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█ Abstract  Referring to the ongoing discussion about the meaning of Cultural-historical Psychology I de-
fend two theses: (1) Activity Theory is a methodology; (2) The core of what is called the Cultural Histori-
cal School is its specific methodology. Because in English speaking countries the term “metho-dology” 
commonly covers the sum of scientific methods, techniques, and procedures, I will try to explain his un-
derstanding of methodology – following E.G. Judin – as a historically developed complex comprising four 
different levels of knowledge, of which the fundamental basis and principal level is philosophical 
knowledge, although these philosophical principles may never be directly applied or transferred to the 
level of concrete scientific disciplines. 
KEYWORDS: Methodological Knowledge; Philosophy of Psychology; Activity Theory; Cultural-historical 
Psychology; Vygotsky; Leontiev. 
 
█ Riassunto Che cos’è la “psicologia storico-culturale”? Ovvero: la Teoria dell’Attività come metodologia – In 
relazione alle continue discussioni sul significato della Psicologia Storico-culturale propongo due tesi: (1) la 
Teoria dell’Attività è una metodologia; (2) la metodologia specifica della Psicologia Storico-culturale è il 
nucleo principale di quanto si definisce Scuola Storico-culturale. Dal momento che nei Paesi anglofoni il 
temine “metodologia” di copre solitamente il complesso delle tecniche, delle procedure e dei metodi scien-
tifici, cercherò di illustrare il proprio modo di intendere la metodologia – seguendo E.G. Judin – come 
complesso storicamente emergente di quattro diversi livelli di conoscenza, la cui base fondamentale e il 
cui livello principale per ogni sistema metodologico è la conoscenza filosofica, per quanto i principi filoso-
fici non possano mai essere direttamente applicati o trasposti sul piano della concreta prassi delle discipli-
ne scientifiche. 
PAROLE CHIAVE: Conoscenza metodologica; Filosofia della psicologia; Teoria dell’attività; Psicologia stori-
co-culturale; Vygotsky; Leontiev. 
 

 
 

█ Introduction 
 

WHAT LED LEV SEMËNOVIČ VYGOTSKIJ to 
sympathize with the Bolshevik revolution 
when he entered the Moscow Institute of  

Psychology remains one of the unanswered 
questions about his life. What caused him to 
adopt the aim of creating a “New Man”? Was 
it his close ties to the Moscow Psychoanalytic 
Society and its Eros of the Impossible?1 Or his 

Ricerche 

 

G. Rückriem - Sandhauserstraße 15, D - 13505 - Berlin, Deutschland () 

The present paper is an enlarged and revised version of an invited lecture at the Charkov International Conference 
The Charkov Psychological School: Its Legacy and Its Topicality, Charkov, 19-20 October, 2012. 

E-mail: georg.rueckriem@gmx.net 

Creative Commons - Attribuzione - 4.0 Internazionale 



 Rückriem 

 

312 

connection to the biocosmist movement of 
Bogdanov?2 Or even his Jewish descent?3 And 
what was the political meaning of calling his 
work within this context “Cultural Historical 
Psychology”? 

It is well known, however, that Vygotskij 
along with A.R. Lurija and A.N. Leont’ev, who 
soon joined him, ran into serious political 
problems despite their political affiliations 
when Stalin proclaimed the class-struggle on 
the so called Third Front (science, culture and 
education). They were blamed for a list of of-
fences such as using culture as a central con-
cept instead of class, focusing on appropriate 
cultural tools instead of class-struggle, study-
ing the history of European psychology and 
bourgeois scientists instead of restricting their 
study to Historical and Dialectical Mate-
rialism, and, worst of all, considering human 
freedom to be the highest value instead of the 
Bolshevik party and the decisions of its su-
preme chief. They were subjected to the new 
political rituals of self-criticism, all lost their 
positions, and they could count themselves 
lucky not to share the fate of many of their 
colleagues who were banned or who disap-
peared.4 

In other words, Vygotskij’s work was not 
only intended as a political approach but was 
also understood as such by his enemies. Mean-
while, a controversy arose as the world-wide 
reception of Vygotskij and his disciples’ work 
brought the question of how the political 
character of their writings, which was obvious 
in the context in the Soviet Union of the 
1930s, should be interpreted in the widely dif-
fering social-political contexts of other mod-
ern societies at different stages of develop-
ment. 

