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CRITIQUES FROM WITHIN

Vygotsky begins this first quarter of his book by favorably contrasting all three of theories he examines (“Art as Perception”, “Art as Technique” and “Art and Psychoanalysis”) with eclectic, piecemeal approaches. All three are systematic and fully worked out, and that all three represent “objective analytic” methods of the type he demanded in the first chapter. 

Now it’s tempting to ignore what this completeness and finality really implies and begin by saying say that each represents a partial truth awaiting a synthesis. For example, we might try to associate each method with some particular explanatory emphasis (e.g. reader, text, author) and then try to braid them together. 
We might recall that at the time it was traditional to divide art works into a triumvirate of “material”, “form”, and “content” (rather than, as today, the duality of form and content). For example (to take up the idea of a black man sculpted in white marble which Vygotsky defended in Chapter One) white marble would be material, Michelangelo’s “non finito” style would be the form, and the motif of “The Dying Slave” would be the content of an art work. We could, with a bit of stretch, suggest that the notion of art as perception corresponds to perceiving the material, art as technique corresponds to appreciating the form, and art as psychoanalysis involves interpreting the content. 

Vygotsky himself speaks of the possibility comparing the outcomes (the “facts” and the “rules”) of various eclectic studies done with his own. But he also says that to do that would assume that we have the outcome of his own study in hand and he has not even worked out the method yet. Besides, the three theories he has chosen are not eclectic studies; they are fully worked out methods with coherent methodologies.

Vygotsky’s real goal here is not to compare his results with those obtained by others, and then add on something new, or to “create a research space” by establishing what other methods have not done. The real purpose of this part of the book is METHODOLOGICAL. By examining each theory and finding out precisely where that theory is lacking, we will create a much clearer idea of what a successful theory has to do. This is particularly true if we examine the theories historically, for in history each theory must in some way make up for the lacks of the previous theory and in turn reveal new lacks to be made up for by the next one.
So Vygotsky intends a methodical taking out of methodological garbage. To do this, he plans a set of three immanent critiques, where he takes on a particular method, follows its assumptions to their logical conclusions, largely through the use of long quotations—and largely reject their results. He is interested not so much in establishing outcomes (“facts” and “results”) as in examining assumptions, and in the end he will take each method as a cautionary tale, a negative example of how not to set out and where not to go. 
CHAPTER TWO: ART AS APPERCEPTION

Perhaps the title “art as perception” will be momentarily misleading, at least to those of us who consider perception synonymous with the five senses. It doesn’t help us very much to add a syllable as I have done, and say that what is really talked about is “apperception”, or verbal perception or “apprehension” of an art object as opposed to a direct glimpse or a prehensile grasp. 
But it does help us when Vygotsky, on p. 30, cites the great Prussian educator von Humboldt and the now obscure Russian linguist Potebnia (“Thought and Language”) as the forerunners of this trend. It helps even more when Vygotsky adds that “art as perception” is a theory which “approaches the widely held theory that comes to us from antiquity according to which art is the perception of wisdom and teaching and instruction are its main tasks”.
Following on from von Humboldt and Potebnia, we are given as exemplars the exponents of Russian symbolism, the literary movement which gives us Khlebnikov, Andrei Byely, and Ivanov (who wrote the loving commentary to this volume, despite the many criticisms directed against himself and his followers). Can all of these people be said to have a common voice, much less a common theory, still less a well-worked out and consistent one?
Yes, they can. Let us add one voice more, that of Joseph Conrad. In “The Task of the Artist”, he says: 

“My task, which I am trying to achieve, is, by the power of the written word, to make you hear, to make you feel—it is before all, to make you see. That—and no more, and it is everything. If I succeed, you shall find there according to your deserts, encouragement, consolation, fear, charm—all you demand—and perhaps also that glimpse of truth for which you have forgotten to ask.” (Norton Anthology of English Literature, 7th Edition, Vol. 2, p. 1955)

That reads like a fairly well worked out manifesto, to which almost all of the people on our list, from von Humboldt to Ivanov, would subscribe. It does contrast favorably with an eclectic approach based on disparate psychological studies, it does sound like a coherent artistic programme, and above all it has the ring of an objective, analytical method focused on the artwork itself. So it appears that what is meant by “art as perception” is something like “art as speech perception” or “art as symbol perception”. And in fact we soon learn that this approach to art is perversely logocentric, treating music, paintings and sculpture by analogy with the word. 

