Jean Piaget, “Commentary on the critical remarks of Vygotsky concerning the “Language and Thought in the Child” and “Judgment and Reasoning in the Child”

Parsons: It is not without sadness that an author discovers, twenty-five years after its publication, the work of a colleague who has died in the meantime, when that work contains so many points of immediate interest to him which should have been discussed personally and in detail. Although my friend A. Luria kept me up to date concerning Vygotsky’s sympathetic and yet critical position with respect to my work, I was never able to read his writings or to meet him in person, and in reading his book today, I regret this profoundly, for we could have come to an understanding on a number of points.
Kellogg: It is not without sadness that an author discovers, twenty five years after its appearance, the work of another author who has in the meantime disappeared, when this work contains so many views which interest him directly which it would have been necessary to discuss more closely and by personal contact. My friend A. Luria had certainly kept me current with the position at once so sympathetic and so critical of Vygotsky with respect to mine, but I had never been able to read nor to meet him, and in reading him today I regret it profoundly, for we might have been able to understand each other on numerous points.

Piaget says:

a) It is with sadness that one author discovers work which interests him if the other author has disappeared (died).

b) It would have been better to discuss this work personally rather than in writing.

c) Of course, Luria had told Piaget about Vygotsky, but…
d) Piaget had not been able to read or meet Vygotsky until now (the early 1960s). 

e) That is too bad, because they would have been able to agree on a lot.

Before we consider whether or not e) is really true, let us consider whether Piaget is being completely honest in d). Why didn’t Vygotsky and Piaget meet in Moscow in 1931, when Vygotsky was Piaget’s Russian editor and Piaget visited Moscow for a conference?
If Piaget knew about Vygotsky from Luria early on (and also, as Rene van der Veer pointed out, because Vygotsky was his Russian editor) why didn’t he bother to read him until the 1960s? Why didn’t Piaget obtain the whole book from Luria, who had published it in Russian in 1956, and have it translated? 

Rene van der Veer argues that Piaget’s usual response to criticisms of his work was to ignore or to avoid them. As we shall see, that is also what he does here.
Parsons: Miss E. Hanfmann, who is one of Vygotsky’s closest followers, has kindly asked me to comment on the reflections of this distinguished psychologist concerning my early work. I should like to thank her, but also confess embarrassment, for while Vygotsky’s book appeared in 1934, those of mine he discusses date back to 1923 and 1924. On thinking over the question of how to carry out such a discussion in retrospect, I have, however, found a solution that is both simple and instructive (at least for me), namely, to try and see whether or not Vygotsky’s criticisms seem justified in the light of my later work. The answer is both yes and no: on certain points I find myself more in agreement with Vygotsky than I would have been in 1934, while on other points I believe I now have better arguments for answering him.
Kellogg: Miss E Hanfmann, who is one of the best continuators of Vygotsky, has warmly wished me to comment on the reflections of this great author upon my first work. I am very grateful to her, but I must confess suffering some embarrassment, for if Vygotsky’s book dates from 1934, those of mine which he discusses date from 1923 and 1924. Upon reflecting, I have found a method both simple and instructive (at least for me) to take part in this retrospective discussion: that is to look and see if what I have done since tends to verify or to invalidate the critical remarks of Vygotsky. Now, my later results permit both the one and the other, that is to say, on the one hand, that I am more in agreement with Vygotsky on certain points than I would have been in 1934 and on the other that I have better arguments to answer him on other points than I would have had at that time.
Piaget says:

a) E. Hanfmann, a “continuator” of Vygotsky’s work, strongly requested this commentary to her translation.

b) He, Piaget, is somewhat embarrassed, because it is a matter of revisiting his very earliest work.

c) He wants to use his later work to shed light on Vygotsky’s critique (positively or negatively)

d) His later work both supports and contradicts Vygotsky’s criticisms. 
1
Parsons: We can begin with two separate issues raised by Vygotsky’s book: the question of egocentrism in general and the more specific question of egocentric speech. If I have understood him well, Vygotsky’s own position 
Kellogg: Let us begin with two distinct questions which both relate to Vygotsky’s second chapter: that of egocentrism in general and that of egocentric speech. Vygotsky, if I understand him, is not in agreement with me on the notion of the intellectual egocentrism of the child, but he recognizes the existence of that which I call egocentric speech and he sees there the point of departure for subsequent inner speech, which can serve according to him autistic ends as well as logical ones. Let us discuss these two questions separately.
Piaget says:

a) There are two separate questions to discuss: egocentric thinking and egocentric speech.

b) Vygotsky rejects my position on intellectual egocentrism, but accepts the existence of egocentric speech.

c) He says that egocentric speech is the starting point of inner speech (and of course verbal thinking more generally).

d) He says that egocentric speech is realistic as well as autistic in its orientation.

e) I, Piaget, will discuss these two things separately.

We remember that Vygotsky insisted upon discussing them together. At the beginning of Chapter Two he repeats (many) many times that egocentric thinking is the “cornerstone”, the “central link” that holds together the construction of Piaget, and that if it is gone, Piaget’s theoretical foundation will collapse.

Here Piaget attempts to divide the two. As he said in the beginning, he wants to see if his subsequent work tends to confirm or to deny Vygotsky’s remarks, both positive and negative. We may imagine that Piaget he intends to argue that this subsequent work tends to confirm the positive remarks (about egocentric speech) and deny the negative ones (about egocentric thinking). 

But Piaget cannot. As Vygotsky said, egocentrism in thinking is the explanatory principle of Piaget’s materials on egocentrism in speech. If Piaget accepts Vygotsky’s hypothesis on the social origins, realistic function, and psychological fate of egocentric speech (which he says he does) then it is very difficult for him to hang on to the idea that egocentric thinking is what causes egocentric speech.
Here the Parsons version, at least, the Parsons version that is up on the MIA website, is missing a whole page. So I will give only my own translation of the version that Francoise Seve received from MIT Press.
Cognitive Egocentrism

Kellogg: The central problem which Vygotsky raises is at bottom that of the adaptive and functional nature of the child’s activities, like those of all human beings. On this point I am certainly in agreement with him along general lines, and everything that I have written (after my first five books) upon The Birth of Intelligence at the sensorimotor level and on the genesis of logico-mathematical operations from actions would make it easy for me today to situate the beginnings of thinking in a context of adaptation, in a more and more biological sense.
Piaget says:

a) Vygotsky’s fundamental disagreement has to do with whether the child’s activities are adaptive or functional.

b) Piaget agrees that the child’s activities are indeed adaptive and functional, and that this adaptation is what gives rise to intelligence in the child.

Piaget is responding here to Vygotsky’s early criticisms in Chapter Two, where Piaget agrees with Freud that “egocentric thinking” is a flight from reality.

Later, Piaget accuses Vygotsky of “giving with one hand and taking away with the other”. But here, Piaget plays the same game. First, he accepts that the child’s activities are reality-oriented, something he previously denied. As we’ll see, this means he has to draw away from Freud and towards Bleuler’s argument that the child really does prefer a real apple to an imaginary one. But notice that he speaks of agreement on “general lines”. Then there is the emphatic use of the BIOLOGICAL sense of adaptation rather than the sociocultural one, something Piaget situates much later. Piaget is taking away what he just granted.
Yet there is one way in which Vygotsky’s position is MORE biological than that of Piaget. Notice that Piaget says that the BEGINNINGS of thinking may be located in the child’s sensorimotor stage. As we know, Vygotsky situates the beginnings of thinking in far earlier than that, in the practical intelligence of non-humans. 
Kellogg: Only, saying that all exchanges between the child and his milieu tend towards adaptation does not mean that this adaptation is successful from the very beginning and one must guard oneself in this respect against a too great biologico-social optimism, into which I think Vygotsky sometimes falls. There are, in effect, two possible limits to every effort at adaptation.
1) The subject may have not yet acquired or constructed the instruments or the organs of adaptation for accomplishing certain tasks, because this construction of instruments is sometimes long and difficult. Such is the case of logical operations, for which the first equilibrated systems are not completed until the age of seven or eight (c.f. The genesis of numbers, The representation of space, etc.). 
2) The adaptation being an equilibrium between an assimilation of objects to the appropriate action structures (either hereditary structures or those in the course of construction by action, or those which have already been constructed by the progressive organization of actions) and the accommodation of these structures to objects, it is always possible that this equilibrium between assimilation and accommodation may take forms that are not entirely adequate and that the effort of adaptation leads in this way to systematic errors.
Piaget says that:

a) The child’s adaptations are not always immediately successful.

b) Vygotsky is too optimistic about this (the concept of “biological-social optimism” would be rather strange to Vygotsky, though!)

c) The child may lack particular “organs” for certain tasks (e.g. number, spatial representation)

d) There may be systematic errors.

Piaget has a problem. He has argued long and hard for the specificity of child thinking. He has grounded this specificity in “egocentrism”, which he situates near “autism”. 

Now he accepts that the child’s thinking is adaptational and functional. What, then, accounts for the specificity of child thinking? 

Piaget offers two things. The first is the LACK of certain “organs”, by which he means mental structures, such as those which enable logical operations (reversibility, seriation, etc.) The second is what he calls “systematic errors” in equilibration.  
Kellogg: One finds systematic errors of this sort at all levels of the hierarchy of behaviors. On the terrain of perception, for example, which nevertheless passes for one of the most successful adaptations, almost all perceptions have some portion of “illusion” and, after having studied over twenty years the evolution of these systematic errors in the child and the adult, I have just written a book on The perceptual mechanisms where I seek to attribute these multiple effects to general mechanisms founded upon the centration of the gaze, which raises problems that are neighbors to those of egocentrism. On the plane of affective life, one must require a certain dose of optimism to think that our elementary inter-individual sentiments are always well adapted and reactions which are nevertheless as universal as jealousy, envy, vanity and so on do not testify equally to different forms of “systematic errors” in the affective perspective of the individual. In the domain of thinking, all of the history of science, from geocentrism to the Copernican revolution, from the false absolutes of the physics of Aristotle to the relativity of the principle of inertia in Galileo and to the relativity of Einstein, and so on, shows that it has taken centuries to liberate ourselves (and even then doubtless only partially so) from the “systematic errors” which tend towards the illusions of the immediate point of view as opposed to “decentered” systems.
Piaget’s “hierarchy of behaviors” apparently mixes child development, adult unhappiness, and the history of science!