It was self-evident to earlier and mostly 
Russian scholars that the “cultural historical 
school of Russian psychology” was the most 
adequate term to characterise the work of the 
“troika” as the three friends were often called. 
But for other scholars the differences, breaks, 
and even contradictions between Vygotskij’s 
general psychology, Lurija’s neuropsychology, 
and Leont’ev’s activity theory appeared so ob-

vious that they could not be encompassed by a 
single term. Most of these scholars insisted on 
talking of at least two different schools: the 
Vygotskij school which included Lurija, and 
the “Charkovites” a term that referred to the 
place where Leont’ev and his disciples began 
to work out the activity approach after 
Vygotskij’s death. 

Moreover, some even more strict interpre-
tations focussed on recently noted differences 
and changes across Vygotskij’s scientific de-
velopment pointing out that the “cultural his-
torical” approach was limited to a certain pe-
riod of Vygotskij’s psychological thinking and 
therefore not suitable as a name for his work 
as a whole.  

For the sake of completeness, it should also 
be mentioned that a recently published argu-
ment shows that the designation “cultural   
historical” was a polemical and defamatory 
slogan used by Vygotskij’s enemies only, and 
was never used by himself or by any of his  
disciples.5 

All of these arguments are productive and 
useful but they lose sight of the original and 
most critical point in this discussion: How 
Vygotskij’s approach – whatever we call it – 
should be understood with regard to its politi-
cal importance within its original societal con-
text? And how it should be concretely inter-
preted in our current societal context? Con-
sidering this latter question we can state that 
the discussion referred to above, remained in 
essence academic in spite of its scientific      
results, providing few clues concerning the 
application of Vygotskian principles in the 
modern context 

When you search the English Wikipedia 
for information on “Cultural-Historical Psy-
chology” and “Activity Theory” you find 
the following explanation: “Cultural-histo-
rical psychology – also called the school of 
Vygotskij, sociocultural psychology, sociohis-
torical psychology, activity theory, cultural 
psychology, cultural historical activity theory 
and social development theory”. And when 
you search for “activity theory” the infor-
mation provided is: “Activity Theory is an 
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umbrella term for a line of eclectic social sci-
ences theories and research”.6  

Is this just an over-simplification by Wik-
ipedia? I am increasingly convinced that these 
findings are typical or perhaps even sympto-
matic of today’s reception and understanding 
of cultural-historical psychology and activity 
theory respectively. In any case, on the one 
hand, when reading the proceedings of the 
ISCAR congresses, you may find that many of 
the presented “research projects” are tied to 
Leont’ev’s name but are quite obviously based 
on behavioristic, constructivistic, cognitivistic 
or culturological theories which are by no 
means in accordance with Leont’ev’s activity 
approach and even, in a strict sense, contra-
dict his fundamental theoretical assumptions. 
On the other hand, one increasingly finds pro-
jects which – using CHAT as a label for legit-
imizing their investigation – scarcely hide the 
fact that they use the famous triangle of 
Engeström only at the lowest level of method-
ological knowledge, that is the level of formal 
procedures and techniques – thus ignoring 
that procedures and techniques as a rule are 
dependent on theoretical and methodological 
assumptions and are not naturally in agree-
ment with CHAT (whatever this means in 
particular contexts).  

As for Vygotskij, Valsiner and Van der 
Veer argue that the majority of references to 
Vygotskij are actually nothing more than 
“declarations of faith”.7 Still in 2010, Yasnitsky 
reports that «the multitude and, even more 
important, the diversity of contemporary in-
terpretations of Vygotskij make some authors 
discuss the “versions of Vygotskij” and go so 
far as to pessimistically question whether any-
body actually reads Vygotskij’s own words 
these days».8 The confusion could not be 
worse. 