The Russian symbolists held that the word “neither represents nor expresses, but signifies” (Mevedev/Bakhtin, 1978: 57). But to understand what this means we will indeed need a threefold distinction between “outer form”, “inner form” and “content”, which Vygotsky lays out on pp. 30-31. Later, in Thinking and Speech, he associates the “outer form” with what he calls the phasal characteristics of language (we may think of them as the horizontal dimension, that is, the succession of sounds and words and sentences). The “inner form” is what he calls “sense”, that is, the long chain of associations that accrue to a word down through trillions of uses in history and hundreds of thousands of uses in the lifetime of the individual (we may think of this as the temporal dimension). Only a small area of “sense” forms its abstract, decontextualized, universally accepted present day “signification” or “content” (which we may think of as the vertical dimension). 
Now, Potebnia opines that there is a direct connection between this philological analysis and the symbolist triumvirate of material, form and content: “outer form” corresponds to the material of a statue, ‘inner form” to the way the figure emerges from the rock, and “signification” to the symbolic meaning. Sure enough, Michelangelo did actually refer to his blocks of white marble as “meat” and to the act of carving as an act of releasing an “inner form”. And of course Michelangelo does make us see right through white marble material to the unfinished figure, who makes us feel his fear and his despair, which in turn signifies the glimpse of truth we forgot to ask for. 

Vygotsky suggests on p. 39 that sometimes a “theory is best evaluated by means of (…) extreme conclusions, concerned with entirely a different field, which make it possible to verify its laws by using facts of a completely different category.” But the strange thing is that Potebnia’s triumvirate, although it is based on his philology, seems to work rather better for Michelangelo’s marbles than for artwork made of words. With marble, we can distinguish pretty easily between material, style (form), and content (meaning).
How might we do this with words? We language teachers are always trying to make a distinction between “focus on form” and “focus on meaning”:
T: What’s this? (focus on meaning)

S: Apple. (focus on meaning)

T: An apple. Yes, it’s an apple. Repeat. (focus on form)

In the first turn of talk, the teacher’s question may look like it is focused on meaning, but of course the teacher knows the answer to the question and the purpose of the class is really focus on form. In the last turn of talk, the teacher’s command may look like it is focused on form, but in order to understand it the child really has to focus on meaning (“Repeat!” is one of the few things that the teacher says in English that really means what it says.) In practice, the distinction between “form” and “meaning” is impossible to maintain: they are simply two different ways of looking at one and the same language. How, then, can we maintain a threefold distinction between “material”, “form”, and “content” in an artwork?

Ovsianko-Kulikovsky employs a kind of “Gedankenexperiment” (a “thought experiment” rather than an actual laboratory study) that William James often employs, similar to the procedure that Descartes and Avicenna both attempted when they mentally abstracted away all of the sensations of man to try to determine if there was anything like consciousness left. James tried to mentally strip a given emotional experience of all the physiological trappings of emotion, and opined (rather dubiously) that there would be no emotional content either: without tears, there would be no sadness.

So we are told to imagine Homer’s account of the scene in the Iliad, where Hector says farewell to Andromache and to his infant son (our poor translator seems to think that Homer wrote a play called Andromache). The lyrical element of this, that is, the “outer form” are the elaborate Greek hexameters that Homer uses to tell the tale, accompanied, quite literally, on a cithara, or a lyre. We simply abstract this away; this is easy enough to do, particularly if you don’t know any ancient Greek. The inner form is the emotion we feel for Hector, knowing full well that he will die at the hand of Achilles, that his wife will be raped and sold into slavery, and his infant son flung living from the walls of burning Troy.

So now we can see the distinction between “outer form” and “inner form” very clearly, (although the exact border might be a little obscure for us if we know enough Greek to really hear, feel, and see how Hector speaks through the hexameters). But what about “signification”? Does the scene signify something quite beyond the effect of the hexameters and the emotion we feel when we empathize with Hector? 
On p. 39, Vygotsky points out that Greek social ideology has lost all real meaning for us (and he suggests somewhat unkindly that Russian symbolism has as well)! On the other hand, as Vygotsky (and Marx) pointed out, there seems to be some element of the psychology of art that is practically eternal (p. 41). It is not in the hexameters and the lyre; you had to be there for that. It ought, by the theory of perception, to be in the “signification”, the synopsis, the paraphraseable plot, since this is the most stable and lasting, conventionalized zone of “inner form”. But is it? Why does Thomas Bullfinch’s Mythology produce such a very different effect than Ovid’s Metamorphoses? Why does Lamb’s “Tales from Shakespeare” actually feel so much more DATED than the original?
Vygotsky asks that the Gedankenexperiment on Homer be replicated using Anna Karenina. Now, John Lyons points out that this book it cannot even really be read only in Russian because important sections of dialogue between Vronsky and Anna are written in French, and the choice of language is often highly significant. It is not only untranslatable, it is not even mono-latable. What would the paraphrase of Anna K. look like, and most important, how would it make us feel and see?

