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The content and unsolved problems of activity theory

Vassily v: Davydov

Introduction

All the humanities have for their subjects different aspects of

human activity. At present they have to face a great number of acute un​

solved problems. But before stating those problems and looking for ways

to solve them, it is important to explain the basic concept of activity as formulated by the followers of activity theory.

Activity is a specific form of the societal existence of humans consist​

ing of purposeful changing of natural and social reality. In contrast to the

laws of nature, societallaws manifest themselves only through human ac​tivity that constructs new forms and features of reality, thus turning the

initial material into products. Any activity carried out by a subject in​

cludes goals, means, the process of molding the object, and the results. In fulfilling the activity, the subjects also change and develop themselves.

The goals of activity manifest themselves as images of the foreseen re​

sult of the creative effort. The transforming and purposeful character of

activity allows the subject to step beyond the frames of a given situation and to see it in a wider historical and societal context. It makes it possible for the subject to find means that go beyond the given possibilities. Activ​ity permanently and limitlessly overcomes all the "programs" on which

it is based. That is why it cannot be limited to changing reality according

to the stable cultural norms. Activity is, in principle, open and universal;

it should be taken as the form of historical and cultural creativity. The formation of human activity is also the beginning of personality.

Notions of activity were elaborated by important idealist philosophers such as Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. The basis of a dialectical-materialist concept of activity was created by Marx, whose works drew on the

achievements of classical German philosophy. The concept of activity

formulated by Marx remains significant today. Here I review its content, taking into account that Marx's philosophical and sociological concepts
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should be kept separate from his more specific economic and politi​cal views.

Basic contents of the concept of activity

In describing general characteristics of human labor, Marx de​

picts it, first, as human activity that changes nature. Human activity uses features of one natural object as tools for acting on other objects, thus turning the former into an organ of activity. Exerting influence on na​ture, human beings change their own nature at the same time (Marx & Engels, 1960, Vol. 23, p. 188). According to Marx, "labor is positive cre​ative activity" (Marx & Engels, 1968, Vol. 46, Part 11, p. 113) fulfilled within definite societal relations. In contrast to the one-sided production carried out by animals, the human being produces universally, recon​structs nature, and produces according to the measures of any kind and everywhere (Marx & Engels, 1974, Vol. 42, pp. 93-94).

In the framework of materialist dialectics, the notion of activity is an initial abstraction. Its concretization makes it possible to produce a gen​eral theory of development of social existence and its specific aspects. The initial form of activity is the production of material tools that help people produce objects satisfying their vital needs. Material production, or labor, has a universal character because it can produce any tools and objects. Such production is achieved in definite social relations. In the course of historical development of material production and social rela​tions, spiritual production appeared and became relatively independent. But even in this sphere of labor, one can find the main properties of ma​terial production: its universal, transforming, and social character.

The process of material and spiritual activity is closely connected to people's ideal images that make it possible to foresee the product. Marx pointed out that "at the end of the process of labor one gets the result that existed in the notion, Le., ideally" (Marx & Engels, 1960, Vol. 23, p. 189). Besides, if "production produces the object of consumption in its external form, . . . consumption considers the object in an ideal form, as an internal image, as a need, as an attraction and as a goal" (Marx & Engels, 1968, Vol. 46, Part I, p. 28).

Human notions considered as internal images, need and goal, different as they seem to be, can be united in the concept of an ideal. By means of this concept, one can understand the aspect of human activity that antic​ipates the production of an object.

Human activity is conscious. In order to reveal the sense of the notion consciousness, one should take into account the social character of human
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activity. Activity exists in both collective and individual forms when a person acts as a generic social being.

Individual and generic life of a human being are not different things, though the indi​vidual way of living may be either a more specific or a more universal manifestation of generic life. . . . (Marx & Engels, 1974, Vo\. 42, p. 119)

Due to the possibility of its ideal existence, the universal character of collective tribal activity may be represented in an individual person. And the consciousness of persons is their ideal, subjective notion of their real social being, their tribal activity and social relations connected to this activity.