a) Piaget says that perceptions (e.g. optical illusions) stem from centration of the optical gaze. This is consistent with a “biological” view of adaptation. It’s not clear to me how it works, though.
b) Piaget says that emotional life is marked by “systematic errors” such as jealousy, vanity, and envy. But this is exactly the sort of Rousseauvian sense of selfish egocentrism that he says, in the next paragraph, are no part of cognitive egocentrism.
c) Piaget then associates “thinking” with the history of science. But this is rather far from the issue of child decentration. Unless, as far as epistemology is concerned, ontogeny really does recapitulate phylogeny. 
Kellogg: Thus the central idea which I have sought to express by means of the (doubtless poorly chosen) term of intellectual egocentrism is that the progress of knowledge does not proceed by simple additions or by additive stratification, as if richer knowledge simply comes to complete more impoverished knowledge, but that progress rests equally upon perpetual reorganizations and corrections of the previous points of view by a process which is as retroactive as it is additive, consisting of the ceaseless correction of “systematic errors” from the very beginning of their emergence in the pathway. Now, this process of correction seems to obey a well defined law of evolution, that is, the law of decentration. In order to pass from geocentrism to heliocentrism a gigantic effort of decentration was necessary. But already in the small child in the description that I have given of the development of the notion of “brother”, which Vygotsky approves of, a comparable effort was necessary, for the boy who has a brother, in order to understand that this brother also has a brother and that this notion rests therefore on an relationship that is entirely reciprocal and not upon an “absolute” property. In the same way, (and this relates to recent experiments which Vygotsky did not know of) in order to understand that a path may be longer than another when they end at the same point of arrival and in order to dissociate in this way the notions of “long” (the notion of measurement) from that of “far” (an ordinal notion), one must “decentre” one’s thinking, which is at first centred simply upon the points of arrival, and construct objective relationships between the points of departure and arrival.
Piaget says:

a) “Egocentrism” was undoubtedly a poorly chosen name for what he wanted to describe.

b) The main idea behind it was that knowledge is not simply cumulative, incremental, additive.

c) Knowledge is also corrective, integrational, and destructive and reconstructive

d) Progress in the latter sense consists of correcting errors.

e) These errors are systematic, and they are systematically corrected too.

f) The system of their correction is a process of decentration: the deposing of the self as the central point of view.

g) For example, for man to understand that the sun and not the earth is the centre of the solar system requires deposing the self as the central point of view.

h) Children do this too, when they realize that a brother has a brother. (Piaget is referring to Vygotsky’s acceptance of the distinction between spontaneous concepts and nonspontaneous concepts in Chapter Six).

i) Piaget’s more recent experiments which discuss the child’s ability to distinguish the MEASURABLE notion of “long” from the purely DEICTIC notion of “far away” may be seen in the same light: the child develops the idea of a long road later than the idea of a far away place. 
Notice that here and elsewhere Piaget avoids the issue of whether instruction has any effect, and whether that effect is direct or indirect. 
Parsons: And action, I said – egocentrism and pointed out that the unconscious egocentrism of thought to which I referred was quite unrelated to the common meaning of the term, hypertrophy of the consciousness of self. Cognitive egocentrism, as I have tried to make clear, stems from a lack of differentiation between one’s own point of view and the other possible ones, and not at all from an individualism that precedes relations with others (as in the conception of Rousseau, which has been occasionally imputed to me, a surprising misapprehension, which Vygotsky to be sure did not share).
Kellogg: It was, therefore, to designate the initial lack of decentration that I employed the word egocentrism. It would have been necessary to simply use the word “centrism” but as the initial centrations are always relative to one’s own point of view and to one’s own action, I said “egocentrism” while specifying that it was a matter of an unconscious intellectual and cognitive egocentrism without any relationship with what current language called egocentrism (which is a hypertrophy of self-consciousness): cognitive egocentrism comes, I sought to explain, from a non-differentiation between one’s own point of view and other possible ones and the not at all from an individualism that takes precedence over relations with others (as in the position of Rousseau, to which some wished to attach me by an astonishing misunderstanding which is certain not imputable to Vygotsky).   
Piaget says:

a) I should have used the term “centration” or “centrism” rather than “egocentrism”, leaving out the matter of “ego”.

b) Because “centration” is always fixed to one’s own point of view and one’s own action (as opposed to “geocentrism”, for example) I used “ego” but specified that it is a cognitive and a intellectual egocentrism, not self absorption or self-consciousness.

c) It comes from not differentiating one’s own point of view from that of others.

d) It does not come from putting the individual before social relations.

e) Putting the individual before social relations is the Rousseau position.

f) Some people have attributed Rousseau’s position to me, Piaget.

g) Vygotsky did not do this.  

Where does the child’s “point of view” come from? If we accept Rousseau (and Freud), we simply say it comes from the child’s version of the ego, from putting the individual before the social.

Piaget does not say this. He (now) agrees that the child does not have an “ego” in the sense of “self-consciousness” and “self-absorption”, an individualism that may be put in front of socialization. He (now) agrees that the child’s point of view is not individual but instead undifferentiated from those in the child’s milieu. 

Centration, or centrism from a cognitive and an intellectual (and presumably also a perceptual) inability to differentiate one’s own point of view from that of others. 

Now, this should be MORE acute and MORE observable in primary intersubjectivity (when we talk about ““you” and “me”) than in secondary intersubjectivity (when we talk about “he” and “she”).And in fact children DO sometimes confuse “you” and “I”, and they say “I” when they mean “you”. But this confusion gets straightened out pretty quickly and pretty early on. 
So Piaget locates “egocentrism” not in language, but in the child’s sense of his or her own body.
Parsons: Once this point is clarified, it becomes evident that egocentrism thus defined goes way beyond the social egocentrism which we shall take up later, in connection with egocentric speech. Its scope is shown in particular by my research on the child’s conception of reality, which uncovered fairly pervasive egocentrism operating at the sensory-motor level. For example, the sensory-motor space consists initially of a plurality of spaces (buccal, tactile-kinesthetic, etc.) centered on one’s own body; at about eighteen months, through a shift of perspective (décentration) truly comparable to the Copernican revolution, space becomes a single homogeneous container in which all objects are situated, including one’s own body.
Kellogg: That said, we see that egocentrism thus defined goes well beyond the social egocentrism to which we are going to return concerning egocentric speech. In particular, my research on The child’s conception of reality have brought me to observe a quite systematic egocentrism at the sensori-motor level: in its point of departure, sensorimotor space, for example, only consists of a plurality of spaces (buccal, tactile-kinesthetic, etc.) centred on the the body proper, while, around eighteen months, after a decentration which is truly comparable to a Copernican revolution, space becomes a unique and homogeneous container in which all objects and are located, including the body proper.
Piaget says:

a) Cognitive egocentrism precedes social, speech egocentrism.

b) The child begins with many “spaces”: a mouth space, (that is, a space of all the things that can be mouthed and sucked on), a space that can be touched with the hands and feet, a space that can be seen, a space that can be heard). 

c) Each space is independent of the others.

d) However, each space is centred on the child’s body.

e) The child at eighteen months is able to think of a single space that combines all of these spaces.

f) That single space includes the child’s own body, and therefore the child’s own body is an object like any other (and not simply a subject)
.

g) This ability to fuse the different spaces into a single homogeneous space is a “Copernican Revolution”, comparable to Copernicus’ discovery that the sun and not the earth is the centre of the solar system. In this case, it is a child’s discovery that space, and not the body, is the centre of the universe. 

Of course, Kant uses the metaphor of Copernicus too, when he suggests that the idea of space should not be considered as a property of “things in themselves” but rather as one of the a priori categories which are the only way that minds can perceive the world. 
This was a “Copernican Revolution” for him because it involved the rejection of empiricism and the centering of epistemology around the powers of the mind rather than around the putative properties of the observable universe.
Kant’s use of this metaphor is probably Piaget’s real source, since it involves space. This is a little ironic, because Kant’s “Copernican Revolution” really involves a form of anthropocentrism.
Parsons: Let us turn to what most troubles Vygotsky in my conception of egocentrism: its relationship to Bleuler’s concept of autism and to Freud’s “pleasure principle.” On the first point, Vygotsky, who is a specialist on schizophrenia, does not deny, as some of my French critics do, that a certain amount of autism is normal for all people – which my teacher Bleuler also admitted. He finds only that I have overemphasized the resemblances between egocentrism and autism without bringing out the differences sufficiently – and in this he is certainly right. I emphasized the resemblances, whose existence Vygotsky does not deny, because they seemed to me to throw light on the genesis of symbolic games in children (see Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood). In them one can often see the “nondirected and autistic thought” which Bleuler speaks of and which I have tried to explain in terms of a predominance of assimilation over accommodation in the child’s early play.

Kellogg: Let us come to what bothers Vygotsky most in my notion of egocentrism, which is the comparison with the autism of Bleuler and also with the “Lustprinzip” of Freud. On the first point, Vygotsky, who is a specialist in schizophrenia, does not deny, as some of my French critics have done, that there is a normal autism in every individual, just as my master Bleuler said. He only finds that I have insisted too much on the resemblances between egocentrism and autism and not enough upon the differences, and he is certainly right. But if I did this, it is because these resemblances, which Vygotsky does not dispute, seemed to me quite clarifying for explaining the genesis of symbolic play in the child (see Play, Dreams, and Imitation in the Child) where the “nondirected and autistic thinking (of which Bleuler speaks is often manifest and which I sought to explain by the predominance, in the initial play of the child, of assimilation over accommodation.
Piaget says: 

a) Vygotsky’s main objection is the comparison of cognitive egocentrism to autism in Bleuler and the pleasure principle in Freud. (Piaget has decided to completely ignore the much more basic and philosophical objections that Vygotsky makes having to do with idealism and empiricism).
b) Vygotsky, from his work with schizophrenics, recognizes that autism is a normal tendency in every individual (Bleuler said this too).

c) Vygotsky objects that I, Piaget, have insufficiently stressed the differences between egocentrism and autism.

d) I did this because I wished to show how the child’s play, at least initially, is an autistic flight from reality, an assimilation rather than an accommodation.

Piaget’s chronology is extremely strange. As he points out in his first paragraph, the work Vygotsky is responding to was written in 1923 and 1924. We know that although Piaget speaks of “assimilation” in these works, he really just means “adaptation”. Piaget does not even mention accommodation, and the idea of a dynamic process of punctuated equilibration is still on the horizon. 
Piaget’s work on play (criticized in Kim and Kellogg 2006) was written in the mid-fifties after he had developed the idea of accommodation as a complement to assimilation, component processes of a dynamic equilibration. So according to Piaget the reason for his overemphasis of the autistic nature of egocentrism in 1923-1924 was a book that he wrote thirty years later.
Parsons: As for the “pleasure principle,” which Freud sees as genetically prior to the “reality principle,” Vygotsky is again right when he reproaches me for having accepted this oversimplified sequence too uncritically. The fact that all behavior is adaptive and that adaptation is always some form of equilibrium (stable or unstable) between assimilation and accommodation, permits us (1) to account for the early manifestation of the pleasure principle by the affective aspect of the frequently predominating assimilation, and (2) to agree with Vygotsky’s point that adaptation to reality goes hand in hand with need and pleasure, because even when assimilation predominates it is always accompanied by some accommodation.