As it happens, this is really no longer a Gedankenexperiment. Simplified readers are widely available for English learners. But take the scene where Anna is traveling to the train station (to kill herself, but she does not know that yet). She imagines that everybody is talking about her or talking for her benefit one minute, and then she imagines they are all trying to annoy her; the horizon seems to revolve about her head in a thorny, tightening crown of ill will. Nobody can read this in paraphrase and imagine they are seeing and hearing and feeling what the original intended, still less that they are glimpsing the truth for which readers of the original have forgotten to ask. 
Tolstoy says, and Vygotsky sees no reason to doubt him, that a true paraphrase of Anna Karenina would have to be identical, word for word, to the original. Paraphrase can only be tautological: “I have said what I have said”. But Potebnia and the symbolists suggest that Tolstoy did not say what he said but rather something else (p. 40), and that something else has to be audible, palpable, and perceptible. It should, then, be paraphrasable, like Homer without the hexameters. Vygotsky finds at least three good reasons to doubt this. 
First of all, this theory requires that art works should be redundant. That is implicit in the idea that an artwork is a representation, an image that redounds and reduplicates some other form of human experience. Vygotsky suggests that if artworks are only perceptible images then they pursue the same basic goals as scientific representations by slightly different methods. As Vygotsky points out (p. 43), the Wurzburg school demonstrates that even intellectualistic thinking processes cannot be conceived as a stream of images. The Shulamite, in the “Song of Solomon”, is not exactly beautiful, if we interpret the Song as a literal image: “Thy hair is as a flock of goats that appear from Gilead; thy teeth are as a flock of sheep which go up from the washing.” (p. 44). But I suppose that having fuzzy teeth like sheep which go up from the washing is more attractive than having teeth like sheep that go down to the washing—particularly if you suffer from goatish hair. 
This is why Ovsianiko-Kulikovsky has to distinguish “lyrical” from “graphical” artworks. Only in graphic art is the psychological process is narrowly perceptual, converting an image into idea and then an idea into an emotion. In the “lyrical” or “emotional” forms (he includes architecture, for some reason, alongside lyrical poetry), the psychological process is from an emotion of “outer form” to a stronger emotion of “content” of which the outer form has become the symbol. But on the basis of the Gedankenexperiment performed on Hector and Andromache, Vygotsky rejects both of these. A very specific emotion, based on the ineffable FORM of a work of art, is the starting place of the aesthetic response, not the final product (p. 37). For this reason, we must begin by saying that an artwork is inimitable, not paraphraseable, and thus not redundant.
Secondly, this theory requires that art should be intellectualistic. Art, like any other form of the interpretation of symbols, is “pure brainwork” (p. 33), a matter of converting materials into content. The emotion of form, the lyricism of the work, is really a kind of unnecessary byproduct, which we can dispose of through paraphrase if it keeps getting in the way. But studies which attempt this, Vygotsky points out on p. 49, end up producing a rather warped and distorted social history rather than an aesthetic understanding. So, as Shklovsky remarks, to jump over the emotion of form in analyzing an artwork (to jump over the effect produced by Homer’s hexameters, Pushkin’s rhymes, and Tolstoy’s psychological realism) really is to jump over the horse you are trying to mount. To require elaborate intellectualistic brainwork to produce the emotion of form as a final product really is to put the horse’s behind before the horse.
Similarly, teachers who attempt this, Vygotsky pointed out in his chapter on aesthetics in Educational Psychology, end up teaching neither history nor art but a set of dated motifs (e.g. “Onegin/Oblonsky/Oblomov, the superfluous man”). When we attempt to substitute teaching ethics through art for teaching social history we often find that, because of the emotional form of the artwork, we obtain a result exactly the opposite of what we intended (children, for example, admire the Grasshopper rather than with the Ant, just as we adult readers end up admiring and sometimes even emulating Anna K.) For this reason, we must begin by saying that an artwork is not reducible to the intellectual brainwork required for their composition, their (imperfect) recreation, or their elaboration into subsequent variations.
Thirdly, the theory requires that the consumption of art be passive. “The (…) parasitic enjoyment of exploiting somebody else’s labor free of charge is the source of artistic enjoyment,” he writes. “All the enjoyment we experience in reading Othello comes from the pleasant use of somebody else’s work and from the exploitation without expense of someone else’s artistic creativity.” (p. 32). Of course, part of the bile he is expressing here is his contempt and loathing for associationistic psychology and the lazy “Galton Photograph” method of concept formation he will later criticize to such devastating effect in Thinking and Speech. 
In the conclusion of this chapter, he points out that the logical outcome of this theory is to enshrine typicality. If art is perception, then the true ideal to man has been striving throughout tens of thousands of years of art history appears as the flickering superimposition of hundreds of images per second on a glass screen. If art is the use of images to convey emotions, the highest goal, or at least the inevitable destination, is a concept which in modern America would be compiled from endless images provoking status anxiety, Schadenfreude, and envy, intermittently and suggestively relieved by TV commercials.
If we want to accuse Vygotsky of elitist views in art, here is the place to look. We must begin, he says, by saying that a fully realized artwork is not a commodity, not the aesthetic “concept” created by the “collective reflexology” of the mass market, not a mechanically derived typicality created like a Galton photograph, by superimposing different images, splitting the differences, and taking the lowest common denominator. We must begin, he says, with the ineffable feeling created by a specific artistic form. 