Thus one can regard activity as an initial category that determines the specific character of people's social being. The social laws can reveal themselves only in activity and through it.

At the end of the 19th century and early in the 20th, along with the di​alectical materialist understanding of activity, other relevant ideas were developed pertaining particularly to the concept of action, the key com​ponent of activity. Within the philosophy of pragmatism, John Dewey created a theory of actions as instrumental contents of human notions (Dewey, 1910). Max Weber analyzed the different types of individual so​cial actions, emphasizing their particular value orientations and purposes (Weber, 1978). An elaborate conception of action and human operational intelligence was worked out by Jean Pia get on the basis of logic, mathe​matics, and psychology (Pia get, 1952).

In my country after the Revolution, the problem of activity was stud​

ied by the various human sciences on the basis of dialectical materialist ideas. Such studies were conducted primarily in philosophy (by Kopnin, Il'enkov, Yudin, Ivanov, and others) and in psychology (by Basov, Rubin​stein, Leont'ev, and others). At the end of the 1980s, we had a broad​based discussion on the status of the concept of activity, its multidisci​plinary character, and its place among other central concepts of human sciences, such as social relations and communication. The explanatory po​tential of activity and nonactivity theories was also discussed (Lektorsky,

1990). Engestrom continued this discussion in the opening address of the Second International Congress for Research on Activity Theory (Chap​ter 1, this volume).

Eight unsolved problems

I have very briefly formulated some of the main ideas of the inter​

disciplinary theory of activity. It is founded on a specific trend in modern
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philosophy, sociology, and psychology. Researchers now have at their dis​

posal many facts that make it possible to render these ideas more concrete,

to develop and expose their meaning. But at the same time, the analysis

of such material shows that many important problems of activity theory

are far from being solved. What problems are these? Let us discuss some of them.

last get a good crop, this process is an example of a real transformation of some part of nature by humans, or purposeful human activity.

Each of these two approaches to the essence of objects is expressed in a specific type of transformation. The first type is connected to the division of the variety of objects on the basis of their family and type re​lations, to the construction of adequate classifications, and to their use

in order to achieve a practical orientation in reality. The second type of transformation is connected to the search for such an object in a certain domain of objects the development of which gives birth to all this variety. This transformation is connected to finding out and creating conditions necessary for the full realization of such development.

There are also two types of activity that correspond to the two types of transformation. One of them is aimed at changing the existing external order of objects. The other one is aimed at the realization of their in​ner potential, at understanding the conditions of origination of integral systems.

Activity theory has long been an object of serious criticism and has even been denied by several schools of philosophy and psychology. During the last few decades, this criticism has become more acute than ever. We see the reasons for this in certain deep social processes connected to the fail​ure of a number of social experiments and to the ecological catastrophes we are witnessing. They are related to such changes and transformations of social and natural reality that have in fact occurred violently.

This criticism has some foundation, as the activity approach involves a certain technicist activism that has no humanistic origins. Instead of

developing the essence of reality according to its own laws it disfigures it, mutilates it, and changes it without taking into account the historical interests of humans and realistic possibilities of the reality itself. Such activism does not coincide with the activity theory of Mar x and Hegel, ac​cording to which people dealing with an object may only use the measure that belongs to that object. That is why humans, wrote Marx, build ac​cording to the laws of beauty as well (Marx & Engels, 1974, Vol. 42, p. 94).

It is certainly possible for people not to disfigure nature and society. But often there are no adequate conditions for the realization of this pos​sibility. We need to analyze the historical reasons for the activism men​tioned previously, and we need to explore the historical conditions for ac​tivity that transforms reality according to the laws of its own perfection. This is vitally important in order to show how narrow is the idea that hu​mans must only understand, explain, and make themselves at home in the world, not change it (see Gaidenko, 1991, p. 8).

1. Understanding transfOrmation

The first complicated problem is connected with the necessity

to determine a key notion of activity theory: transfOrmation. Most fre​quently transformation is understood as changing the object. But care​

ful examination shows that not every change is a transformation. Many

changes of natural and social reality carried out by people affect the ob​

ject externally without changing it internally. Such changes can hardly

be called transformations. Transformation means changing an object in​ternally, making evident its essence and altering it.