Kellogg: As for the “pleasure principle” which Freud situates genetically prior to the “reality principle”, Vygotsky is also correct to reproach me for having accepted in an insufficiently critical manner this too simple succession: the fact that all behavior is adaptive and that adaptation is always an equilibrium which varies in forms (stable and unstable, etc.) between assimilation and accommodation permits us to at the same time 1) account for the Lustprinzip, and its precocious manifestations by the affective aspect of the frequent predominance of assimilation, and 2) to justify the reservations that Vygotsky has when he maintains that there is always, in need and in pleasure, an adaptation to the real (because even when assimilation predominates, it is always accompanied by a certain accommodation).  
Piaget says:

a) He, Piaget, was wrong to accept uncritically from Freud the idea that the “Lustprinzip” is genetically prior to the “Realitatprinzip” and Vygotsky was right to reproach him with this.

b) In fact, adaptation includes both the “Lustprinzip” and the “Realitatprinzip”, in the form of “assimiliation” (that is, adapting an ideal representation of the world to one’s desires) and “accommodation” (that is, adopting an ideal representation of the world that corresponds to practical experience). 

c) Replacing “Lustprinzip” and “Realitatprinzip” with the simultaneous processes of assimilation and accommodation allows us to do two things at the same time.

d) On the one hand we can EXPLAIN the “Lustprinzip”; it’s the result of the emotions produced by the (mysteriously predominant) process of assimilation.

e) On the other hand we can JUSTIFY Vygotsky’s objections: the “Lustprinzip” and the “Realitatsprinzip” are simultaneously present, because assimilation always brings with it some accommodation as well.

Actually, Vygotsky does NOT agree that the autistic function and the realistic orientation emerge simultaneously. In Chapter Two he argues, with Bleuler, that the autistic function emerges LATER, and the realistic orientation of the child and the organism is ontogenetically and phylogenetically prior. 

Vygotsky ALSO would not agree that assimilation always brings with it some accommodation; the term he uses to describe development is “zig-zagging”, towards reality and then away from it. A zig may lead to a zag but it does not include in itself some element of a zag. A zig is a zig precisely because it is not a zag.
Parsons: On the other hand, I cannot follow Vygotsky when he assumes that once having separated need and pleasure from their adaptive functions (which I do not believe I ever did, or at least if I did I quickly corrected this error: see The Origins of Intelligence in Children), I found myself obliged to conceive of realistic or objective thought as independent of concrete needs, as a kind of pure thought which looks for proof solely for its own satisfaction. On this point, all of my subsequent work on the development of intellectual operations out of action and on the development of logical structures from the co-ordination of actions shows that I do not separate thought from behavior. It took me some time to see, it is true, that the roots of logical operations lie deeper than the linguistic connections, and that my early study of thinking was centered too much on its linguistic aspects. This leads us to the second point.

Kellogg: In contrast, I cannot follow Vygotsky when he supposes that, having separated needs and pleasure from their function of adapting to the real (which I nevertheless do not believe I have ever done, or at least if I did I corrected myself very quickly, e.g. The birth of intelligence), I found myself obliged to present “realistic” or objective thinking as separated from concrete needs, as a pure thought which searches for proofs for its own satisfaction. On this point, all of the following work on the genesis of intellectual operations out of action itself, on the genesis of logical structures from the coordination of actions, are sufficient to show that I do not separate thinking from action. It is true that I took some time to see that the roots of the logical operations are deeper than linguistic links and that I had too much studied thinking at the level of language, which brings us to our second point. 
Piaget says:

a) Vygotsky is wrong to say that I, Piaget, see need and pleasure as cut off from their adaptive functions.

b) If I did this in my earliest work, I stopped doing it as soon as I began the early studies of sensorimotor intelligence based on observations of my own children (which Vygotsky never read).

c) Vygotsky is wrong to say that I, Piaget, present “realistic”, “objective” thinking as thought for its own sake.

d) This is wrong because my later work clearly shows that intelligence is linked to action.

e) It is true that in my earlier studies I paid too much attention to language, and did not understand that thought has deeper roots, in sensorimotor activity.

What a mess! According to Piaget, he never separated need from adaptation in his earliest work, and according to Piaget, he stopped doing it when he began to study sensorimotor intelligence! It’s hard to see how both of these statements can be true. 

But it’s easy to see how neither is true: Piaget does separate need from adaptation when he uses questions such as why does the moon not fall from the sky and has children explain how syringes work to each other in his early work, and he continues to separate need from adaptation when he uses conservation experiments that do not obviously impinge upon child needs. 
The end of the paragraph seems a little less contradictory than the beginning, but it is no less disingenuous. Piaget says that he paid too much attention to speech links between phenomena (where he famously said that the child thinks more egocentrically than he acts) and then he corrected himself in his work on non-speech thinking where the latter is completely contextualized in terms of needs, desires, and above all actions. 

Actually, Vygotsky’s criticism of Piaget’s “decontextualizing” methods was precisely that Piaget did not pay enough attention to the child’s ability to make VERBAL sense in appropriate contexts. First of all, Piaget did not take seriously what the child says (in the context of everyday practical problems like falling off of bicycles) and secondly, Piaget completely dismissed the use of science concepts by the child (in a classroom context). 

It’s clear that the differences between Piaget and Vygotsky were very real, and have grown greater rather than smaller with Piaget’s subsequent work, as Piaget increasingly sought a biological account for behavior he had previously accounted for sociologically. 
In the previous paragraph, the key problem was NOT, as Piaget implies, that Vygotsky held that autism and realistic thinking emerged simultaneously, while Piaget held that autism was primary and realism secondary. Vygotsky held that realism was primary and autism was secondary. This is a fundamental difference, and it has grown greater rather than smaller (which we can easily see by comparing Vygotsky’s lectures on play with “Play, Imitation, and Dreams in the Child”). 

In this paragraph, the key problem is NOT that Vygotsky is accusing Piaget of being too dependent on child language. On the contrary, by ignoring the influence of language on the child, Piaget ignores the chief source of the child’s mental development after age two. This is an even more fundamental difference, and in the next section we can see that this difference too has been widened rather than narrowed over the years. 

Egocentric speech

Parsons: There is no reason to believe that cognitive egocentrism, marked by unconscious preferential focusing, or by a lack of differentiation of viewpoints, has no application to the field of interpersonal relations, in particular those which are expressed in language. To take an example from adult life, every beginning instructor discovers sooner or later that his first lectures were incomprehensible because he was talking to himself, so to say, mindful only of his own point of view. He realizes only gradually and with difficulty that it is not easy to place oneself in the shoes of students who do not yet know what he knows about the subject matter of his course. As a second example we can take the art of discussion, which consists principally in knowing how to place oneself at the point of view of one’s partner in order to try to convince him on his own ground. Without this capacity, discussion is useless – as indeed it often is, even among psychologists!

Kellogg: There is no reason that cognitive egocentrism, characterized by unconsciously privileging centration, or, as we have said more simply, by its character of a “nondifferentiation of points of view”, would not apply equally well to inter-individual relationships, in particular those which are translated into speech. To take an example from adults which is certainly experienced by all psychologists, each professor beginning teaching realizes, sooner or later, the fact that his first lessons were incomprehensible because he has, for a long time, spoken from his own proper point of view, without discovering little by little (very slowly and very progressively) how difficult it is to place oneself at the point of view of ignorant students when one knows in advance the material to be taught oneself. A second example: the whole art of discussion consists of knowing how to place oneself at the point of view of one’s partner in order to try to convince him or her on his or her own terrain, without which the discussion is in vain (which is often the case, even among psychologists!). 
Piaget says:
a) Cognitive egocentrism is an unconscious privileging of the central point of view, or the nondifferentiation of points of view (Piaget appears to believe these are two ways of expressing the same idea). 

b) There is no reason to suppose that this cognitive egocentrism does not apply to inter-mental relations as well as intra-mental ones. 

c) It certainly appears to do so in adults (we get two examples, one from an inexperienced teacher and one from the art of discussion). 

It’s not clear to me why Piaget thinks that unconsciously privileging one point of view over another is the same as not being able to differentiate two points of view in the first place. 

It’s also not clear why he should choose two examples from adult interpersonal relations, although he has previously emphasized that cognitive egocentrism is not to be confused with ordinary adult selfishness. 

Parsons: It is for this reason that in trying to study the relationships between language and thought from the standpoint of cognitive shifts of centering (centrations et décentrations), I have tried to see whether or not there is a special egocentric speech which can be distinguished from co-operative speech. In my first book on language and thought in the child I devoted three chapters to this problem. (I have since regretted publishing this book first, for I would have been better understood had I begun with The Child’s Conception of the World, which was then in progress.) In the second of these chapters I studied conversations and especially arguments between children in order to bring to light the difficulties which they experience in getting beyond their own points of view. The third dealt with the results of a little experiment concerning children’s mutual understanding in attempting causal explanation, which I conducted to verify my observations. To explain these facts, which to me seemed most important, I then presented in the first chapter an inventory of children’s spontaneous speech, trying to distinguish the monologues and “collective monologues” from the adaptive communications and cherishing the hope of finding in this way a kind of measure of verbal egocentrism.

Kellogg: That is why, searching to study the relations of thinking with speech from the point of view of cognitive centration and decentration, I have sought to establish whether there exists an egocentric speech in contrast to the speech of cooperation properly speaking. In my first book on the Language and Thought in the Child (which I subsequently strongly regretted having published first, because if I had begun with The child’s conception of the world, then still a work in progress, one would have understood me better) I devoted three chapters to this problem. In the second of these chapters, [I studied the conversations and particularly the discussions between children in order to shed light on the difficulties that they experienced in going outside their own point of view. In the third,]* I sought to confirm this result by a little experiment on comprehension among children using a causal explanation. In order to illuminate these facts constituting for me the essentials, I gave in a first chapter an inventory of the spontaneous speech between children, searching to disassociate on the one hand monologues and “collective monologues” in contrast to adapted communications and cherishing the hope of finding in this way a sort of measure of verbal egocentrism.

The material in between [  ] is retranslated from the English, so we can just use the Parsons translation there. Seve says that MIT misplaced the original manuscript, handwritten by Piaget. This is from a typescript of the French apparently used in translation, but there are some parts of it missing.
Piaget says:

a) Because there is no reason to think that cognitive egocentrism would not have a counterpart in verbal egocentrism, he tried to establish the existence of a distinct “egocentric speech” in his first book.

b) He regrets publishing this book first; had he published The Child’s Conception of the World first then the concept of cognitive egocentrism would have been firmly established.

c) There were three chapters on egocentrism in speech (he presumably means Chapters One, Two and Three; Chapter Four is concerned with verbal syncretism, and Chapter Five deals with questions). 

d) The second chapter was about disagreements and it clearly showed the “privileging” of a central point of view and the nonacknowledgement of other points of view.

e) The third chapter confirms this empirical observation by experimental means (the story retelling experiment).

f) It was only the first chapter that distinguished between monologue and collective monologue on the one hand and adapted communication on the other.

g) Here he attempted to calculate a “coefficient of egocentrism”, by diving the number of monologic utterances by the total number of utterances. 