I think these findings are highly interesting 
in three respects: (1) They demonstrate a wide 
spread level of ignorance concerning method-
ological and philosophical problems in psy-
chology, or in more general terms: the relation 
between psychology and philosophy; (2) They 
expose a frightening level of incomprehension 

concerning the political (and ideological) im-
plications of philosophical and even methodo-
logical decisions; (3) They reveal an irritating 
helplessness and inability to control one’s own 
ideological orientation (not to speak of care-
lessness in dealing with the scientific interpre-
tation of historic texts). 

Recalling what Leont’ev wrote in 1975 – 
that is 38 years ago – it seems like a commen-
tary on the current state of the art diagnosis of 
the contradiction between the increasing 
number of facts collected by researchers on 
the one hand and the rather miserable state of 
their theoretical and methodological founda-
tions on the other. Leont’ev noted an as-
tonishing lack of concern with general theory 
in psychology, a certain methodological care-
lessness based on data fetishism and a kind of 
sloppiness and exaggeration concerning the 
importance of methods, procedures and tech-
niques. Trying to find a term to characterise 
the underlying process we could call it a dis-
methodologisation.9 Today, insisting upon a 
clear and consistent theoretical basis seems to 
be “old school”, and to look for a vague kind 
of viability or connectivity seems to be state of 
the art. 

Besides all of the other focal points of his 
work, Leont’ev tackled these deficiencies in 
contemporary psychological approaches in 
general and was concerned with the methodo-
logical meaning of activity in particular. He 
regarded the reported deficits as a threefold 
problem based in a failure of methodological 
reasoning concerning: (1) a clear philosophi-
cal orientation with methodological control; 
(2) a precise elaboration of the specific meth-
odological problems of psychology as a speci-
fic discipline; (3) an explicit reasoning of the 
ideological function of psychology. Leont’ev 
was fully aware of the fact, «that in our world 
today psychology has an important ideological 
function […] and that it is impossible not to 
take this into consideration».10 

The present contribution brings into focus 
Leont’ev’s main arguments, dealing with the 
two first problem complexes – neglecting for 
the moment Leont’ev’s third complex. This is 



 Rückriem 

 

314 

because this ideological function of psycholo-
gy is of such enormous importance to present 
day psychology in general and to the reception 
of Activity Theory and cultural historical psy-
chology in particular that it needs a special 
contribution of its own. Thus my two theses 
are: (1) Activity Theory is a methodology; (2) 
The core of what is called the “Cultural His-
torical School” is its specific methodology. 
 
█ Activity Theory is a methodology 
 

In the first line of this thesis I intend to 
make a clear demarcation from common 
phraseology. To start with what is rather ob-
vious: Leont’ev is – neither in general nor in 
particular – aiming at a concrete description 
or an analysis of the contemporary Russian 
adult’s psyche or psychical development. He 
does not even attempt this. In other words: 
Activity Theory is not a psychology in itself but 
a proposal or perhaps an instruction of how 
to do psychology the right way, that is it is a 
“critique of psychology”11 – not to be con-
fused with critical psychology12 – or follow-
ing Jaroševskij and Gurgenidse, it is a critique 
of psychological reason13 in the methodological 
sense of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason or in 
the sense of Marx’s Critique of Political Econ-
omy.14  
 Activity Theory is not an affirmation of one 
or another concrete psychological approach or 
conception or tendency but a quest for a meth-
od of elaboration of a clear, consistent, and re-
flective theoretical position in psychology, a 
quest for a method of theory formation. 
 Activity Theory is not a psychological 
analysis of general activity but an activity ori-
ented analysis of psychology’s system of no-
tions in order to identify basic psychological 
concepts which represent its fundamental 
philosophical assumptions as e.g. reflection 
and human activity are an inseparable unity.  

In other words, to Leont’ev it is not about a 
completion or addition but a total conversion 
or reconstruction of the entire conceptual sys-
tem of psychology. So, what is precisely meant 
by Activity Theory? 