(Tierack Samsara, David Kellogg)[image: image1.jpg]



CHAPTER THREE: ART AS TECHNIQUE

We said at the beginning of the three critiques that they could not be braided together into a single three stranded rope, and that Vygotsky’s purposes in this section really have much more to do with cutting through the theories under discussion than in attempting to join them. Yet the three theories are historically linked; each one solves problems which the previous one cannot, as well as leaving problems unsolved for the next.
We saw in the last chapter that what was missing from the “perceptualist” account was the ineffable emotion created by the inner form. Paradoxically, it is this and not the material or the paraphraseable “content” of an artwork which tends to the immortal; it is this which defies the temporal dependency of social ideology upon the many turtles of sociopolitical regimes, economic systems and relations of production that Plekhanov theorized. The outer form of the hexameters are gone, and the ideals that Odysseus signified are largely dead, but we still read The Odyssey for the thrill of ending one chapter with “they lay down by the shelving sea” and beginning the next with “When rosy fingered Dawn rose…”.

So, as Vygotsky says, “it was very tempting to conclude that the entire effect of a work of art is due exclusively to its form” and to counterpose this to the perishable “material” (pp. 32-33). This was particularly tempting in the intellectual climate of the early twentieth century: as Volosinov points out in Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, the intellectual pendulum was swinging against romantic individualistic subjectivist idea that language is always and everywhere personal and creative and towards trends that he calls “abstract objectivism”. 

Saussure had launched the great project of structuralism, a view of language as a synchronic system quite frozen in time, a flashbulb moment standing above the laws of historical development and beyond the reach of individual creativity. T.S. Eliot was arguing for an impersonal tradition to which each individual poet has to surrender the way that a good Catholic submits to his church. Wölfflin was trying to write an art history of techniques, a history entirely without names, devoted to an eternal, Platonic ideal. Art was to be reduced to a set of techniques that were discovered rather than invented, the way that the technique for tying a shoelace seems to stand quite outside human consciousness and even outside human culture, an affordance offered by the shoelace itself rather than by the cultural practice of wearing shoes.

History itself was providing the kind of extreme conclusions that Vygotsky considers the test of a good theory. Within Russia, the symbolist movement had split (around 1910) into the futurists (close to Mayakovsky and the Bolshevik party) and the acmeists such as Anna Akhmatova, her husband Gumilev (cited in Thinking and Speech, Chapter Seven) and Vygotsky’s friend Osip Mandelstam (also cited). In the name of “beautiful clarity”, acmeists demanded a return…to Hellenism!

“Hellenism means consciously surrounding man with utensils (utvar) instead of indifferent objects; the metamorphosis of these objects into the utensil, the humanization of the surrounding world; the environment heated with the most delicate teleological warmth. Hellenism is any stove near which a man sits, prizing its warmth as something related to his own inner warmth.”
Accordingly, acmeists rejected the mechanistic vision of things.

