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If you write an e-mail to Vygotsky, the chances are that it will reach Vera John-Steiner. Her e-mail starts with “vygotsky@”.  Vera once told me that her discovery of Vygotsky's theory was one of the most important events in her professional career. And since she discovered his works she has not stopped exploring the depths, implications and possibilities which the Cultural Historical approach opens for a social scientist. Looking back it may not be obvious, but, in many ways, Vera John-Steiner has travelled “in territory largely unexplored” (C. Panofsky).  As one of the co-editors of “Mind in Society”, Vera was among the first American scholars, together with Mike Cole, Sylvia Scribner and  Ellen Souberman, to bring the work of L.S. Vygotsky to the attention of psychological and educational audiences in the USA and to Western psychology in general.
Her work is of tremendous significance for researchers interested in the socio-cultural approaches to human development and education.  She has studied issues of human development in the domains of language, cognition, literacy and bilingualism, cognitive pluralism, mathematical concepts and creativity. But what is most important, in an effort to capture the complexity of human development as a socio-historical phenomenon, Vera emphasizes the centrality of creative processes and unity in the interweaving of the emotional, intellectual and interpersonal domains. She has always been dedicated to uncovering complex connections between seemingly disparate domains of study. For instance, Vera has brought ideas and concepts of cultural historical activity theory and feminist theories into a mutually productive and fruitful relationship to construct new challenges for future research.  The multidisciplinary nature of her work makes her writing both informative and pleasurable reading. In her elegant style she is able to make deep content accessible to readers by meaningfully synthesizing views and concepts from areas of psychology, linguistics, anthropology, communication, philosophy and studies in creativity.

Vera is a rare researcher who understands “the centrality of human creativity throughout our lives” and in all domains of development and learning. Like Vygotsky before her, Vera's research and writings center on play, imagination and art, because, in her words, “through art activities, [children] are able to unify feeling and thought, imagination and discipline, fantasy and reality.” Vera's studies make clear that imagination, play and art are not only important, but, probably, central for understanding symbolic, cognitive and cultural development. Creative processes have to be approached with an appropriate methodology suited for studying complex processes across many aspects and manifestations and multiple scales of time and social scope. Vera's understanding of Functional systems theory and her insistence on connecting it with theories of dynamic complexity is perfectly suited to, and an appropriate methodology for, understanding both creativity and conceptual and linguistic development.

Vera's contribution in the area of collaborative creative work is another instance of her venture into uncharted psychological and social investigations. Her views differ both from the majority of studies of creativity and from the majority of cultural historical approaches to human development. Where the majority of studies of creativity are focused on individuals, Vera focuses on creativity as a dialogue, as a quality and a product of relationships into which people enter. Where the majority of CHAT studies focus on mediational processes in human development as processes of impersonal social forces (language, artifacts and tools, norms and expectations, rules, social divisions of labor, etc.) which affect individual development, Vera's work shines a powerful light on the personal quality of interpersonal relationships as mediators of development.  Understanding the nature and development of collaboration is not only important as the subject matter of a theory of human development. For Vera, collaborative efforts in research on socially relevant practices (conflicts, economic oppression, drug abuse, educational policies, international relationships, etc) are the condition without which we would not be able to achieve progressive social goals. Thus, collaboration in Vera's eyes is not only an object of study, but also a programmatic model of progressive research on social practices.   

One of the most significant and for me personally important aspects of Vera's work is her ability to synthesize ideas from different domains. Her analysis of the parallels and differences between cultural historical activity theory and feminist theories opens new and exciting areas of understanding and raises new questions for research. The question is not simply why are there gender differences in areas of academic achievement, job opportunities and outcomes; rather, the questions have to be asked in historical and culturally comparative perspectives in order to be able to understand social issues as complex relations. In every one of her publications one can clearly see that social and psychological concepts have to be understood as relations: relations between individual development and culture, between particular individual trajectories and historical forces, between the products of cognitive and intellectual achievements and the processes through which they were realized. 

Finally, I must say that I envy Vera's collaborators and students. They have the benefit of her attention and relationship over long periods of sustained interaction and collaboration. But in spite of the geographical distance, I found a true guide and an intellectual mentor when I discovered Vera's work, and I have found a warm friend whenever I have had a chance to meet her in one of our conferences or over the Internet. There are many important thinkers and exciting persons within the contemporary CHAT community, whom I have been privileged to meet, but in reading Vera's publications and in talking to her I rediscovered a true excitement in exploring human development and collaborative relationships. I am delighted to announce that CH SIG has awarded one of the first Life Time Contribution Awards to Vera. Although her work is far from finished, and we expect her to leave many more intellectual beacons for us, I am glad to honor the work she has done so far, because in the words of Carolyn Panofsky, one of her close collaborators, “not only the body of work itself, but also the multidisciplinary scholarly identity which Vera’s work represents make a profound contribution to our community of scholars and a source of inspiration for those of us working, with Vera, in the CHAT tradition”. 
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