Leont’ev’s Notion of Activity
In my brief overview of the theory of activity outlined by Vygotsky’s student and colleague A. N. Leontiev (1972, 1975, 1981), I argued that the notion of tool-mediated, goal-directed action is the appropriate unit of analysis in Vygotsky’s approach. In making this argument in chapter 7, I mentioned two levels of analysis identified by Leontiev: actions and operations (that is, the operational composition of actions).
The third level of analysis is activity. As I have noted elsewhere (Wertsch, 1981a, 1981b), the Russian term deyatel’nost’ has no adequate English equivalent. “Activity” is usually the closest approximation. To understand what Leontiev had in mind when using this term, I must return briefly to his general theoretical framework. Leontiev viewed activity as a “non-additive, molar unit of life for the material, corporeal subject” (1981, p. 46); that is, he believed that an activity cannot be reduced to other units of analysis, such as stimulus-response ties, information-processing units, actions, or operations. Of course this theory does not mean that other units and levels of analysis cannot be used in conjunction with the level concerned with activities - this is precisely Leontiev’s point in his tri-level analysis. However, these other levels of analysis complement rather than replace analysis at the level of activity.
The three levels of analysis must be kept separate from one another because Leontiev was trying to provide three distinct types of answers to what L. Eckensberger and J. Meacham (1984) cite as a fundamental question for any theory of action or activity: the question of what an individual or group is doing in a particular setting. A response can be formulated at the levels of activity, of action, and of operations.
Leontiev’s attempt to specify what someone is doing at the level of activity concerns the social institutional milieu in which psychological processes occur. Given his concern with formulating a Marxist psychology, it is not surprising that Leontiev viewed labor as the prototypic form of human activity. Indeed, the theory of activity may be viewed as an attempt to elaborate Marx’s account of labor by identifying its implications for psychological processes and by providing an analogous examination of other social institutions and their psychological implications. The fundamental role of social institutional factors in defining activity is evident from Leontiev’s claim that human psychology is concerned with the activity of concrete individuals, which takes place either in a collective - that is, jointly with other people - or in a situation in which the subject deals directly with the surrounding world of objects - for example, at the potter’s wheel or the writer’s desk. However, if we removed human activity from the system of social relationships and social life, it would not exist and would have no structure. With all its varied forms, the human individual’s activity is a system in the system of social relations. It does not exist without these relations. The specific form in which it exists is determined by the forms and means of material and mental social interaction (Verkehr) that are created by the development of production and that cannot be realized in any way other than in the activity of concrete people. It turns out that the activity of separate individuals depends on their place in society, on the conditions that fall to their lot, and on idiosyncratic, individual factors. (1981. p. 47)
A fundamental tenet of Marxist accounts of social institutions is that they are in a constant process of historical change. They are part of sociohistorical processes such as the rise of the commodity form and the commodification of labor and the individual. As a result, the psychological correlates of social institutions are also viewed as historically specific in Leontiev’s approach. Of course, this accords well with Vygotsky’s desire to incorporate social history as a genetic domain into his approach. With these general points in mind, let me turn once again to the specific properties of activity and how they can help one understand behavioral patterns such as those manifested by the dyads in the model-copy task.
For my purposes an activity can be thought of as a social institutionally defined setting. An activity or activity setting is grounded in a set of assumptions about appropriate roles, goals, and means used by the participants in that setting. In terms of the levels of analysis in the theory of activity, one could say that an activity setting guides the selection of actions and the operational composition of actions, and it determines the functional significance of these actions. For example, the functional significance or “sense” of getting to point N in Leont’ev’s example (see chapter 7) will vary depending on whether this action is executed in the activity setting of, say, labor or schooling.
The more important question here is how the implicit assumptions of an activity setting determine the selection of actions and their operational composition. The guiding and integrating force of these assumptions is what Leontiev called the motive of an activity. For Leontiev a motive is not a construct that can be understood in biological or even psychological terms. Rather, it is an aspect of a sociohistorically specific, institutionally defined setting. Among other things, the motive that is involved in a particular activity setting specifies what is to be maximized in that setting. By maximizing one goal, one set of behaviors, and the like over others, the motive also determines what will be given up if need be in order to accomplish something else.
