Learning and Development

A “Gestalt” Made of Words: The Development of Concrete Neoformations



Vygotsky’s appropriation of Gestalt psychology was, of course, highly critical. On the one hand, he considered that the Gestaltists were making expansionist claims for the Gestalt similar to what the reflexologists, Freudians, and Sternians has made: a particular trope (the reflex, the libido, the personality, and now the Gestalt) was inflated until it no longer merely explained satisfactorily a small number of facts but was charged with “explaining” the whole discipline of psychology and even adjoining disciplines such as sociology (1997a: 245). On the other, Vygotsky  had a pre-existing understanding of the “Gestalt” from his immersion in Goethe, Hegel, and Marx which was far more dynamic than the Berlin School’s idea that a whole always had to pre-exist its parts. 


Vygotsky’s “neoformation” represented a psychological structure that was itself a part of a larger sociological structure, the social situation of development. The changing relationship with the social situation of development was differentially reflected within the neoformation,  so the neformation had to include elements in creative tension which could account for its own development. But what could those elements be and how did their relationship change over time?



Vygotsky’s very last (in fact, posthumous) words were to the effect that word meanings, reflecting and refracting thought the way that a drop of water reflects and refracts the light of the sun, are microcosms of human consciousness (1987: 285). It’s a beautiful image, but a very puzzling metaphor: it suggests, for example, that prelinguistic children and early man may not have any consciousness at all (Jaynes, 1976: 66) and that multi-linguals may have more than one consciousness (Belyayev, 1963: 49). Most puzzling of all for our purposes, it suggests consciousness is not made up of our own thinking and then lit up by the particular social situation we find ourselves in. It suggests something very like the reverse: consciousness can be made from the same stuff as the social situation of development, largely other people’s words, and illuminated with our own contributions (Vološinov, 1929/1973: 103).



This puzzling formulation has an advantage not to be despised: we can listen in on other people’s voices, and we can even distinguish the child’s resounding contribution. This contribution is often quite literally re-sounding but never quite reducible to exact imitation. Imitation is, to the child’s chagrin, invariably imperfect. In foreign language teaching, we like to imagine that this imperfection leads to a situation where one “notices the gap” between what one hears and what one says and then diligently applies oneself to reducing and even eliminating it (Schmidt and Frota, 1986). 



Some learning is doubtless like this. But here we are going to explore a possibility that is rather more consistent with what Hegel had in mind: the transformation of an inadvertent imperfection-for-others into deliberate imperfection-for-oneself, that is, a conscious variation. These variations are initially somewhat traumatic, as there must be dissonance as well as resonance within the social situation of development. But the social situation itself is always developing, and the child will find that some of variations are useful enough to retain and re-use, again with variations. These useful variations become neoformations.


Here let us pause briefly to kick ourselves and remember that development in Goethe and in Hegel is not incremental accretion but revolutionary transformation. If this means anything at all, it means that development does not leave the unit of development itself undeveloped, and we cannot use a single unchanging unit of analysis to describe its different stages. So the usefulness of “word” and by extension neoformation lies precisely in their imprecision: in Russian as in French (and even in English, at least before it was emasculated in the eighteenth century by Samuel Johnson), “word” can mean a lexeme, an utterance, a linguistic function and even, metonymically, the whole phenomenon of speech. Similarly, we use “neoformation” to mean not one but many possible verbal interfaces between the social situation of development and the developing child.
It might seem logical to associate learning with more or less temporary acquisition and development with more permanent transformations, so for example vocabulary or grammar which is merely learnt may be forgotten, while the same vocabulary and grammar which is permanently acquired may be said to contribute to development. Perversely, we are going to attempt the contrary argument: learning may be associated with more or less permanent but incremental acquisitions from the social situation of learning, but development involves the creation of entirely new and original formations, some of which melt into thin air. 

Learning: Rote, role, rule
We know from Vygotsky that it is learning which drives development, at least during the non-critical phases. What is it, exactly, that is learnt? The answer, as given in Vygotsky’s beloved “Hamlet”, is “words, words, words”. All neoformations, whether they are permanent or transitory, are made of words, and words in turn are made of droplets of social consciousness illuminated by thinking and are not simply noises associated in an arbitrary fashion with things and/or ideas. Yet noises linked willy-nilly to events is precisely how they must seem at first to the child. As long as language is little more than a way of pointing when your hands are busy doing other things, language has an indicative function, but not a nominative function. Accordingly, it consists of a closed class of fixed expressions that are largely deictic in function (“Hey, there!” “Over here!” “This, not that”). Because the class is closed and the function is merely indicative, language here is largely a matter of repetition, not variation; this not only reflects its limited function, but also its origin in the child’s repetitious babbling. 

However, this kind of “rote” language is not simply a matter of learning; it contains within a key developmental insight that is at first purely peripheral but later absolutely central. That is the observation that when a sound is repeated, it is predictable, and when it is predictable, what is at first merely a material consequence can be made into an ideal cause. By transforming the result of repetition into its reason—that is, by deliberately driving the people around me crazy with my relentless and repetitious verbal gesticulations—I not only master my own little social situation of devleopment. I also hone my control over the sensori-motor apparatus necessary for speech (as Piaget noted) and even develop a modest degree of control over my own mental processes.



