Vygotsky told him that he needed you now, but since it didn’t work out now, you should be taken some other way.” And in fact: on April 13, 1934 the administration of AIEM sends the All-Ukraine Institute of Scientific Pedagogy a paper requesting that no obstacles be put in the way of Aleksey Nikolaevich’s move to AIEM. It begins as follows: “In light of Prof. A.N. Leontiev’s being brought to work in the Psychology Section of the Moscow branch of AIEM in the capacity of deputy section director…”


After Aleksey Nikolaevich’s departure the following occurred. Over the course of the three years leading up to 1934, Luria made trips to Kharkov—as he himself recalls it, he traveled back and forth between Kharkov and Moscow (and Vygotsky—between Kharkov, Leningrad and Moscow). For a short time L.I. Bozhovich was in Kharkov as well—soon she moved to the neighboring Poltava, to the pedagogical institute, although she continued to collaborate with the “Kharkovians.” Vygotsky visited her from time to time in Poltava. 


Leontiev remained in Kharkov for almost five years. He not only led a section and was an active member of the Ukrainian Psychoneurological Academy, but also—after  Luria’s permanent departure—took over the administration of the entire psychology division from him (even earlier, in 1932, he was deputy division director). Additionally, he was director of the psychology department of the Medical-Pedagogical Institute of the Ukrainian People’s Health Committee, and later director  of the psychology department of the Kharkov pedagogical institute and the Research Institute of Pedagogy (subsequently named the All-Ukraine Institute of Scientific Pedagogy).


Thus, based on the letters of A.N. Leontiev and L.S. Vygotsky published here, as well as the subsequent course of events, it evidently follows that Leontiev’s departure for Kharkov was not a falling out with Vygotsky. First of all, Leontiev went in order to work specifically on developing cultural psychology, which was difficult to do in Moscow. Secondly, Vygotsky and Luria also received invitations to work in Kharkov and began to work there the same time Leontiev did, although not as decisively as Leontiev: it is not the “fault” of the latter that he wound up in the position of being the only real leader of the Kharkov group, and that only in Kharkov, with his help, a strong collective of the like-minded was formed, putting the ideas of cultural-historical psychology into service, while no such collective arose in Moscow (or anywhere else). Thirdly, against the backdrop of an ideological crisis, even Vygotsky distanced himself from substantive contact, prompting Leontiev to make independent decisions, but by no means for the purpose of any change in scientific outlook or human relations. Fourthly, the departure of Leontiev was not a theoretical schism—there is not the slightest hint of this in the text of the letter, and the last letters and actions of Vygotsky serve as unambiguous confirmation of this, at the same time refuting the myth of “betrayal” and “relations that never recovered.”

Notes
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3 Ibid., pp. 128-129.

4 Luria, Op. Cit., p. 73.

5 Ibid. 

6 French proverb: A bigger royalist than the king himself.

7 A.V. Vedenov, L.M. Shvarts, and I.D. Sapir were employees of the Institute of Psychology, Pedology and Psychotechnics in the 1930s.

8 The Institute of Psychology, which in 1932 was called The Institute of Psychology, Pedology and Psychotechnics.

9 From a [Russian] translation by A.V. Kovalensky:  “The paths are equal:/They all lead to the goal/…The shortest of all is the steep path.” Ibsen, Henrik, Brand,. Collected Works [Cobr. soch. v 4-x tt., T. 2] (Moscow, 1956), p. 347. 

10 Evidently, this is a reference to B. Spinoza, whose primary profession that of lens grinder, and whose fate and ideas served as models for L.S. Vygotsky in many ways (see Vygotsky’s letter below).

11 Tr: In Latin in the original.

12 In Latin: the highest law.

13 In French: I accuse. This is the name of a famous pamphlet by E. Zola written in connection with the sensational, fabricated “Dreyfus Affair.”

14 In Latin: abstract.

15 Evidently this is a reference to the theory and practice of professional training and education gaining currency in Soviet pedagogy.

16 In German: Here I stand. A famous aphorism of Martin Luther.

17 M.S. Lebedinsky was a psychiatrist who worked at one time with A.R. Luria and was invited to Kharkov along with Vygotsky, Leontiev and Luria and worked there for several years. 

18 M.P. Leontieva is A.N. Leontiev’s wife.
� The five young followers of Vygotsky were known as the pyaterka (pyat is the number 5 in Russian). There were: A. Zaporzhets, L. Bozhovich, L. Slavina, R. Levin, and N. Morozova.