Given this description of a motive, I turn to the two specific activities of interest here-labor and schooling. The motive of labor generally is productivity. When someone is engaged in the activity setting of labor, productivity, will be maximized, and other possible motives will be given secondary status. In contrast, the motive of a formal schooling activity may be defined as “learning for learning’s sake.” In this activity setting other motives play a secondary role, and actions and operations executed in their service will be altered or foregone if they interfere seriously with the maximization of learning.
In labor activity, errors are viewed as expensive interferences with productivity. Consequently, they will be avoided if at all possible. In model-copy tasks such as the ones used in the studies noted earlier, how can someone who understands the task organize his or her collaboration with someone who does not understand it in order to maximize productivity? The obvious solution is for the experienced member of the dyad to take responsibility for all aspects of the task that are potentially difficult and to allow the novice to carry out only those aspects that can be executed without complete understanding. Such a division of responsibility will maximize the efficient, correct execution of the task and will minimize expensive mistakes.
In schooling activity quite different assumptions define the setting. Instead of maximizing productivity, students’ learning is accorded highest priority. When carrying out a goal-directed action on the interpsychological plane, joint cognitive functioning will be organized such that students can make maximal gains in learning. The implication is that if mistakes are instructive, they will not be avoided as they are in labor activity; indeed, tutors may even be willing to encourage errors by students because of the assumption that one can learn from mistakes.
Thus instructional activity and labor activity differ sharply in their motives and in their hierarchies of what is to be maximized. Of course, instruction or learning can also occur in labor activity settings, and production of some sort can occur in instructional activity settings. But when these two motives come into conflict, the definition of the activity setting will determine which is given priority and which is sacrificed.
My colleagues and I conducted a study in rural Brazil in which we examined adult-child dyads carrying out a task of making a copy farmyard in accordance with a model (Wertsch, Minick, and Arns, 1984.). The child in each of the dyads was a six-year-old. In half the dyads the adult was the child’s mother, and in the other half, a teacher. The mothers had spent very little time in formal schooling settings (none had more than four years of education), whereas the teachers had all completed at least eleven years of education and had continued to work in a formal schooling setting.
On the basis of a fine-grained analysis of the dyads’ interaction in this task setting, two distinct patterns in the operational composition of the action emerged. On the one hand the Brazilian mothers organized interpsychological functioning such that they took on a great deal of the responsibility for executing (that is, operationalizing) the strategic steps in the goal-directed action. On the other hand the Brazilian teachers organized interpsychological functioning such that the children in the dyads were given the bulk of the responsibility for executing the goal-directed task. We argued that the reason for this difference in the operational composition of the goal-directed action lies in how the adults in these two groups construed or created the setting. Specifically, the mothers interpreted this joint cognitive functioning in terms of a labor activity setting, whereas the teachers interpreted it in terms of an instructional activity setting.
The Brazilian mothers organized interpsychological functioning on the assumption that efficient error-free execution of the goal-directed action had highest priority. They retained responsibility for most aspects of the task and allowed their children to execute only those relatively easy steps that they could be expected to carry out flawlessly. In an instructional activity setting, where learning for learning’s sake is the motive and efficient, error-free task execution is accorded secondary status, quite different assumptions prevail. The Brazilian teachers structured interaction such that students were encouraged to participate in all aspects of the task, even if they made mistakes. That is, learning was given a high enough priority that errors were not viewed as being so expensive as to be avoided; indeed they seemed to be encouraged if they could foster increased mastery of the task.
We went on to examine the possibilities for why these two sets of adults differed in their definition of the activity setting. The answer lies in the level of experience the adults in the groups had had with various social institutional contexts. As noted earlier, all the mothers in this study had attended school for no more than four years, whereas all die teachers had attended school for a minimum of eleven years and had continued to function in school-like settings after completing their education.