Here and in the next paragraph, Piaget simply ignores Vygotsky. Instead, he summarizes his first book and then accuses his Western critics of ignoring parts of it. 

Parsons: But the startling result, which I could not foresee, was that all the adversaries of the notion of egocentrism (and they are legion!) chose for their attacks the first chapter alone, without attaching any significance to the other two and therefore, as I have increasingly come to believe, without understanding the real meaning of the concept. One critic even went so far as to take for a measure of egocentric speech the number of sentences in which the child talks of himself, as if one could not talk of oneself in a way that is not egocentric! In an otherwise excellent essay on language (which appeared in L. Carmichael’s Manual of Child Psychology) D. McCarthy concluded that the long debates on this subject have been useless, but without giving any explanation of the real meaning and scope of the concept of verbal egocentrism.

Kellogg: Now something that was at first astonishing but which I can, in hindsight, explain to myself, is that all of the adversaries of the notion of egocentrism (and they were legion!) attacked exclusively (or almost so) the first chapter without perceiving the significance of the two others and, I am more and more convinced, without, therefore, understanding the notion! One author went, in order to contradict me, to the point of taking as the criterion of egocentric speech the number of propositions where the child spoke of himself, as if one could not speak of oneself in a non-egocentric manner. In a chapter, which by the way was excellent, on language which appeared in the Treatise on Child Psychology of L. Carmichael, D. McCarthy concluded that the long debates that had been pursued on this question were in the end futile, but did not give anywhere an explication of the real application of the notion of verbal egocentrism.
As far as I can see this has nothing to do with Vygotsky. 

Vygotsky certainly does talk a great deal about Chapter Four and Chapter Five, and if anything he spends more time on Chapters Two and Three than he does on Chapter One. Vygotsky also quotes extensively from the preface, and generously from “Judgment and Reasoning in the Child.” 

So if you will excuse me I will give a somewhat cursory exegesis of this rather haughty, sniffy, embarrassing parapgraph. 

Piaget says (more or less):

a) The attacks on the idea of egocentrism at first astonished me.

b) However now I understand them.

c) They all focused on the first chapter.

d) They ignored the second and third.

e) So I think nobody read the other two.
f) One idiot was so stupid as to believe that any time the child talks about himself he is being egocentric.

g) Even Dorothy McCarthy, summarizing the debate, admitted that the whole thing was a waste of time.

h) However, she did not explain what my idea meant.

Parsons: Before returning to Vygotsky, I should like to set forth myself what seems to me to remain significant in the positive and negative evidence gathered by my few followers and my many opponents.

1. The measurement of egocentric speech has shown that there are very great environmental and situational variations, so that contrary to my initial hopes we do not possess in these measures a valid gauge of intellectual egocentrism or even of verbal egocentrism.
2. The phenomenon itself, whose relative frequency at different developmental levels we had wanted to test, as well as its decline with age, has never been disputed because it has seldom been understood. When viewed in terms of a distorting centering on one’s own action and of subsequent decentering, this phenomenon proved much more significant in the study of actions themselves and of their interiorization in the form of mental operations than in the field of language. It still remains possible, however, that a more systematic study of children’s discussions, and especially of behavior directed at verification and proof (and accompanied by speech), may furnish valid metric indices.

Kellogg: Before returning to Vygotsky, I should like to summarize for myself by indicating what appears to have stood up, both negatively and positively, in the many facts gathered by my few ‘followers’ and my many detractors: 1) The measures of egocentric speech have shown that there exists very great variations according to place and situation, such that, contrary to my initial hope, we cannot find there a valid measure of verbal egocentrism, and 2) the phenomenon, which consists of testing the relative frequency in the child at different levels of his development and its diminution with age has not been contradicted because it has been rarely understood: expressed in terms of deforming centrations on actions and decentrations, it has been revealed as much more significant on the terrain of actions themselves, and in their interiorization in intellectual operations than on language, but it remains possible that a pushed study of discussions between children and above all of behavior (accompanying speech) of verification and argumentation in general might furnish valid metrical indications. 

The word “follower” is in English in Piaget’s original manuscript. That is why it is placed in quotation marks here.

Piaget says (more or less):

a) Although Dorothy McCarthy said that the debate has been useless, I wish to summarize both the good things and bad things that have emerged from it.

b) I am a poor misunderstood genius with very few followers and many enemies.
c) First of all, there is too much variation in the coefficient of egocentric speech to consider it a valid index of development (Vygotsky made this point in Chapter Two, but Piaget has forgotten about Vygotsky). 

d) Secondly, the reason why people have not been able to contradict the idea is not that they have understood that expressed in speech it is too variable, but simply that they cannot understand what it means in the first place (for example, they do not understand that Piaget is making claims about UNIVERSAL process of development that are belied by regional variations).

e) However, if we do not look for the expression of egocentrism and speech and instead consider “actions”, we may find that egocentrism really does function as a valid measure of development and maturity. 
It’s not at all clear how you can use “action” without speech to analyze discussions, verifications and argumentations!
Parsons: This long preamble has seemed necessary to bring out how much I respect Vygotsky’s position on the issue of egocentric speech, even though I cannot agree with him on all points. First, Vygotsky did realize that a real problem was involved, and not merely a question of statistics. Second, he himself verified the facts in question, instead of suppressing them through the artifices of measuring; and his observations on the frequency of egocentric speech in children when their activity is blocked and on the decrease of such speech during the period when inner speech begins to form are of very great interest. In the third place, he proposed a new hypothesis: that egocentric speech is the point of departure for the development of inner speech, which is found at a later stage of development, and that this interiorized language can serve both autistic ends and logical thinking. I find myself in complete agreement with these hypotheses.

Kellogg: This long preamble has seemed necessary in order to say how highly I think of Vygotsky’s position on the problem of egocentric speech, even if I cannot follow it on all points. First of all, Vygotsky understood that there was a veritable problem, and not simply a matter of statistics. Secondly, he found the same facts; instead of suppressing them by artifices of measurement; and his observations on the frequency of egocentric speech in children in case of difficulties in action, and on the diminution of this form of speech when it is reconstituted as an inner speech, are of great interest. And in the third place, he made the new hypothesis that egocentric speech constituted the point of departure of inner speech in more developed subjects, specifying that this inner speech may serve autistic ends as well as those of logical thinking; and on these hypotheses, I find myself in complete agreement with him.

Piaget says:

a) Unlike the authors referred to above, Vygotsky recognized that egocentric speech is a real phenomenon.

b) Vygotsky replicated his work, instead of trying to fiddle the results.

c) Vygotsky found that egocentric speech increased in the case of difficulties and decreased as it was reconstrued as inner speech in the course of development.

d) Vygotsky’s hypothesis concerning the interiorization of egocentric speech as inner speech, based on these findings, is correct.

This is a very fair summary of Vygotsky’s position, and so as an admission on Piaget’s part it is  astonishing. It seems to me that what this means is that inner speech must be a) derived from problem solving speech and therefore realistic in orientation, and b) derived from social speech via egocentric speech, and therefore social in origin. And that is exactly what Piaget rejects. 
There’s something else that is very curious here. Vygotsky did replicate Piaget’s results. But Piaget now says that the “coefficient of egocentric speech” is too variable to be a valid measure. How, then, did Vygotsky succeed in replication? Did he fiddle his results to agree (nearly, not exactly) with Piaget’s, or was he just lucky?

Parsons: On the other hand, what I think Vygotsky still failed to appreciate fully is egocentrism itself as the main obstacle to the co-ordination of viewpoints and to co-operation. Vygotsky reproaches me correctly for not emphasizing sufficiently from the start the functional aspect of these questions. Granted, but I did emphasize it later on. In The Moral Judgment of the Child, I studied children’s group games (marbles, etc.) and noted that before the age of seven they do not know how to co-ordinate the rules during a game, so that each one plays for himself, and all win, without understanding that the point is competition. R. F. Nielsen, who has studied collaborative activities (building together, etc.) found in the field of action itself all the characteristics which I have emphasized with respect to speech. [R. F. Nielsen, La Sociabilité Chez l'enfant, Delachaux et Niestlé] Thus there exists a general phenomenon which it seems to me Vygotsky has neglected.
Kellogg: In contrast, what Vygotsky did not, it appears to me, see, despite everything, is egocentrism itself as an obstacle to the coordination of points of view and cooperation. Vygotsky reproaches me, rightly, with not having insisted from the beginning on the functional aspect of questions. Very well, but I did so afterwards. In Moral judgment in the child I studied the collective games of children (marbles, and so on) and found that before the age of seven children did not know how to coordinate their playing rules during a game, playing each one for himself and winning all at the same time without understanding that it was a matter of a “match”. R.F. Nielsen, in studying collaboration in action (constructions in common, etc.) found in action itself all of the characteristics that I had underlined in speech. There is, therefore, a general phenomenon which Vygotsky too it appears to me has neglected.
Piaget says:

a) Vygotsky does not really understand the concept of egocentrism either (because he only recognizes “egocentric” self-directed speech and does not realize the role and results of egocentric thinking in development), but…
b) Vygotsky was correct to insist on a functional approach 

c) He, Piaget, did undertake a functional approach in later work 

d) In Moral Judgment in the Child, Piaget found that children under seven did not play against each other; their games resembled the “collective monologues” found in Language and Thought in the Child, Chapter One. 

e) Nielsen found that the egocentric characteristics that Piaget found in speech also occurred in constructional play (e.g. making figures out of clay and building with blocks). so…
f) Vygotsky does not really understand the concept of egocentrism (because he only recognizes “egocentric” self-directed speech and does not realize the role and results of egocentric thinking in development). 

Of course, Vygotsky DOES say that the form (structure) of egocentric speech follows, and develops later, than its function; the function changes and only then does the form change and egocentric speech become inner speech. 

This is absolutely consistent with a materialist and an evolutionary view: form follows function, and function leads form forward. Things adapt and become the way they are because they must do what they have to do. 

But Piaget is quite wrong if he thinks that this materialist, evolutionary view is a purely functionalist one. We remember that in Chapter One he actually says that the functional approach is responsible for the atomistic approach in psychology and that psychology has to be FREED from the intellectual chains of functionalism. What Vygotsky really does throughout Thinking and Speech is to combine genetic, functional and structural analysis in a causal dynamic explanation. 