“Man’s domestic eye had no place to relax, nothing on which to rest. All utensils were in revolt. The broom asked holiday, the cooking pot no longer wanted to cook, but demanded for itself an absolute significance (as if cooking were not an absolute significance). They had driven the master from his home and he no longer dared to enter there.” (Mandelstam, 1977: 76).

Above all, acmeists asked that the “inner form”, the ineffable sense, of words should be restored to their place in poetry. 

“How is it to be then with the attachment of the word to its denotative significance? Isn’t this a kind of bondage that resembles serfdom? But the word is not a thing. Its significance is not the equivalent of a translation of itself.” (Mandelstam, 1977: 76)
Formalism clearly does supply some of what was wanting, the specific moment of form as the starting point Vygotsky demanded. In formalism, art is neither redundant, nor purely intellectualistic, nor vulgar and typical. And Vygotsky does say that the new approach greatly expands the concept of form from a psychological viewpoint, replacing the “perceptualist” notion of form as merely the empirical, outward surface of things with a much more psychological concept, the process of artistic creation itself (53). Why, then, is this section so very critical of Russian formalism? There are (at least) three reasons, and they are all good ones. 

The first reason is probably that Vygotsky shares at least some of the criticisms of his acmeist friends. It is not simply their poetry which is cited in Thinking and Speech; it is also their rejection of the idea that word meanings are reducible to formal paraphrases and self-identical translations. After all, the empirical results of formalism, brought forward with much fanfare by the futurists, have been either meagre or in flagrant contradiction to the original theoretical principles. After the “abolition” of rhythm in the futurist manifesto, Pasternak raised it to new heights, and after the “abolition” of punctuation, Mayakovsky introduced a proliferation of dashes. Although futurists objected to both “sense” and “meaning”, Mayakovsky wrote dazzlingly effective advertisements in verse for Soviet agricultural products (p.62) What is new in futurism is not particularly good (e.g. the attribution of ideological meanings to phonemes, discussed on p. 67) and what is good is not new (e.g. Mayakovsky’s work on tragic love). Vygotsky has seen futurism, and it does not work.
Secondly, as Vygotsky points out, it is a profoundly “anti-psychological” doctrine: it is very much a throwback to the great split between “aesthetics from above” and “aesthetics from below”. Human thoughts and human feelings are to be treated as just so much material on which technique operates, and not part of technique itself. The formalist idea is that the essence of art is external to human psyche and objective; form  consists merely of ratios, of relationships between materials, rather like a recent cooking book which eschews recipes in favor of mathematical ratios between ingredients. But Vygotsky uses Köhler’s experiments on chickens, who can distinguish between gray and grayer, and then between grayer and grayest, to show that there is nothing inherently aesthetic about ratios when they are independent of human psychology (60). How, Vygotsky asks, can we take seriously the process of artistic creation newly included in the notion of form without some psychological understanding of what makes a stone “stony” and how Hamlet’s hesitation in killing the king creates tragedy, as opposed to simple farce?
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Thirdly, the formalists cannot really answer the simple question of what “technique” is a technique for (56). In theory, the purpose of technique is the transformation of materials. But for the formalist, material is immaterial: “The formalists assume that material is of no importance in art and that a poem on the destruction of the world and a poem about a cat or a stone are identical from the point of view of their poetic effect (57).”  Lear’s inability to recognize Kent serves no actual story-telling purpose; it is only there to realize a particular technique, namely “deceleration” (Shklovsky, 1990: 37). The “non finito” use of apparently uncut marble around the base of the “Dying Slave” and the unfinished monkey which can barely be discerned grasping the left shin are not there to influence the perception of the observer and make the stone feel stony, because that would involve us in a psychological explanation; it is simply done to realize the technique of “estrangement” (that is, alienation from the sculpture as figure, realization of the sculpture as sculpture). There is, therefore, a kind of materials-blindness in this theory that is quite reminiscent of the tone-deaf form-blindess of the old “perceptualist” school. Technique is not the subordination of materials to content, but simply the subordination of materials to technique.

(Michelangelo, “The Dying Slave”. The “non-finito” marble base suggests a barely discernible “ape” clutching the left shin, an estrangement device which stood for “aping” or mimesis.)