These facts make it understandable why the teachers were willing and able to organize interpsychological functioning in accordance with the assumptions of instructional activity, whereas the mothers were not. To say that the Brazilian mothers did not organize joint cognitive functioning in this way does not, however, mean that their performance was random or simply deficient. The organization of their performance makes perfect sense given another activity setting, namely, labor. This was the activity setting in which these adults carried out tasks with children on a day-to-day basis. As investigators such as J. Lave (1977a, 1977b) have pointed out, much learning does occur in such settings, but the Process whereby it is accomplished is more properly viewed as apprenticeship rather than school-like instruction.
To summarize, in outlining the analytic level concerned with activity in Leontiev’s theoretical framework, I have identified one of the ways in which Vygotsky’s approach can be extended to deal with the psychological consequences of social institutional phenomena. The notion of an activity setting with its motive provides a means for relating social institutional and individual psychological phenomena. In the study I reviewed, differential experience with various activity settings resulted in dissimilar interpretations of an experimental situation. Because these dissimilar interpretations were associated with different forms of interpsychological functioning, a Vygotskian approach predicts different intrapsychological outcomes as well.
In my discussion of activity settings I used the terms “assumptions” or “implicit assumptions.” These terms reflect the fact that institutionally defined settings are often not readily recognized or accessible to conscious reflection by the individuals participating in them. In studies such as ours (Wertsch, Minick, and Arns, 1984), for example, it is unlikely that any of the adults made a conscious decision to operate in accordance with labor as opposed to instructional activity or vice versa. Rather, when participating in activity settings, subjects usually do not identify the setting consciously. If asked, they may not even be able to identify what it is that organizes their performance.
A further point is that activity settings are not determined by the physical context. Rather, they are created by the participants in the setting. This is evident from the empirical results I have reviewed, which show that two sets of dyads, operating in the same physical context and even executing the same goal-directed action, create quite distinct activity settings. Naturally, some physical contexts are more conducive to creating certain activity settings than others, but this relationship cannot be reduced to mechanistic determination.
These points about activity settings pose the following problem: If an experienced member of a culture is not conscious of the assumptions involved, and if there are few straightforward clues from the concrete environment, how are children to understand and master activity settings? Such settings would appear to be quite elusive, especially since adults (such as those in our study) seldom describe or explain them. It is possible to do little more than to raise this question here. It does seem -to me, however, that the answer lies in what Rommetveit (1974) has termed “prolepsis,” a communicative process whereby individuals must identify others’ implicit assumptions in order to interpret their utterances. Rather than viewing communication as a process that presupposes fixed and shared background knowledge and involves the transmission of information, Rommetveit suggests that a listener often must create background knowledge as part of “what is made known” in communication. That is, an understanding of the activity setting emerges for the junior participant as a “by-produce, of communicating in it.
The general issue of the relationship between activity settings and mental processes has only recently begun to receive serious attention in Western psychology. In several cases this interest has been motivated, at least in part, by Leontiev’s writings (compare Bronfenbrenner, 1979a, 1979b; Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition, 1983; Scribner, 1984). Bronfenbrenner has called for an “ecological psychology,” a major thesis of which is that “human abilities and their realization depend in significant degree on the larger social and institutional context of individual activity” (1979a, p. xv). With regard to the ecological settings of interpsychological functioning, Bronfenbrenner has criticized existing studies by noting that “the pervasive use of a dyadic parent-child model leaves out of consideration the possibility that forces external to the two-person system could influence the effectiveness of outcomes” (1979b, p. 896). It is precisely this kind of criticism to which studies grounded in Leontiev’s theory of activity can reply. By examining the social institutional settings in which interpsychological functioning occurs, one can understand much more about this functioning than when it is considered in isolation. This, in turn, should provide much needed information about the emergence of intrapsychological. functioning. It is only by constructing a theoretical framework within which social institutional, interpsychological, and intrapsychological levels of analysis can be linked, but not reduced to one another, that one will be able to answer questions about the relationship between activity settings and the individual. This is a goal that remains to be fulfilled in the Vygotskian approach.