Vygotsky certainly DID read Moral Judgment in the Child, because he refers to it in his Leningrad lectures on play. In particular, he is very interested in Piaget’s distinction between rules made by the child, whose “truth” is subjective as well as objective, and rules imposed upon the child. 

Vygotsky does not, however, accept the idea that children do not play with each other until they are seven; role plays, in particular, require collaboration, and are genetically prior to competitive games. 
I still do not quite see how Nielsen could have found “egocentrism” in action itself by observing constructions by children, entirely without using speech as data! I will try to find a copy and read it.  

Parsons: In brief, when Vygotsky concludes that the early function of language must be that of global communication and that later speech becomes differentiated into egocentric and communicative proper, I believe I agree with him. But when he maintains that these two linguistic forms are equally socialized and differ only in function, I cannot go along with him because the word socialization becomes ambiguous in this context: if an individual A mistakenly believes that an individual B thinks the way A does, and if he does not manage to understand the difference between the two points of view, this is, to be sure, social behavior in the sense that there is contact between the two, but I call such behavior unadapted from the point of view of intellectual co-operation. This point of view is the only aspect of the problem which has concerned me but which does not seem to have interested Vygotsky.

Kellogg: Briefly, when Vygotsky concludes that the first function of language is a function of global communication that later this speech differentiates itself into egocentric speech and “communicative” speech, I think that I am in agreement with him. But when he then maintains that these two forms of speech are equally socialized and are only differentiated by their functions, I cannot follow him, for the word socialization then becomes equivocal: if an individual A believes that an individual B thinks as he does when it is not the case at all, and if he does not manage to understand the difference between the two points of view, this is evidently a social behavior, in the sense that there is contact between them, but I call that a nonadaptive behavior from the perspective of intellectual cooperation. Now, this perspective corresponds to the sole problem which has occupied me, but which Vygotsky seems uninterested in. 
Piaget says: 

a) He agrees with Vygotsky that global communication becomes differentiated, later, into egocentric speech and communicative speech.

b) He disagrees that the two types of speech are equally socialized.

c) From the point of view of intellectual cooperation, there must be mutual comprehension, and this cannot be if one child does not understand the difference between two points of view.

d) Such behavior may be called social, but it is nonadaptive. 

e) This problem concerns Piaget, but Vygotsky is not interested in it at all.

Of course, Vygotsky explicitly rejects the term “socialized”, because he says that this implies that the speech was previously not social. What Vygotsky says is that both forms of speech were previously social. Piaget employs the term “global” for social, but it’s not easy to see how “global communication” could be nonsocial. By admitting that the case of mistaken comprehension is an instance of nonadaptive social communication, Piaget essentially concedes Vygotsky’s point. 

Then, for no obvious reason, Piaget says that Vygotsky is not interested in this problem. It’s very hard to reconcile this with even a superficial reading of Thinking and Speech. In Piaget’s defense, however, it must be kept in mind that Piaget is probably just reading the Hanfmann and Vakar version, poor fellow. And then very selectively (Chapter Two and parts of Chapter Six). 

Parsons: In his excellent work on twins, R. Zazzo formulates the problem clearly. [R. Zazzo, Les Jumeaux, le Couple et la Personne, Vol. II, p. 399] According to him, the difficulty in the notion of egocentric speech arises from a confusion of two meanings which he feels I should have separated: (a) speech incapable of rational reciprocity, and (b) speech that is “not meant for others.” But the fact is that from the standpoint of intellectual co-operation, which alone interested me, these two amount to the same thing. As far as I know I have never spoken of speech “not meant for others”; this would have been misleading, for I have always recognized that the child thinks he is talking to others and is making himself understood. My view is simply that in egocentric speech the child talks for himself (in the sense in which a lecturer may speak “for himself” alone, even though he naturally intends his words for the audience). Zazzo, citing a passage of mine which is actually quite clear, answers me seriously that the child does not speak “for himself” but “according to himself,” (selon lui). . . . Granted! Let us replace “for himself” by “according to himself – in all of my writings. I still think this would change nothing in the only valid meaning of egocentrism: the lack of decentering, of the ability to shift mental perspective, in social relationships as well as in others. Moreover, I think that it is precisely co-operation with others (on the cognitive plane) that teaches us to speak “according” to others and not simply from our own point of view.

Kellogg: In his beautiful thesis on twins, R. Zazzo expresses the problem clearly. For him, the difficulty of the notion of “egocentric speech” stems from a double meaning which I was wrong not to dissociate: a) a speech which is incapable of rational reciprocity, and b) a speech “not directed to others”. But that is precisely something which, from the point of view of the socialization of thinking or from that of intellectual cooperation (the only one that interested me) comes to the same thing! I never, at any rate not as far as I know, said “not destined to others”, something that is very equivocal, because I always recognized that the child believes to be speaking to others and believes that he is making himself understood. I only said that, in egocentric speech, the child speaks for himself (in the sense that a conference speaker can speak “for himself” while naturally directing his words to the public). Zazzo (in citing a passage which is nevertheless extremely clear in this regard!) answers me gravely that the child does not speak “for himself” but rather “according to himself”. Very well! Let us replace all of the “for himself” in my texts with “according to himself”. I hold that nothing will be changed in what constitutes the only valid sense of egocentrism: the absence of decentration, in social relations as in other relations. I maintain as well (but I will come back to this at the end of this article) that it is precisely cooperation (on the plane of cognitive relations between individuals) that teaches us to speak “according to” others and not simply “according to” our own point of view. 
Piaget says:
a) Zazzo reproaches him with not differentiating between rationally reversible speech (exchanges) and self-directed speech.

b) From the point of view of the socialization of thinking and from the point of view of intellectual cooperation, these two things are the same.

c) But Piaget never said “not directed to others”, because he finds this term ambiguous and equivocal; the child does direct his speech to others (as we know from the work in “collective monologue” in Language and Thought in the Child, Chapter One).
d) Piaget compares the child speaking in collective monologue to a speaker at a conference. (It’s not clear how this example corresponds to a lack of decentred thinking, though!)

e) Zazzo says that such a speaker is not speaking for himself but “by himself” or “according to himself” or “on the basis of himself” (selon lui).
f) Cooperation is what teaches the child to pay attention to other points of view, something Piaget will return to later.

We can see that in this paragraph too, Vygotsky is ignored. It is all about Zazzo. Piaget considers Zazzo’s insistence upon “selon lui” rather than “a lui” to be a distinction without a difference, but Zazzo is trying to restrict the meaning of “egocentric speech” to logically nonreciprocal speech rather than to self-directed speech. In other words, Zazzo is trying to restrict “egocentric speech” to the meaning it has in Piaget’s a), a formulation which Piaget himself says he prefers, because b) is ambiguous and equivocal.
I think that Vygotsky, were he invited to contribute here, would say that a) exists because of b), because the form of egocentric speech follows from its function rather than the other way around. It is because egocentric speech is self directed that it becomes logically nonreciprocal and not reversible.
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Parsons: My comments on the second part of Vygotsky’s reflections on my work, in his Chapter 6, will be simpler, because I believe I am much more in agreement with him on these points and, mainly, because my later books, which he did not know, answer just the questions he raises, or most of them.

Kellogg: The second part of Vygotsky’s reflections with respect to me (see Chapter Six) will now give rise to more simple remarks, because I believe that on these points I am very much more in agreement with him and above all because the rest of my works (which he did not know) respond precisely to the majority of the questions he raises. 

Piaget says:

a) His remarks on Chapter Six will be shorter.

b) Because Vygotsky and Piaget agree (on the distinction between spontaneous concepts and science concepts)

c) Because Piaget’s later work (especially the pedagogical work) answers many of Vygotsky’s objections.

Of course, Vygotsky also discusses Piaget at great length in Chapter Seven (the experimentum crucis, which distinguishes between the two opposed accounts of the origins of egocentric speech). Piaget apparently does not read this. 

Spontaneous concepts, school learning, and scientific concepts

Parsons: It was a real joy to me to discover from Vygotsky’s book the way in which he approves of my having distinguished, for study purposes, between spontaneous and nonspontaneous concepts: one could have feared that a psychologist intent on the problems of school learning much more than we are might have tended to underestimate the part of the continuous structuring processes in the child’s developing mental activity. It is true that when Vygotsky later charges me with having overstressed this distinction, I said to myself at first that he was taking away from me what he had just granted. But when he states his criticism more explicitly, saying that nonspontaneous concepts, too, receive an “imprint” of the child’s mentality in the process of their acquisition and that an “interaction” of spontaneous and learned concepts must therefore be admitted, I once more felt in complete accord with him. Vygotsky in fact misunderstands me when he thinks that from my point of view the child’s spontaneous thought must be known by educators only as an enemy must be known to be fought successfully. In all of my pedagogical writings, old [Encyclopédie française, article Éducation nouvelle.] or recent, [Le Droit à l'Education dans la collection des Droits de l'homme, UNESCO] I have, on the contrary, insisted that formal education could gain a great deal, much more than ordinary methods do at present, from a systematic utilization of the child’s spontaneous mental development.

Kellogg: I experienced real joy in discovering in the work of Vygotsky the way in which he approves of me for having distinguished, for the purpose of study, “spontaneous” concepts from “nonspontaneous” ones, because one might have feared that a psychologist focused much more than ourselves on problems of school learning would, despite himself, come to deprecate the role of continual construction which the intellectual activity of the child in his development attests to. True, when Vygotsky then reproached me with having insisted too much on this distinction, I at first said that he was taking away from me what he had just awarded. But when he specifies the meaning of this reproach in affirming that the acquisition of nonspontaneous concepts also carries the “stamp” which is due to the mentality of the child and that one must therefore admit an “interaction” between spontaneous and learned concepts, I felt myself once more in complete agreement with him. It is, in fact, due to a complete misunderstanding that Vygotsky imagines that in my point of view the spontaneous thinking of the child must be known by educators in order to better understand “the enemy to combat”, for in each of my properly pedagogical writings, old and new, I have on the contrary insisted on everything that education may derive (far more than ordinary methods are doing) from a systematic application of the spontaneous intellectual development of the child.

Piaget says:

a) It made me truly happy to see that Vygotsky approves of the distinction between spontaneous and nonspontaneous concepts.

b) Vygotsky, as a psychologist, is much more focused on school learning than we are.

c) So we might have thought that he would not appreciate the spontaneous development of children.

d) Vygotsky then criticized us for insisting on this distinction.

e) I thought he was giving with one hand and taking it away with the other!

f) But when Vygotsky says that the child “stamps” the nonspontaneous concept with his own thinking, I agreed with him again.

g) Vygotsky completely misunderstands me when he says that we must learn the child’s way of thinking in order to better know the enemy.

h) My pedagogical work has always suggested USING what the child does spontaneously in the course of the child’s education.
Of course, Vygotsky’s critique is that in Piaget’s work the spontaneous and the nonspontaneous concept are like red and white liquids, with one forcing out the other, and like vinegar and oil unable to form a stable mixture. This is based (and soundly based) on Piaget’s own insistence (in The Child’s Conception of the World) that the influence of adult concepts (e.g. religious concepts) has to be rigorously eliminated from the data. 