Unfortunately, modern logic does not offer a strict and clear under​standing of essence. Far from it; for many decades, two approaches to this problem existed in opposition to each other. The first one has been stated by formal logic, the second by dialectical logic. According to the former, the essence of an object is something it has in common with other

similar objects that makes them belong to the same class. In other words,

any feature an object has in common with, or identical to, the character​istics of some other objects may be taken as essential.

That is why, when a person singles out more or less similar charac​teristics of objects, or identifies family and type relations, this involves movement in the sphere of essences, a step from one essence of a thing to its other essence. In this case, the object's transformation consists in the fact that a person changes its type to its family. For example, in a certain situation, the person considers boots and identifies their family characteristic as footwear. From the point of view of formal logic, the construction and use of various classification patterns by a person can be considered transformation of objects, or cognitive activity.

In dialectical logic, essence is a genetic initial or universal relation of a

system of objects that gives birth to its specific and individual features. Essence is a law of development of the system itself. The most vivid ex​ample of a dialectical transformation is a purposeful growing up of an object as a complicated system. When we find and select wheat grains of full value, sow them, create conditions for their normal growth, and at
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I have discussed the transformation problem. But it is this very prob​

lem that needs thorough study - first of all by logicians and sociologists

who may be able to give other specialists a developed definition of essence and its different types and to reveal an inner connection between the

transformation of an object's essence and the category of human activity.

2. Collective and individual activity

The second mostly unsolved problem of activity theory concerns

the relation between collective and individual activity or between collec​tive and individual subject. Numerous versions of activity theory admit the existence of an internalization process, that is, of the process of forma​

tion of individual activity on the basis of collective activity. While doing

this, they notice that the structures of these two forms of activity are to a certain degree similar. But they pay very little attention to their differ​ence. However, it is exactly the characteristics of this very difference that pose a particular problem for activity theory.

The interconnection of collective and individual activity is currently being investigated in various countries (e.g., Perret-Clermont, 1980; Rubtsov, 1987; Engestrom, 1987). It is important that the analysis of the results of those studies be aimed at revealing the structure and functions of each form of activity. Some researchers still dismiss the internalization

of collective activity. It is thus necessary to develop a more exact and comprehensive analysis of the stages of this process, emphasizing the im​portance of the conditions of its realization.

For a long time, social scientists refused to discuss the existence of

the activity of collective subjects. Only recently has this term begun to be used. Lektorsky (1984) stresses that, in a certain sense, the collective sub​ject exists outside particular individual subjects and reveals itself through external, objective-practical, collective activity rather than through indi​vidual consciousness.

I certainly agree with this. But then questions appear. If the collec​tive subject is external to particular individuals, can it be imagined in the form of some totality or group of persons, and in what exact sense does it exist outside the particular individuals who form this group? Further, what must be the essential features of a group of persons who carry out

the joint activity so that this group may be defined as a collective subject? What characteristics can help to distinguish collective and individual sub​jects? What are the particular characteristics of the individual subject,

L
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and in what ways does it differ from personality? What can be defined as the personal level of realizing individual activity?

These questions still have no concrete answers. That is why appropri​ate research is necessary. And while launching this work, it is important to take into account the theoretical conceptions that were formulated in the works of Durkheim, Blondel, Levy-Briihl, and their followers.

3. Structure and components of activity

The third problem concerns the difficulties of defining the gen​

eral structure of activity. According to A. N. Leont'ev (1978), the struc​ture of activity includes such components as needs, motives, goals, ac​tions, and operations. If we examine this structure, we notice the absence of the means of solving a problem. It seems clear that this component should be added.

But the main question is how to relate this general activity structure to such traditional psychic processes as perception, imagination, mem​ory, thinking, feelings, and will. Can these be considered as components of the general structure of activity, along with motives, problems, and ac​tions? Or should they be considered as independent kinds of activity? If the latter thesis is accepted, we must admit the existence of sensoric, mnemonic, and thinking activity, and even of activity of feelings and ac​tivity of will.