If the material is fundamentally of no importance, then how, and above all why, does technique transform it? The formalist answer, strangely enough, appears to be the trite old cliché of art for art’s sake. Technique, hedonistically, pleases itself. In his chapter on esthetic education in Educational Psychology, Vygotsky argues that hedonism, or “art appreciation”, is hardly a more worthwhile pedagogical goal than babysitting and entertainment. In any case, “art appreciation” is a very poor competitor to real play in a child’s eyes. Here, Vygotsky points out indignantly that the goal of “art for art’s sake” simply takes us right back to Kant (63) for whom “beautiful is what we like, irrespective of its meaning”. Vygotsky is no puritan, but like Tolstoy he is perfectly appalled by the idea that art, like pornography, serves no other purpose than pleasure. As Adorno remarks, the bourgeoisie would like art to be voluptuous and life to be austere, but we would all be far happier with things the other way around.

CHAPTER FOUR: ART AS PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

Vygotsky begins with the remark that if we have learned one thing from Chapter Two and Chapter Three it is that “we are not likely to find a solution to the fundamental problems of the psychology of art if we confine ourselves to analyzing processes that occur only at the conscious level. (71)” Artworks, as we’ve seen, are ineffable, and that means that neither the processes by which they are created nor the emotions which they create are susceptible to verbalization, conscious awareness, and direct study.

They are, however, subject to indirect study, in which verbalizations play a role, and that is precisely the purpose of psychoanalysis as an analytical system. Psychoanalysis, we learn, locates art somewhere between a dream and a pathogenic condition. Freud and Rank liken it to the daydream of a child who cannot play as he or she wishes. They say it is similar in three important respects: the use of painful materials (e.g. violent death, sexual shame, punished crime), the need for disguise and concealment from others (though they note this is more pronounced in art than in play), and their source (the repression of desires).
The psychoanalysts, on the face of it, supply much of what was wanting in the “perceptualist” theory. Their notion of art is not redundant; there is no correlate for art in conscious life. They do not have an intellectualistic view of art which places brainwork before emotion. Nor is their view passive; the artist and the audience have fundamentally the same purpose and the same task before them. They certainly recognize the “emotion of form” which Vygotsky requires as a starting point for an analysis.
Psychoanalysis also represents a step forward with respect to formalism. It is an ostensibly humanistic if not a Hellenistic approach; there is none of the mechanical approach to art concept formation we found with futurism. It cannot be said to be anti-psychological. And there is certainly a major role for materials. This looks promising.
Unlike the formalists, who posit that technique pleasures itself, the psychoanalysts see TWO sources of aesthetic pleasure in art: first, a “shallow and superficial” bait to entice the artist and the audience to the real task of interfacing the subconscious, and second, the pleasurable revelation of forbidden desire to the subconscious in an aesthetic disguise which allows us to deceive the repressive apparatus of the conscious. 

We have seen that Vygotsky is not overly fond of theories that place pleasure at the end of art, and this is certainly no exception. He notes with some disdain that in addition to the two theorized sources of pleasure, the psychoanalysts offer an eclectic portfolio of diverse perverse pleasures in practice (e.g. the rhythm of poetry as a mimicking of the sexual act, and landscape painting as a release of the Oedipal love for Mother Earth).

For Vygotsky, this “pansexualism” is the first of the two main flaws of psychoanalytic theory as applied to art. In the very first chapter, we established that art is a one form of social ideology, the social making and sharing of ideas. Whether or not we accept the (for Vygotsky, exaggerated) claims that the psychoanalysts make for pansexualism in individual psychology, we must admit that by their own theory of repression sexuality must be excluded from and cannot be made to account for the very diverse forms of social ideology we find in everyday life of which art is one—unless, that is, we make all of conscious social life the plaything of individual subconscious psychological life.

And that is the second of the two main flaws of psychoanalytic theory as applied to art: the reduction of consciousness to a puppet on a string. Vygotsky notes, with deepening distaste, a biography of Dostoevsky which attributes all of his artistic output to an Oedipus complex. But, Vygotsky asks, since Oedipus is theorized to live inside every man without exception, how does it come to pass that artists of Dostoevsky’s stature are so exceedingly rare? And why should the earliest traumas in a man’s life outweigh the later ones?
“Why should we assume that the conflicts of childhood sexuality and of the child with the father exercise a greater influence on Dostoevsky’s life than later traumas, experiences and emotions? Why can’t we assume that the experiences of awaiting execution, of forced labor, and so on are the sources of new and complex sensations? (82)” 

Vygotsky ends the chapter, as he generally does, with a rise to the concrete and some critical remarks on empirical studies and works inspired by the theory under review. In this case the works include Freud’s biography of da Vinci, and here he finds it hard to hide his disgust, both as a psychologist or as an art critic. In the end, he offers psychoanalysis “a practical application” in a future programme of art psychology, but only if it will renounce pansexualism and re-evaluate the role of conscious awareness. 