It is a real pity that we do not have comments from Piaget on Chapter Five, the blocks experiment, since this was designed precisely to reveal the “spontaneous” processes by which children form conceptual structures free of adult interference. However, Piaget’s reading of this text appears to be very narrowly focused on reading his own name. 

Remember that between Chapter Five and Chapter Six stands the wall of the 1931 pedology decree. This decree insisted that teaching based on “complexes”, which are undoubtedly products of the what Piaget calls the “spontaneous” intellectual development of the child, should be “left at the school door”. It reinforces, therefore, the THEORETICAL separation between spontaneous and nonspontaneous concepts, even though it contradicts Piaget’s practical advice on pedagogy. 
Parsons: But instead of discussing in the abstract these few (though essential) points, let us start with those that seem to me to reveal our fundamental agreement. When Vygotsky concluded from his reflections on my earliest books that the essential task of child psychology was to study the formation of scientific concepts in following step by step the process unfolding under our eyes, he had no inkling that such was exactly my program. Before my first books appeared, I already had the manuscript text, written in 1920, of a study I had made of the child’s construction of numerical correspondences. This, then, was my project, for which my works on language and thought, on judgment and reasoning, on the child’s conception of the world, etc., were to serve as no more than an introduction. In collaboration with A. Szeminska and especially B. Inhelder, I later published a series of studies dealing with the development of the concepts of number, of physical quantity, of motion, speed, and time, of space, of chance, of the induction of physical laws, and of the logical structures of classes, relations, and propositions – in brief, with most of the basic scientific concepts.
Kellogg: But rather than discuss in the abstract the several points (not many, but essential) where Vygotsky appears to have understood neither my intentions nor my thoughts, let us begin with those which appear to me, on the contrary, to mark our fundamental agreement. In is reflections upon my first works, Vygotsky, without ever suspecting that this was precisely my program, in fact concludes that the essential task of child psychology is the study of the psychological formation of science concepts, following this process step by step “before our eyes”. Now there lay my project, and the works on the Language and Thought, Judgment and Reasoning, The Representation of the World, etc. were only meant to serve as an introduction: with A. Szeminska first and then above all with B. Inhelder, I subsequently published a series of studies concerned precisely with the development of the concepts of number, physical quantity, movement, speed and time, space, chance, the induction of physical laws, and the logical structure of classes, relations, and propositions, in brief, of the majority of fundamental concepts. 
Piaget says:

a) The differences between himself are few, but important.

b) In these differences, Vygotsky does not understand either what I meant or what I said.

c) But let’s begin with the places where we agree.

d) Vygotsky does not understand that I intended to study science concepts (even though I eliminate science concepts from the data as “non-spontaneous” and alien to child thinking).

e) Vygotsky concludes that the formation of science concepts is the essential task of child psychology 

f) That is what I, Piaget, proposed to do.

g) My early works, which Vygotsky critically reviews, are only an introduction to this proposed project.

It’s not at all clear to me why Piaget thinks that the main task of child psychology is to study the formation of science concepts. This is a very important task, in elementary school, but the ESSENTIAL task? I gather he is referring to the introduction to Chapter Six, where Vygotsky says that it is AN essential task for educational psychology but it has not been very much studied (because science concepts and everyday concepts were still—and are still—rather poorly differentiated!).

I think Piaget is expressing the idea that where they disagree it is because Vygotsky did not understand or want to understand his intentions. That’s rather ironic, because here he clearly does not understand Vygotsky’s intentions, which go very far beyond the study of the formation of science concepts in elementary school.

In fact Piaget’s OWN history rather belies the idea that the formation of science concepts is the essential task of child psychology is the study of science concept formation. After his first four works, he embarked on three more concerned with SENSORIMOTOR intelligence, which isn’t immediately or even obviously connected to the formation of science concepts in elementary school.
Parsons: Let us see what these findings disclose about the relationship between learning and development, since it is on this question that Vygotsky believes he is in disagreement with me, though actually he differs with me only partly, and not in the sense he imagines but rather in the opposite sense.
Kellogg: Now, what do these results on the essential questions teach us about the relations between spontaneous development and school acquisition, question on which Vygotsky thinks himself in disagreement with me and in reality is only partially so and in a sense exactly opposite to that which he imagines?
Piaget asks what these results (those achieved with the help of Szeminska and Inhelder on the psychology of memory, intelligence, etc.) teach us about the relationship between instructed learning and development. We know that this is a key question, and that Vygotsky judged (correctly, as we can see form Piaget’s 1962 article “Learning and Development”) that Piaget’s position was that development “explains” or forms the basis of learning. 

Parsons: For a specific example, let us take the teaching of geometry. In Geneva, in France, and elsewhere it presents three peculiarities: (1) it begins late, usually at about the age of eleven, unlike arithmetic, which is taught from the age of seven; (2) from the outset it is specifically geometrical or even metrical without first going through a qualitative phase in which spatial operation would be reduced to logical operations, applied to a continuum; (3) it follows the historical order of discovery – Euclidean geometry is taught first, projective geometry much later, and topology only at the end, at the university. Yet it is well known that modern theoretical geometry takes its departure from topological structures, from which by parallel methods both projective structures and Euclidean structures can be derived. Moreover, it is known that theoretical geometry is based on logic, and finally that there is an increasingly close connection between geometrical considerations and algebraic or numerical ones. If, as Vygotsky proposes, we examine the development of geometrical operations in children, we find that it takes a course much closer to the spirit of theoretical geometry than to that of traditional academic instruction: (1) the child constructs his spatial operations at the same time as his numerical ones, with a close interaction between them (there is in particular a remarkable parallelism between the construction of number and of measures of continuous quantity); (2) the child’s first geometrical operations are essentially qualitative and entirely parallel to his logical operations (ordering, class inclusion, etc.); (3) the first geometrical structures the child discovers are essentially topological in nature, and it is from these that he builds up, but in a parallel fashion, the elementary projective and Euclidean structures.

Kellogg: Let us start from a specific example: that of the teaching of geometry. In Geneva, in France, etc, this teaching presents three characteristics: 1) It does not begin until quite late (around eleven years of age in general) as opposed to that of arithmetic which begins at seven, 2) it is from the beginning specifically geometrical or even metrical, without passing through a qualitative phase wehre spatial operations rae reduced to logical operations but applied to a continuum, 3) it follows the historical order of discoveries: Euclidean geometry first of all; much later projective geometry and only at the end (at University) topology. Now we know that on the contrary that modern theoretical geometry begins with topological structures, from which we draw, in parallel, projective structures and Euclidean ones. We know, in addition, that this theoretical geometry is founded on logic ant that, finally, there exists a closer and closer connection between geometrical considerations and algebraic or numerical considerations. If we now examine, conforming to the wish of Vygotsky, the formation of geometrical operations in the child, we find that they are much closer to the spirit of theoretical geometry than to classical school teaching 1) The child constructs his spatial operations at the same time as his numerical operations, with some interaction between the two (there exists in particular a remarkable parallelism between the construction of number and that of the measurement of the continuum.) 2) The first geometric operations of the child are essentially qualitative and are entirely parallel to his logical operations (order, embedding, etc). 3) The first geometric structures that the child discovers are in their nature essentially topological and it is from this that he constructs, only in parallel, projective structures and elementary Euclidean ones. 
Piaget is giving as an example of the formation of science concepts the teaching of geometry. He argues that the child’s spontaneous concepts are actually closer to science concepts than the school curriculum. This is contrary to Vygotsky’s idea that it is in the system of intentional academic instruction that a system of science concepts can be constructed.

Piaget says: 
a) Geometry instruction in France and Switzerland and other places has three characteristics.

b) First of all, it begins late (age 11, compared to 7 for arithmetic)
c) Secondly, it begins with pure geometry, and with measuring.

d) Thirdly, it follows the historical order of discovery: Euclidean geometry, projective geometry (that is, non-Euclidean geometry) and topology (the study of “stretchable” shapes).

e) But modern theoretical geometry starts with topology and then derives Euclidean and non-Euclidean (projective) geometry from this.

f) If we follow Vygosky’s wishes and examine how science concepts are really formed in children, we learn that they are closer to the modern view than the usual sequence of instruction in schools.

h) First, the child constructs spatial operations (alongside those of number).

i) The first geometrical operations are qualitative (triangle, square, etc.) and are parallel to logical operations (seriation, inclusion, etc.). 

j) The first geometrical structures discovered by the child are topological, and the child then constructs in parallel the projective and elementary Euclidean structures.
I don’t really understand this. Projective geometry is Reimann geometry. It is non-metrical; it involves projecting (e.g.) a line indefinitely. 

So in projective geometry, for example, two parallel lines WILL meet at some infinite point, and that two parallel planes intersect at some infinite line. 

This makes it simpler than Euclidean geometry (because it does not have as many axioms, and it also means that Euclid can be seen as a “special case’ of projective geometry, the way that arithmetic is seen as a “special case” of algebra.

Topology is an even more general treatment of shapes. In topology shapes are infinitely distortable, so for example anything with a whole right through it (the letter “a” or a coffee mug handle or a human being) can be “stretched” into a torus, or a doughnut shape. 

But I don’t understand how the child arrives at topology and projective geometry FIRST—and then Euclidean geometry. Surely there is some exaggeration—maybe even some demagogy—going on here.
Parsons: From such examples, which could be multiplied, it becomes easy to answer Vygotsky’s comment. In the first place, he reproaches me for viewing school learning as not essentially related to the child’s spontaneous development. Yet it should be clear that to my mind it is not the child that should be blamed for the eventual conflicts, but the school, unaware as it is of the use it could make of the child’s spontaneous development, which it should reinforce by adequate methods instead of inhibiting it as it often does. In the second place – and this is Vygotsky’s main error in his interpretation of my work – he believes that according to my theory adult thought, after various compromises, gradually “supplants” child thought, through some sort of “mechanical abolition” of the latter. Actually, today I am more often blamed for interpreting spontaneous development as tending of its own toward the logico-mathematical structures of the adult as its predetermined ideal!