It must be emphasized that at present in different sciences, and es​pecially in psychology, these psychological processes are frequently re​garded as particular kinds of activity. For example, human thinking is spoken of as thinking activity.

In my opinion, it is not correct to consider traditional cognitive pro​cesses as different forms of activity. They are no more than specific com​ponents of a general activity structure that promote the realization of its other components. For example, perception and thinking help a person to single out and concretize the conditions in which a sensory or cogni​tive problem can be solved and to choose the methods of its solution. But the problem itself is a component of some integral activity, for example, play, art, or learning.

4. Different kinds of activity

This question leads us to the fourth problem - that of classifi​

cation of different kinds of activity. This problem is complicated by the
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various meanings attached to the term activity in different languages. The English equivalent of the Russian word deyatel'nost is activity. However, the common English use of the term activity is too inclusive and broad. Not all expressions of vital activeness can be defined as activity. True ac​tivity is always connected to the transformation of reality. This notion may be better expressed by the German terms Tiitigkeit and Handlung.

Different disciplines have different bases for the classification of types of activity. Sociologists, for example, speak oflabor, political, artistic, sci​entific, and other activity kinds. Educational scientists single out play, learning, and labor activity as the principal kinds. In psychology, activ​ity can be identified with any psychic process (see the third problem). It is clear that, for example, labor or political activity includes the kinds of activity singled out by psychologists. What kind of classification is

the principal one, and what is the general system of different types of activity?

I think that the main basis for classification must be the historical​sociological approach to activity, centered on labor in all the historical forms of its development. This approach will enable us to construct the whole variety of socially meaningful kinds of activity that appeared in history as forms of people's realization of social life (Levada, 1984). His​torical sociology should reveal, study, and even make projections about the formation of all interconnected kinds and forms of human activity. It must study and explain the place and the role of every activity in peo​ple's social life. The character of historical reality consists in the fact that activity is the only possible method of its existence and development (Il'enkov, 1977a).

From this point of view, all sciences studying activity may be backed by the results of historical-sociological studies. But it is important that the materials from these sciences be used to render historico-sociological notions of activity more concrete. In this respect, investigations of learn​ing activity are of considerable interest (e.g., Davydov, 1982; Enge​stram,1987).

S. Understanding communication

One more problem concerns the interrelation between the no​

tion of activity and the notion of interaction. Some philosophers and psychologists think that we must not exaggerate and absolutize the role of activity in people's social life; they believe that a considerable role in this sphere belongs to interaction and communication. These researchers
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suggest that we create a theory of human existence on the basis of those two notions of equal importance: activity and communication.

However, as pointed out earlier, activity is the only possible mode of people's historical and social existence and development. This is a cru​cial sociological conclusion (Voronovic & Pletnikov, 1975). The second conclusion, closely connected to the first one, is that collective and in​dividual activity is realized in the form of material and spiritual social relationships. Communication is a processual expression of these rela​tions. Communication can exist only in the process of different kinds of activity realization by people.

That is why the notions of activity and communication must not be op​posed. At the same time, one cannot study communication and evaluate its role in people's lives without examining their activity. Communica​tion only gives form to activity.

6. Connections to other theories

The sixth problem of activity theory concerns its connection to

other approaches to the study of human conduct. Earlier in this chap​

ter, I tried to show that the notion of activity is inseparable from those of ideal and consciousness.

In my opinion, first of all, one must take into account the theory of the ideal worked out by the Soviet philosopher Il'enkov (1977b). While doing this, activity theorists should also work on Freud's psychoanalytic theory of human consciousness. One needs to analyze the psychoanalytic conception from the point of view of activity theory. This should open up the possibility of enriching activity theory with various achievements of psychoanalysis (see Chapters 24 and 25 in this volume).

Genetic epistemology, created by Jean Pi a get (1952) and his followers,

is based on the notions of action and operation. Similarly, the theory of stepwise formation of mental actions, worked out by the outstanding So​viet psychologist Gal'perin (1976) and his followers, has as its foundation the notion of action. It is necessary to compare the theory of activity with the bases of the approaches of Pia get and Gal'perin, and to find their commonalities and differences.