(Lin Zexu, the incorruptible official, burns British opium and ignites the Opium Wars, by David Kellogg. This is a history painting done the year my stepfather died of smoking related esophageal cancer, but I was not conscious of the connection at the time.)
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I think, for my twin purposes of examining the book as a continuation of Educational Psychology and a prologue to Thinking and Speech, the most interesting thing about this chapter is not the clear repudiation of Freud, although this certainly places Vygotsky much closer to Volosinov than to his own student A. Luria. I think the most interesting thing here is the role this chapter plays in Vygotsky’s development of a much more precise and clear notion of consciousness as an object of study.

In my own field, language teaching, Richard Schmidt has pointed out that language teachers are even more strong in their beliefs about the role of the unconscious than psychiatrists, since they have attributed the whole of first language acquisition and even successful second language acquisition to this mechanism. Schmidt also points out that, like psychiatrists, they have largely accomplished this misleading attribution of acquisition to unconsciousness by virtue of leaving “consciousness” undefined and amorphous, confusing consciousness as awareness, consciousness as noticing, and conscousness as intentionality. 

In Chapter Six of Thinking and Speech, Vygotsky remarks that the word “conscious” really means two very different things (“awake” and “aware”). Of course, he says, the child is conscious from a very early age when he is awake that he is not asleep. The child is conscious from a very early age that he feels and even that he thinks. But the child is not fully aware of and in conscious control of his conceptual thinking processes until much later, so for a long time he is partly conscious and partly unconscious concerning his own feelings and thoughts.

Vygotsky then complains that Freud and Piaget have muddled things up by mixing in a third meaning from psychoanalytic theory, namely the opposite of “subconscious”. This “subconscious”, however, is not the same as the residual unconsciousness concerning his own thought processes, because it comes later and is hollowed out of consciousness by repression. 

Vygotsky then goes on to introduce a FOURTH meaning, the opposite of “non-conscious”: 

“(T)here is a large difference between the unconscious and the non-conscious. Non-consciousness is not at all partly unconscious and partly conscious. It does not mean the degree of consciousness but another area of activity of consciousness.”
This meaning is more microgenetic. Yet it is clearly linked to the development of conscious control of thought processes. It is also linked to technique, and in fact Vygotsky ends with the precise example much beloved of formalists, a technique which appears quite separate from individual consciousness and cultural practices, a technology which seems to have been discovered rather than created:
“I make a knot. I do it consciously. I cannot, however, tell you exactly how I did it. My conscious act is unconscious, because my attention is focused on the act of the tying, not on how I do it. Consciousness is always some piece of reality. The object of my consciousness is tying the knot: the knot, and what was happening to it, but not those actions that I make when tying it, not how I do it. However, the object of consciousness can be just that – it can be awareness. Awareness is an act of consciousness, the object of which is itself the very same activity of consciousness. (My translation)”
It is certainly possible to shift the object of consciousness from the knot itself to the tying of the knot, and in fact this is precisely what we do when we learn to tie our shoelaces—or when we hold a pen in our hands for the first time in order to learn how to write, or when we learn a foreign language (p. 57). The process of mastery is, in fact, nothing more and nothing less than the outer expression of this inner analysis of the process, this ascent to volitional control and freedom. 
The child’s task, in elementary school, is to make the activity of his or her own consciousness the object of awareness. And that, too, is the task of the psychology of art! Vygotsky ends this chapter with an admonition to psychoanalysis: “It will have to understand that art can never be fully explained from the limited viewpoint of one’s own life, but requires a wider approach of social life.”
And then, uncharacteristically, Vygotsky gathers his thoughts into a slogan: 
“Art as the subconscious is a problem; art as the social solution for the subconscious is its likely solution.” (85). 
With that slogan on his lips, and a deep dissatisfaction with extant approaches to the problem, Vygotsky turns to the actual analysis of art works.
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