This last was carefully noted by Vygotsky, because it was this control of addressivity that made it possible for the child to go beyond mere verbal gesture and to create names for things, what we shall call “role” language (as opposed to “rote” language). This nominative function of language is at first fleeting and even evanescent: the child’s first names are multi-functional and may externally appear little different form “there” or “this” or “that”. But it reflects a fundamentally different social situation of development for the child: whereas previously language consisted of a closed class of repeated words and a potentially infinite variety of situations, it now consists of an open class of varying names, and a closed class of nameable objects. Similarly, the nominative function refracts a fundamentally different neoformation within the child, because previously the deictic relationship was repeated and the indicated object was freely varied, and now the indicated object can be named repeatedly and its deictic relationship to the child is allowed to vary.

Just as the indicative function of language contained the hidden seed of the nominative function, the nominative function of languge conceals the germ of a new revolution in the child’s thinking. For the first time, it becomes possible for the child to talk of things that are not actually there and even things that do not actually exist at all.  When the child begins to role-play and play rule-based games, the child learns that, like names, roles too can vary, and that roles such as “winner”, “player”, “it” and “not it” do not vary arbitrarily but do so according to abstract rules. We shall refer to the “signifying” language used to refer to things that are not actually in the visual purview, and even to talk things into existence that never were, as “rule” language, both because it involves the variation of roles according to certain routines, and because it is complexly patterned (explaining games to children, for example, requires complex patterns such as “If you get to the goal without anyone tagging you, you are home free” and “The player who has the most cards will win the game”). As Vygotsky points out, it is this type of signifying language which forms the common basis of imaginative play, rule based games, and ultimately schoolwork and concept development.

Development: Three critical neoformations
The course of this development never does run smooth, and it is marked by the rise and fall of  neoformations. Some of these receive support from the social situation of development and become permanent (though the idea of a permanent neoformation should strike us as oxymoronic; they are actually incorporated, now as “paleoformations” into newer neoformations). But others must utterly disappear. Vygotsky gives us three clear examples of the latter, and we shall see that they all catalyze but cannot themselves comprise the moving and changing interface between the child and the social situation of development. When the child grows older, this occurs where inner speech and social speech come into contact, an apparently porous membrane we refer to as the self.



But that is yet to come. Vygotsky notes that the “crisis at age one” is marked by “autonomous” babbling speech (1997: 232), but he is always very careful to put “autonomous” in scare quotes, because so-called “autnomous” speech is neither objectively autonomous, in the sense that it appears independent of the social situation of development, nor subjectively so, for the child genuninely wishes to communicate and may even imagine that he or she is communicating. From the child’s point of view, and sometimes even from that of a doting adult, “autonomous” speech has an indicative function and a nominative function (the adult may accept, for example, that “da” means “there” and even that “bo-bo” means the family dog and the table); it lacks only the signifying function (it cannot be used to talk about things that are not actually present).



“Autonomous” speech is “autonomous” in one sense, though; it is sui generis, and, receiving no support from the social situation of development, doomed to die. The fatal problem is simply that while the child has perceptually grasped the fact that language has intonation and stress (and even repetition and variation) the child does not have a clear idea of vocabulary and grammar. All foreign language learners can heartily sympathize. “Autonomous” speech does not, however, die in vain; the child has learnt the hard way that there is some secret code, somehow linked with but distinct from stress and intonation, that must be grasped. It’s a lesson we all remember, perhaps too well, when we become foreign language learners.



Vygotsky’s second example of a critical, catalytic neoformation comes two years later, with the “crisis at age three”. The foremost symptom (for Vygotsky is quite careful to distinguish between the neoformation itself and the associative behavior) is the child’s negativism, which is alliteratively known to Anglophones as “the terrible twos” (apparently in Russia, as in Korea, time spent in the womb is also counted towards your retirement). The meaning of the word “no” is tantalizingly ominrelevant, but notoriously difficult to grasp. What gives children trouble is not simply the description of nonexistence as if it exists (“Yes, we have no bananas”); what is of more immediate concern is the use of “no” to express agency and the lack thereof (“No, you can’t go out and play”). Perhaps because they have heard “no” so often, Vygotsky notes (1997: 283) that children at the critical age will say “no” even when they are given an attractive offer that they want to accept (e.g. “Do you want to go out and play?”). To call this “willfulness” on the part of the child is anachronistic; the child does not yet have a developed will. For that reason “negativism” (though not, of course, the function of negation) must disappear and leave no trace as the child develops discrimination and true volition.