7. The biological and the social

The seventh problem of activity theory has to do with under​

standing the relationship between the biological and the social in human
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existence. In recent years, expressions such as biosocial human nature and biosocial human essence have been frequently used. I will briefly present my own position.

According to a dialectical materialist approach, the human essence is so​cietal, comprising the totality of the human being's social relations (Davy​dov, 1988, p. 3). However, Marx also wrote about the "natural bonds" that connect human beings. He pointed out that humans are natural be​ings endowed with vital corporeal forces (Marx & Engels, 1974, Vol. 42, p. 162). But neither for Marx nor for other adherents of his philosophy is the notion of natural corporeal fOrces of a human being equivalent to the notion of biological fOrces per se.

Natural human fOrces refer to the essential characteristics of human sensuous-objective activity directed to the transformation of nature, with humans themselves included as part of it. But this activity is essentially historical and societal. From this point of view, the biological is not di​rectly present in sensuous-objective activity that constitutes the basis of human psychological development (Leont'ev, 1978).

The biological is inherent in the behavior of animals, realized as a unity of their needs and inborn ways of satisfying them. Innateness here means the predetermination of these ways by the peculiarities of morphophysi​ological organization of the animal as a representative of a certain species. The biological basis of animal behavior and the societal basis of human activity create two radically different types of existence.

Due to the societal essence of activity, the ways of satisfying human needs, even organic ones, are not predetermined by the organization of the human body. In the process of anthropogenesis, the human organism has evolved in a way that enables humans to create and engage in prac​tically any form of activity. Such an organism comprises the universal character of humans as natural corporeal beings. The ways of satisfying human needs and conducting activity are connected to the use of means and tools, which Marx called the nonorganic body of the human being (Marx & Engels, 1974, Vol. 42, p. 92).

The organic body of a human being includes one's organic needs and the corporeal movements (actions) conducted to satisfy these needs. This organic body itself was formed during anthropogenesis and has a societal essence. Thus, Marx spoke about the social character of human hunger, which can be satisfied with the help of a knife and a fork and which dif​fers greatly from the hunger of an animal (Marx & Engels, 1958, Vol. 12, p. 718). Even more social are the movements involved in the use of the knife and the fork.
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Thus, the natural and the corporeal in a human being cannot be simply characterized as the biological. The natural and the corporeal may more adequately be labeled as the organic.

As pointed out earlier, the biological mode of existence, characteristic of animals, has a very important characteristic: a unity between organic needs and innate mechanisms of satisfying them. This unity constitutes the basis of instincts inherent in animal behavior. In the process of hu​man anthropogenesis, a break occurred between organic needs and the means of satisfying them, that is, human beings lost their instincts. The organic needs that constitute human needs are still preserved, but the in​nate mechanisms of satisfying them have disappeared (Gal'perin, 1976).

The organic needs of a human being become satisfied by the forms of activity acquired during one's lifetime. In this sense, the organics, cor​poreality, and "naturalism" of human beings remain, but the biological as the mode of animal existence has been lost.

In my view, the problems ofbiosocial human nature can be concretely resolved only in the course of interdisciplinary studies of the peculiarities of animal instincts and their disappearance during human anthropoge​nesis, as well as the origin of the relationship between the organic and nonorganic bodies of humans.

8. Organizing interdisciplinarity

The eighth problem concerns the methods of organizing the in​

terdisciplinary study of human activity. Today separate disciplines gen​erally study activity independently. Only in theoretical discussions may one see psychologists using conclusions made by a philosopher or a soci​ologist, or vice versa.

Very few experimental investigations are conducted in which rep​resentatives of different disciplines - logicians, sociologists, educators, psychologists, physiologists - participate. In our own experience, the organization of such studies requires considerable expenses and special conditions. But precisely this sort of research is of great importance today.

Four stages in the study of activity

In conclusion, I turn to the methodology of concrete research in

human activity. Four stages of analysis may be identified in such studies.