█  Philosophy of psychology 
 

It seems to be more appropriate to speak of 
Activity Theory as a philosophy of psychology or 
perhaps as a philosophical psychology like    
Aleksej A. Leont’ev and Dmitrij A. Leont’ev 
do giving this title to their collection of all of 
Leont’ev’s relevant contributions on activity 
as a basic category.15 Philosophy of psychology 
to Leont’ev means:  
 

▶ to think about the understanding of nature 
in general and the nature of human beings 
in particular; 

 
▶ to reason about consciousness, its nature 

and its relation to material reality; 
 
▶ to understand that mind and matter are 

just different forms of a homogeneous and 
inseparable nature, and that putting them 
into an absolute contrast would be a fla-
grant, or in Leont’ev’s own words: a 
“screaming untruth”;16 

 
▶ to accept that – although objective reality 

is basic and primary while consciousness is 
secondary – consciousness is not a closed 
box, but consciousness and reality are a 
unity of contradictions which pass into 
one another. «Consciousness and reflect-
ed reality are tied together by real process-
es rich in substance resulting in transmis-
sion and transformation of the material 
into the ideal, of objective reality into facts 
of consciousness and vice versa of facts of 
consciousness, of ideas into reality»;17 

 
▶ to take into consideration that nature as 

well as reflection on the world are moving 
processes of emerging and dissolving con-
tradictions, in other words, that con-
sciousness is a product of the development 
of matter, a product of the development of 
life. Subsequently consciousness has to be 
conceived as a specifically human form of 
reflection which emerges through histori-
cal development and the transition to a 
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specifically human way of life, that is, to 
life in society; 

 
▶ to realize that consciousness is not the only 

existing, only possible, only thinkable form 
of psychic reflection, but represents its 
most recent form up to the present.  

 
All these thoughts are philosophical. They 

give reasons for a philosophical theory of con-
sciousness which is basic and necessary but is 
quite different from a psychological theory of 
consciousness, more precisely, it is a general 
method of theory formation in psychology. And 
this requires methodological reasoning. Un-
fortunately, Leont’ev never used the term 
methodology in the titles of his published arti-
cles concerning activity as a basic category or 
explanatory principle although all of them 
deal with methodological questions. 
 
█  General psychology 
 

At most we could call Activity Theory a 
“general psychology” – as Leont’ev himself 
does in his Lectures on General Psychology.18 
But this essentially requires being aware of 
the sharp methodological distinction be-
tween – in Leont’ev’s terms – “general scien-
tific theory” and concrete or “single scientific 
theory”. It helps to recall that the term “psy-
chology as a general science” had been coined 
by Vygotskij much earlier. In his famous arti-
cle on methodology, The Crisis of Psychology 
in its Historical Meaning19 – with the subtitle 
A Methodological Study written in 1927 – 
Vygotskij pointed out: 
 

General science is the theory of the ulti-
mate foundations, of the general principles 
and problems of the respective areas of sci-
ence, and therefore its objects and meth-
ods of investigation, its criteria and its 
tasks are other than those of the special 
disciplines.20 

 
Similar to concrete sciences «which within 

their respective limits perform the function of 

a funnel condensing facts by rules to laws and 
laws by theories to hypotheses, so general sci-
ence does the same work with the same pro-
cedures and same goals for several concrete 
disciplines».21 About the specific status of a 
general science he stresses: 
 

The principal deciding and so to speak 
higher function of general science is not 
based on its position above every other  
science, it does not come from above, so to 
say from the original basis of scientific 
knowledge, but from below, that is from 
the sciences themselves which delegate the 
confirmation of truth to general science. 
Therefore, general science emerges from 
its specific function with regard to the  
concrete sciences. General science accumu-
lates their sovereignties and is their repre-
sentative. If we conceive of the scientific 
system as a circle comprising every special 
discipline of psychology, then general sci-
ence corresponds to the centre.22 

 
All this shows us that it is impossible to de-
fine the term general science in an absolute 
way but only with regard to the respective 
concrete scientific disciplines.23 
 
And with regard to psychology Vygotskij 

states (approvingly quoting Binswanger): 
 

General psychology analyses how a theo-
retical psychology comes off and how the 
structure and efficiency of its concepts are 
about. So the problem of theory formation 
in psychology is the basic problem of gen-
eral psychology.24 

 
For this purpose, a methodology is needed:  