Kellogg: From such examples, which we might multiply, it is easy to multiply it is easy to draw the responses to Vygotsky’s remarks. When he reproaches me, in the firs tplace, with conceiving learning [in school as being not essentially linked to the spontaneous development] of the child, it is clear that, in my mind, the eventual discordances are not imputable to the child but to the school, which ignores the part which may be drawn from the spontaneous development of the pupils and which ought to reinforce it by adequate procedures instead of undermining it as it often does. In the second place, the principal error of interpretation which Vygotsky commits concerning me in this domain consists in believing that for me adult thinking “replaces” little by little that of the child after various compromises, and that by a sort of “mechanical abolition” of the latter, while today what one reproaches me for is, on the contrary, of often interpreting spontaneous development as tending by itself to adult logico-mathematical structures as an ideal model imposed in advance. 
Piaget says: 

a) Vygotsky claims that I claim that school learning is essentially unrelated to development.

b) In my mind, it is the fault of the school, not of the child.

c) Vygotsky thinks that I think that adult thinking mechanically replaces the child’s thinking, forcing it out the way a red liquid forces out a white liquid.

d) But today I am more often accused of seeing a smooth transition from child thinking to adult thinking.

It is hard to see how b) disproves a); on the contrary, it seems that b) is an admission that a) is correct. And since a) is correct, we have to make schools adapt to the child rather than vice versa.

It is even harder to see the logical connection between c) and d), except that Piaget is consistently more interested n his contemporary critics than he is in Vygotsky. Sometimes great men show great short-sightedness.
Parsons: All this raises at least two problems, which Vygotsky formulates, but in the solution of which we differ somewhat. The first concerns the “interaction of spontaneous and nonspontaneous concepts.” This interaction is more complex than Vygotsky believes. In some cases, what is transmitted by instruction is well assimilated by the child because it represents in fact an extension of some spontaneous constructions of his own. In such cases, his development is accelerated. But in other cases, the gifts of instruction are presented too soon or too late, or in a manner that precludes assimilation because it does not fit in with the child’s spontaneous constructions. Then the child’s development is impeded, or even deflected into barrenness, as so often happens in the teaching of the exact sciences. Therefore I do not believe, as Vygotsky seems to do, that new concepts, even at school level, are always acquired through adult didactic intervention. This may occur, but there is a much more productive form of instruction: the so-called “active” schools endeavor to create situations that, while not “spontaneous” in themselves, evoke spontaneous elaboration on the part of the child, if one manages both to spark his interest and to present the problem in such a way that it corresponds to the structures he had already formed himself.

Kellogg: The problems which are raised are at least two in number, which are formulated by Vygotsky but upon whose solution we diverge somewhat. The first is that of the “interaction between spontaneous concepts and non-spontaneous ones”. This interaction is more complex than Vygotsky says. In certain cases the educational transmissions are well assimilated by the child because they prolong in fact certain spontaneous constructions: then in these cases there is acceleration of development. But in other cases the educational transmissions intervene too late or are present in a manner that cannot be assimilated because they do not correspond to the spontaneous constructions: in these cases there is a braking of development and sometimes even a sterilizing deviation as so often produces itself in the instruction of the exact sciences. I do not believe, as Vygotsky appears to, that the acquisition of new concepts, even at the school level, always results from the didactic intervention of the adult. That may be the case, but there exists a much more fertile form of instruction: the so-called “active” schools which attempt to create situations which by themselves are not “spontaneous” but which provoke a spontaneous elaboration of interest on the part of the child when one has succeeded in arousing his interest and at the same time posing problems in a form which corresponds to the structures already constructed by the child himself. 
Piaget says:

a) There are two problems here.

b) Vygotsky expresses these problems correctly but we disagree on the solution.

c) The first is whether or not spontaneous and nonspontaneous concepts interact.

d) Vygotsky’s idea of their interaction is too direct and too simple.

e) In fact, their interaction is contingent on the child’s developmental structures. 

f) When schooling does not correspond to these developmental structures, teaching fails (e.g. the example of geometry that we just saw).
g) Vygotsky seems to think that new concepts always come from adults, even in school.
h) I don’t agree: that happens but there are better ways of bringing it about.

i) It is more fruitful to create situations which stimulate the child’s interest and pose problems in a way that allow the child to use the structures he or she has already developed.

We can see that Piaget’s presentation of Vygotsky’s position is far too simple: we know that Vygotsky does not believe in the direct transmission of concepts. On the other hand, Vygotsky also does not believe that problems must always be posed in a way that simply allows the child to use the structures he has already developed. 

Vygotsky believes that development occurs precisely when the child is NOT able to use the mental structures already developed and is therefore required to exapt solutions developed by others in the sociocultural environment, usually by means of language. With speech comes thinking, although not always right away.
On the other hand, Piaget’s presentation of his own position completely confirms what Vygotsky said about it: it is essentially the position of Tolstoy. The ONLY way in which schooling can interact with the child’s thinking is if it prolongs and extends the structures the child has already developed. Development, therefore, leads learning.

Parsons: The second problem, which is really an extension of the first on a more general level, is the relation between spontaneous concepts and scientific notions as such. In Vygotsky’s system, the “key” to this problem is that “scientific and spontaneous concepts start from different points but eventually meet.” On this point we are in complete accord, if he means that a true meeting takes place between the sociogenesis of scientific notions (in the history of science and in the transmission of knowledge from one generation to the next) and the psychogenesis of “spontaneous” structures (influenced, to be sure, by interaction with the social, familial, scholastic, etc., milieu), and not simply that psychogenesis is entirely determined by the historical and the ambient culture. I think that in putting it thus I am not making Vygotsky say more than he did, since he admits the part of spontaneity in development. It remains to determine wherein that part consists.

Kellogg: The second problem, which extends the preceding on a more general plane, is that of the relations between spontaneous concepts and scientific notions themselves. The “key” of the system of Vygotsky would be in this regard that “scientific notions and spontaneous ones start from separate points but meet up.” On this point we are entirely in agreement, if that means that between the sociogenesis of scientific notions (on the terrain of the history of science and the transmission of knowledge from one generation to the next) and the psychogenesis of structures that are “spontaneous” (but of course influenced by interactions with the social, familial, and school milieu), there is a meeting place, and not simply a total determination of psychogenesis by the historical ambient culture. Now, I do not wish to make Vygotsky say more than he affirms himself, because he admits the role of spontaneity in development. It is now simply a matter of specifying in what that consists.

Piaget says:

a) The second problem is the relationship between “spontaneous” concepts (everyday concepts) and science “notions”.

b) The second problem is really an extension of the first problem (which, according to Piaget, had to do with the “over simple” relationship that Vygotsky saw between instructed learning and development). 

c) Vygotsky says that scientific concepts and everyday concepts start from different points but eventually meet up.

d) Piaget agrees, so long as we do not think that psychogenesis (microgenesis) is entirely determined by sociogenesis. 

e) Piaget admits that Vygotsky does NOT think this.

f) Piaget ends, vaguely, with the comment that we need to be more specific about what the role of the spontaneous concept in development really is.

We can see that this really is just a generalization of the specific example of school learning, where Piaget saw the necessity of the school adapting to the child’s spontaneous structures, and Vygotsky argued that children are capable of exapting science concepts to their everyday concepts by means of the word.

Of course, Vygotsky is much more specific about the role of the child’s spontaneous thinking in concept formation than Piaget suggests. In Chapter Five, we get a much more PIAGETIAN view of what those spontaneous structures might be. In Chapter Six, Vygotsky treats the Chapter Five structures as pre-concepts, at lower stages of abstraction and generality, which only become concepts through the system of instructed learning.

The problem is not that Vygotsky was ambiguous; it was that Chapter Five and Chapter Six do not quite meet up, probably for reasons that were quite beyond Vygotsky’s control (that is, the change of educational policy from a system based on complexes to one based on concepts after the 1931 pedology decree).

But in the next section, Piaget will try to specify exactly how the spontaneous and the scientific interact in the child’s concepts: it has to do with operations and generalizations, which develop in well defined stages.

Operation and generalization
Parsons: It is on this question of the nature of spontaneous activities that there still remains, perhaps, some divergence between Vygotsky and myself, but this difference is merely an extension of the one we noted concerning egocentrism and the role of decentering in the progress of mental development. 

Kellogg: It is perhaps on this question of the nature of spontaneous activities that there exists a divergence between Vygotsky and myself, but it only serves to extend that which we have noted concerning egocentrism and the necessity of decentration in order to assure the progress of development.

Piaget says:

a) Vygotsky and I do not agree on the nature of “spontaneous” (everyday) activities.

b) This disagreement is a corollary, a variation, a special case of the disagreement we had over child egocentrism.

Piaget sees egocentrism as the main obstacle to be overcome. But for Vygotsky, development does not know “good” or “bad”; all impulses, even so called “egocentric ones” can be used in the great work of child development.  

Parsons: With respect to time lag in the emergence of conscious awareness we are pretty much in agreement, except that Vygotsky does not believe that lack of awareness is a residue of egocentrism. Let us look at the solution he proposes: (1) the late development of awareness must be simply the result of the well-known “law” according to which awareness and control appear only at the end point of the development of a function; (2) awareness at first is limited to the results of actions and only later extends to the “how,” i.e., the operation itself. Both assertions are correct, but they merely state the facts without explaining them. The explanation begins when one understands that a subject whose perspective is determined by his action has no reason for becoming aware of anything except its results; decentering, on the other hand, i.e., shifting one’s focus and comparing one action with other possible ones, particularly with the actions of other people, leads to an awareness of “how” and to true operations.

Kellogg: First of all, concerning the tardiness of the seizure of conscious awareness, we are more or less in agreement, except that Vygotsky does not admit that the absence of the seizure of conscious awareness constitutes a residue of egocentrism. Let us see, therefore, the solution which he proposes. 1) The late character of the seizure of conscious awareness results simply from the known “law” according to which the seizure of conscious awareness, as well as that of executive control, does not appear until the end of the development of a function, 2) this seizure of conscious awareness only pertains at first to the results of actions, and is then brought back to the “how”, that is to say, the operation. Now, these two affirmations are completely correct, but they limit themselves to stating the facts without explaining them. Explanation begins when one understand that a subject who is centred on his actions does not have any reason to seize conscious awareness of any other thing than their results, while the situation of decentration, in which an action s compared to other possible ones and above all to those of other subjects, leads to a seizure of conscious awareness of the “how” and of the operation.

Piaget says:

a) Vygotsky and I agree on the lateness of the seizure of conscious awareness, but we disagree as to its cause, because Vygotsky does not accept the idea of cognitive egocentrism.

b) Vygotsky attributes the lateness of the seizure of conscious awareness to a “law” which says that awareness and executive control only comes at the end of a function.

c) According to Vygotsky, this seizure of conscious awareness happens first with the results of an operation and then is moved temporally back through the operation until the child can control the operation from its beginning.

d) Piaget admits these two things, but denies that they have any explanatory power, because Vygotsky does not explain WHY the “law” exists or HOW the child is able to convert results to reasons.

e) Piaget says that in contrast the child who is “centred” on his actions does not have any reason to be conscious of anything until he gets to the result.

f) Piaget says that if the child is “decentred” the child becomes conscious of other possible operations and the operations of other children.