The third example is described as affectation and posing, and it coincides with a “loss of childlike directness” at age seven. It is at this point that the child develops an imaginary “self” designed rather along the lines of an invisible friend or an internet avatar. Like “autonomous speech” and “negativism”, this transitional form is made of words: the child essentially becomes a character in a romance of his or her own creation. But while the role of speech was primary and the role of thought secondary in the wake of the “terrible twos”, the crisis at seven again reverses their places. Here, thought becomes the central formation and speech the dependent one, just as it was in the critical period surrounding “autonomous speech”. And just like the two previous transitional forms, this novelistic self too will disappear, leaving behind a more stable surface, the more prosaic public “face” of a schoolchild.  
A somewhat impious sequel


It is said that at the premiere of Puccini’s last opera, Turandot, Toscanini laid down his baton in the middle of Act III, turned to the audience, and said “Qui finisce l’opera, perché a questo punto il maestro è morto.” By rights, we too really ought to say that the opera must end here, for at this point the Maestro died, and we cannot know what Vygotsky really had in mind for the critical neoformations to come. However, since Vygotsky’s theory is a vital necessity for our practical work, and not simply an aesthetic whole, we shall somewhat impiously invent a sequel. After all, a continuation was eventually created for Turandot!



We begin as Puccini’s disciple Franco Alfano did, by simply developing the themes that the Maestro had already written. One of us, Yongho Kim, examined several thousand turns of talk from two preschoolers (a girl three-and-a-half years old and a boy of four, according to Western reckoning excluding time spent in the womb). Both children are already highly articulate in Korean, and neither child is literate. So we share four versions of the same traditional Korean tale, Pulgasari, which tells the story of the vicissitudes of a child’s toy that grows to monstrous size by eating metal and then collapses. Two versions are picture books (one tragic and one comic) and two are videos (again, one tragic and one comic). 



Because we are short on space, we will simply summarize our findings; more demanding readers are cordially invited to peruse the on-line seminar at XMCA for supporting data. Like most languages, Korean has two pairs of verbs, 좋다/나쁘다 and 착하다/나쁘다 to describe an aesthetic response and an ethical one, roughly “nice/bad” and “just/bad” respectively. As with their answers to yes/no questions, the children’s use of each pair is divided roughly equally between positive and negative, no matter who the speaker or what the medium. This is unusual; in adult speech, positive answers outnumber negative answers by nearly nine to one (Halliday, 2005: 104). The two pairs were not, however, equally popular. We found that the use of “nice/bad” was more frequent than that of “just/bad”. Even when “just/bad” occurred it is often used with a nominative rather than a signifying function, like this:
TY 
착한 사람들이 졌어요? (Did the good guys lose?)

Here, our four year old boy is simply using the Korean word for “just” as a label rather than a concept; the kind of differentiation between an inner and outer self that is implicit in ethical judgment (where one self passes judgement on the other) must await the crisis at seven.

For children of this age, a main (although not leading) activity is play. All child’s play, Vygotsky notes, has both an imaginary situation and abstract rules (1978: 94-95). We saw earlier, however, that the words used in role play (imperatives and declaratives) tend to be far simpler than those of rule play (which requires conditionals and even embedded clauses). Another member of our group, Hyosun Cho, used a Caillou cartoon with a group of eight- and nine-year-olds. Although the children could not easily answer even simple yes-no questions about the story, they found it fairly easy to role play the story in English, and their role play, unlike their answers to the comprehension questions, was remarkably close to the original script even though it was further away in time than the question and answer session was. Ms. Cho explained this result, so strikingly reminiscent of Vygotsky’s account of how children were able to reproduce the “Gestalt” of a photograph in role play but not in words (1997b: 193-194), by arguing that the questions and answers allowed the children to parse the sentences into vocabulary and grammar, and the role play, catalyzed by the crisis at seven, permitted them to synthesize them anew.

A third member of our group, Seonmi Song, used a “word race” game in which her ten- and eleven- year olds wrote down the words they remembered from the lesson. Ms. Song found that despite their far greater frequency, expressions associated with the indicative function (e.g. functors, and whole utterances) were rare; most children approached the classroom as a place to learn abstract meanings. This might seem a revolutionary development, since it suggests that unlike Ms. Cho’s children, they see the signifying function as primary. Yet as Vygotsky points out, the difference between role play and rule play can be quantitative rather than qualitative; both can be seen as relatively stable neoformations enabled by the vanishing neoformation of learning to pose.



Now, Vygotsky might justly object at this point that we’ve jumped over the most important moment of all, namely the point at which the child becomes aware that words have meanings. Vygotsky lodges this very objection to the theory of Stern, which he described rather undiplomatically as “ass backward”, for locating this moment at the point where the child asks for the names of things (1998: 247). Children do not, in general, begin learning their first language by asking “Mommy, what does ‘mean’ mean?” But for that very reason, it is hard for researchers to ask children this question and get a coherent answer.

Fortunately, we in second language teaching get something very like a second chance. When the child encounters a foreign language word, the child does know that words have meanings, and we are accordingly able to trace changes in the meaning of “meaning”. Of course, for this very reason, we cannot assume that first language learning processes are exactly the same; on the contrary, we must assume that they are different, not least because they are so much less deliberate. It may be, for example, that while first language learning begins with a mainly indicative function and moves to a mainly signifying one, foreign language learning undertakes precisely the reverse movement, and beginning with abstract definitions and paradigmatic rules must “ascend to the concrete” through sensuous, practical activity (Vygotsky, 1987: 221).
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