In the course of life, the human being engages in various concrete types

of activity that basically differ in their object contents. In other words,

-, _..~ 5UdlS as Its

--J~~u,<:; UI me hrst stage of the study of activity consists in identifying the object content of each type of activity. Only after this is done can one classify a particular psychological formation being ob​served as a concrete type of activity.

The second stage of studying activity consists of defining the object content and structure of its collective form, the interrelations of its Con​

stituents, the methods of their exchange, their various transformations

,

and the conditions and regularities of the emergence of individual activ​ity. Although human activity in both collective and individual forms is conscious, the process of emergence of consciousness and its functions in activity are very difficult to analyze. There is a great need for a prelimi​nary "morphological picture" of the two activity forms and their genetic interrelations.

The third stage of investigating activity concerns the study of the emer​gence of its ideal plane. In psychology this problem has been given very little attention, whereas in philosophy a number of serious works have dealt with it. In my opinion, the most promising approach to the problem of the ideal can be found in Il'enkov's (1977a, 1977b) writings. Il'enkov showed that the ideal is revealed in the human capacity to reproduce or re-create a material object resting on a word, a draft, or a model. The ideal exists in constant intertransitions of the activity elements according to the following scheme: object-action-word-action-object. The ideal is the existence of an object in the phase of its formation, in the subject's activity manifesting itself as a need and a goal.

At the third stage of investigating activity, one can study the genesis of its ideal components (needs, goals, and notions that precede achieve​ment of its results), observing the special role of language, drafts, and

various models in the process of their objectification and acquisition of

corresponding social form. In the long run, at this stage, one can reveal conditions and regularities forming the human capacity to produce and re-create objects with joint activity. The ideal manifests itself in the real​ization of this particular capacity.

At the fourth stage of investigating activity, one may begin to study significant features of activity such as awareness. The ideal as the basis of

consciousness is closely connected to the system of linguistic meanings. As to language, according to Marx, it exists practically for others, and for this reason, it also exists for my own self as real consciousness. Speech is a social event of verbal interaction. When producing an utterance, each

Jl

person tries to take into consideration the listener's views, beliefs, likes,

and dislikes.

In the consciousness of an individual there are ideally represented the

needs, interests, and positions of other people involved in certain social

relations and participating together with this individual in some kind of

joint activity (in which individuals carry out various types of material and

verbal communication). An individual's own activity is also ideally repre​

sented in his or her consciousness, so that it can be evaluated and planned

in accordance with other people's positions.

These four stages of investigating activity are aimed at revealing its content and structure together with such fundamental characteristics as consciousness and the ideal. In the process of creating an interdisci​

plinary theory of activity, a number of problems emerge. I have identified

only a few of them. Without persistent attempts to solve them, it may be

impossible to work out theoretical approaches to practical improvement

of human life.
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Knowledge as shared procedures

Stephen Toulmin

Introduction

Most of the chapters in this volume are concerned with applying activity theory to different aspects of individual development and social transformation. From that point of view, the subject of this chapter (the relevance ofL. S. Vygotsky's ideas to the philosophical theory ofknowl​edge) may be peripheral. Still, something is gained if, for once, we stand back and view activity theory itself against its larger background in intel​lectual history. The questions to be raised here, then, have to do with the history of Western epistemology, and with the ways in which the work of Vygotsky and his successors helps throw light on current problems in this area.

To explain my personal interest in this subject: I have admired the work of Vygotsky and A. R. Luria for more than 20 years, having come to their writings through the American clinical neuroanatomist Norman Geschwind (1974). Geschwind's work on the aphasias and apraxias was closely related to the neurological work that Luria did during and after World War n. As Geschwind saw it, Luria's approach opened a new di​rection of attack on the cerebral localization of higher mental functions, and so on our whole understanding of sensory and cognitive systems (Luria, 1973). But that is not all: Going beyond neurology and psychol​ogy (he thought), Luria also suggested new ways of resolving other larger, more long-standing issues in the tradition of Western epistemology.

What is knowledge

How do human beings - how can they - come to know anything


about the world?


What, if anything, do they (can they) know fir certain, either one


at a time, as individuals, or collectively, for example, as mem​


bers of a profession?
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