Piaget states Vygotsky’s position more or less correctly here: Vygotsky DOES say that we can only be conscious of something we actually possess, so that is why conscious awareness appears at the end of development and not the beginning. Vygotsky DOES say that egocentric speech goes from a concern with consequences to a concern with causes.

Piaget also voices a very common criticism in Vygotsky: that another thinker (in this case Vygotsky himself) has merely converted what should be a problem into a postulate, that the thinker (in this case Vygotsky) has provided an explanation that doesn’t resolve the problem but constitutes it (Vygotsky, 1987: 185).  

This was Vygotsky’s criticism of the “law of displacement” that Claparede and Piaget used in “Language and Thought of the Child” and “Judgment and Reasoning in the Child” and Piaget is now throwing it back at Vygotsky. 

Whether we accept “egocentrism” as a cause or Vygotsky’s idea that consciousness has to be displaced from the end of an activity to its beginning is really a matter for philosophy: Does consciousness determine being, or is it the other way around?
Parsons: This difference in perspective between a simple linear schema like Vygotsky’s and a schema of decentering is even more evident in the question of the principal motor of intellectual development. It would seem that, according to Vygotsky (though of course I do not know the rest of his work), the principal factor is to be sought in the “generalization of perceptions,” the process of generalization being sufficient in itself to bring mental operations into consciousness. We, on the other hand, in studying the spontaneous development of scientific notions, have come to view as the central factor the very process of constructing operations, which consists in interiorized actions becoming reversible and co-ordinating themselves into patterns of structures subject to well-defined laws. The progress of generalization is only the result of this elaboration of operational structures, and these structures derive not from perception but from the total action.

Kellogg: This difference in perspective between a simple, linear schema like that of Vyogtsky and the schema of decentration is even more visible where the principal motor of intellectual development is concerned. To read Vygotsky (but of course I do not know the rest of his work), it would seem that the principal factor might be found in the “generalization of perceptions”, that this generalization would suffice by itself to lead to the seizure of conscious awareness in mental operations. We, on the contrary, in the ensemble of the work cited above on the spontaneous development of scientific notions, came to consider that the central factor was the construction of the operations themselves, in so far as they were interiorized actions which became reversible and which coordinated themselves into overall structures according to definite laws (very considerable in their variety). The progress of generalization was thus nothing but the result of this construction of operational structures and does not derive from perception but from action as a whole. 

Piaget:

a) Vygotsky view (that the construction of an operation and the displacement of conscious awareness from the results of the operation to its inception) is a “linear schema”.

b) This is even clearer when we consider the MAIN CAUSE of intellectual development. 

c) For Vygotsky this is the “generalization of perception.

d) For us it is the construction of the operations themselves, because these operations are reversible and have their own laws, which are quite specific to each operation. 

e) The progress of generalization is the result of this construction. 

f) The construction of operations derives from action as a whole.
Now, it might seem from this that Piaget is referring to Chapter Five, where there is considerable discussion of complexes as “generalized perceptions” and then “generalized representations”. It is hard to reconcile with the stress on instructed learning in Chapter Six.

But perhaps the real source of Piaget’s remarks is on p. 189 of the Minick version where Vygotsky discusses early childhood and perception. That is why Piaget refers to “action”, which for him is linked to sensorimotor action.This is also where Vygotsky summarizes Chapter Five and refers to complexes as structures of generalization. 

Piaget might also be referring to the “measure of generality” which is perceptual at one pole but not at the other. What he seems to be IGNORING is the emphasis in this chapter on VERBALIZED perceptions. Verbalized perceptions do not simply involve generalization; they crucially involve selection, and abstraction. 
Parsons: Vygotsky himself was close to such a solution when he held that syncretism, juxtaposition, insensibility to contradiction, and other characteristics of the developmental level which we call today preoperational (in preference to prelogical), were all due to the lack of a system; for the organization of systems is in fact the most essential achievement marking the child’s transition to the level of logical reasoning. But these systems are not simply the product of generalization: they are multiple and differentiated operational structures, whose gradual elaboration by the child we have learned to follow step by step.

Kellogg: Now, Vygotsky was close to such a solution when he held that syncretism, juxtaposition, insensitivity to contradiction and the other characteristics of what we call today the “preoperational” level of development in the child (in preference to the “prelogical” one) are only due to the “lack of a system”, because it is in effect the construction of a system which characterizes most profoundly the arrival of the child at the level of logical reasoning. But these “systems” are not simply products of generalization: they are multiple and differentiation operational structures, whose elaboration we can, today, follow step by step.

Piaget says:

a) Vygotsky himself was very close to my position when he says that all of the child’s “syncretism” (as Piaget called it in Judgment and Reasoning) was due to a lack of system.

b) Today, Piaget calls “syncretism” the “preoperational” developmental level.

c) Until the child constructs a system, the “preoperational” developmental level is not logical.  

d) But the system is the result of the multiplication and the differentiation of operations (e.g. seriation, embedding, and so on).

e) They are not simply products of generalization.
It’s interesting that Piaget does not even mention Vygotsky’s argument that the child’s formation of concepts is due to TWO things: generalization and abstraction. These two things are quite distinct and even to a certain extent OPPOSED: generalization involves IGNORING differences while abstraction involves SELECTING for them.
Parsons: A small example of this difference in our points of view is provided by Vygotsky’s comment on class inclusion. In reading it, one gets the impression that the child discovers inclusion by a combination of generalization and learning: in learning to use the words rose and then flower, he first juxtaposes them, but as soon as he makes the generalization “all roses are flowers” and discovers that the converse is not true, he realizes that the class of roses is included in the class of flowers. Having studied such problems at first hand, [Piaget and Szeminska, The Child’s Conception of Number, Ch. VIII, and Infielder and Piaget, La Genese des Operations logiques élémentaires, Delachaux et Niestlé] we know how much more complex the question is. Even if he asserts that all roses are flowers and that not all flowers are roses, a child at first is unable to conclude that there are more flowers than roses. To achieve the inclusion, he has to organize an operational system such that A (roses) + A’ (flowers other than roses) = B (flowers) and that A = B – A’, consequently A < B; the reversibility of this system is a prerequisite for inclusion.

Kellogg: A small example of this difference in points of view is furnished by a remark by Vygotsky on inclusion. To read him, one might think that the child discovers inclusion by a combination of generalization and learning: learning to use the word “rose’ and then the word “flower”, he at first juxtaposes them, but then it is enough to proceed to the generalization “All roses are flowers” and to discover that the reverse is not true in order to attain the inclusion “roses are included in flowers”. Now, we have studied this problem closely and we know today how the question is more complex: even in affirming that all roses are flowers and that all flowers are not roses, a child does not conclude, until a certain level, that there are more flowers than roses. In order to arrive at this extended inclusion, he must, in effect, construct an operational system such that A (roses) plus A’ (nonrose flowers) = B (flowers) and that A = B - A’, therefore A < B, a system in which reversibility constitutes a necessary condition of inclusion.

Piaget says:

a) This is an example of the ”linear” view Vygotsky takes of concept formation.

b) He apparently thinks that the child goes from “all roses are flowers” and “not all flowers are roses” to the realization “roses are included in flowers”.

c) We know that development is much more complex than this.

d) Some children will say that all roses are flowers and not all flowers are roses.

e) But these children STILL do not realize that this means there are more flowers than roses.

f) In order to realize this much more general statement, the child has to construct a reversible operational system: A + A’ = B => B – A’ = A.

g) Only then does the child realize that there are more flowers than roses.

I never know what to make of this work, because I am never sure what the question “Are there more flowers than roses?” really means. Does it refer to the set of all flowers in the world? Apparently so. But how do we know it means that to the child? Some Piagetians have told me that Piaget knew, and tested for this. But I have never actually found how in any of the works by Piaget that I have read on this.

One thing we do know is that Vygotsky does not have the “simple” idea of inclusion that Piaget attributes to him here. Vygotsky explicitly says that the child can have a “broader” concept of flower which is not at all “more general”. For the child to have a more general concept requires the creation of a superordinate concept, in other words, the kind of reversible part-whole structure that Piaget is discussing here. 

Parsons: I have not discussed in this commentary the question of socialization as a condition of intellectual development, although Vygotsky raises it several times. From my present point of view, my earlier formulations are less relevant because the consideration of the operations and of the decentering involved in the organization of operational structures makes the issue appear in a new light. All logical thought is socialized because it implies the possibility of communication between individuals. But such interpersonal exchange proceeds through correspondences, reunions, intersections, and reciprocities, i.e., through operations. Thus there is identity between intra individual operations and the inter-individual operations which constitute co-operation in the proper and quasi-etymological sense of the word. Actions, whether individual or interpersonal, are in essence co-ordinated and organized by the operational structures which are spontaneously constructed in the course of mental development.

 

Kellogg: I have not yet brought up in this commentary the question of socialization as a condition of intellectual development, although Vygotsky brings it up many times. According to my present perspective it is not posed as it was before for me because the consideration of operations and of decentration linked to the construction of operatory systems has renovated all these terms. All logical thinking is socialized because it implies possible communication between individuals. But this inter-individual exchange rests upon correspondances, reunions, intersections, reciprocities and so on which are still operations. Between these inter-individual operations, there is, therefore, an identity. The conclusion we may draw from this is that operational structures which are spontaneously constructed during the course of intellectual development constitute essentially structures for the coordination of actions, whether they consist of interior coordination of actions of the individual or of coordination between the actions of distinct individuals, that is, cooperation.

Piaget says:

a) I am not discussing the question of socialization as the “motor” of development, even though Vygotsky discusses this a lot.

b) That is because the term “socialized” has acquired new meaning for me.

c) All logical thinking is socialized because it implies communication between individuals.

d) But communication still depends on logical operations, whether they are inter-mental or intra-mental.

This appears to contradict the idea that Piaget expressed earlier, to the effect that Vygotsky’s view of the motor of development was simply generalization. Here, Piaget admits that the motor of development in Vygotsky’s view is not “generalization” or even “generalization + abstraction” but rather socio-cultural communication, which brings about both.

But for Piaget, the social has really entirely disappeared into the interpersonal. Even if that were not true, he sees inter-individual AND intra-individual operations as emerging in parallel from the decentration, which results from the construction of operations rather than the inter-individual emerging from the socio-cultural and the intra-individual from the inter-individual.

As you can see there are some substantial differences between this last paragraph and the Parsons translation (see p. 273 of the Kozulin version of Thinking and Speech, MIT: 1986). 