 
Methodology is the lever to help philoso-
phy move science. Any attempt to bring 
science forward without methodology, to 
apply power directly without a lever […] 
makes science impossible.25 

  
On the other hand: 
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The analysis of the crisis and of psycho-
logy’s structure proves unerringly that no 
philosophical system will be able to master 
psychology immediately, without a me-
thodology, that is, without creating a    
general science.26 
 
But anyone who attempts to skip metho-
dology in order to immediately create any 
psychological discipline, will inevitably 
jump over the horse he wanted to sit down 
on.27 
 
This theory of psychological materialism, 

or the dialectic of psychology – is what I call 
general psychology.28 Although until 1927 
Vygotskij did not think a methodology for 
cultural historical psychology existed, he saw, 
as a result of his extensive study of methodol-
ogy, certain “objective symptoms of a tenden-
cy” toward a general psychology,29 and he was 
convinced:  
 

For the moment we do not know what this 
methodology will be about, and whether it 
will come soon. But we know that psychol-
ogy will not move far forward as long as 
this methodology has not been built, and it 
is without any doubt that the first step 
forward will be a methodology.30 
    
Two questions remain: Does this mean 

that general psychology and methodology are 
identical? If it is general psychology’s proper 
function to distinguish between the empirical 
and the constituting object31 of psychology: 
What is then this basic constituting object? 
Who is responsible for this “reasonable ab-
straction” in the sense of Marx resulting in a 
clear definition of this proper object of psy-
chology? Unfortunately, Vygotskij did not 
touch on these issues within his crisis article. 
 
█  Levels of methodological knowledge. 
 

This differentiation between the general 
and concrete science of psychology was used – 
right about the same time when Leont’ev pub-

lished his book Activity. Consciousness. Per-
sonality32 – by the well-known Russian scholar 
Erik G. Judin who was an expert in philosophy 
of science and epistemology, and who dealt 
explicitly with the activity approach in history 
of science and philosophy in general and with 
Leont’ev’s previous works in particular.  

For a better understanding of what “gen-
eral theory” means in terms of methodology it 
may be useful to recall Judin’s arguments.33 
Judin speaks of two types of knowledge: first-
ly, knowledge about the world, asking “what 
is?”, and secondly: knowledge about know-
ledge, asking “how is it?” or: How do we come 
to know about knowledge?  

The result of producing knowledge about 
the world we normally call a theory while the 
result of producing knowledge about the pro-
cess or the means of producing knowledge we 
call a methodology.34 Focussing on methodo-
logy, Judin distinguishes four levels of metho-
dological knowledge and their functions:35 
 

▶ a philosophical level: the system of prere-
quisites and explanatory principles of    
scientific knowledge in general like   “cos-
mos”, “nature”, or “activity”, that is, of 
world views and philosophies of life, and 
of general forms of scientific reasoning 
and their historical structure of categories; 

 
▶ a general scientific level: principles and 

forms of general scientific research (like 
logic of science, systems theory, cybernet-
ics, play theory or applied mathematics 
and their methods like analysis of scien-
tific languages, modelling, formalising, 
idealizing, and so on), which are general 
because of their high importance to not 
only one but to an increasing number of 
scientific disciplines; 

 
▶ a single scientific level: explanatory princi-

ples and genuine methods of specific sci-
entific disciplines like e.g. psychology 
which may possibly be differentiated and 
concretized according to the special tasks 
of parts or sections of these disciplines; 
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▶ a level of scientific practice: systems of 

methods, techniques and procedures to 
guarantee solid empirical data according 
to the special needs of each scientific dis-
cipline. 

 
Each level of methodological knowledge 

has its special function within the process of 
knowledge acquisition, and therefore together 
these levels build a historically changing com-
plex system of relations and interdependen-
cies which may however differ from one disci-
pline to the other. At the same time, the fun-
damental basis and principal level for any 
methodological system is philosophical know-
ledge.  

At the philosophical level and only here, 
the scientific attitudes of scientists are formed 
and shaped. Only on this level, the concrete 
historic limits of any scientific theory or 
method are established and can be detected, 
and emerging transitions or shifts within    
disciplines or areas of scientific research can 
be recognized. On the other hand, it has to be 
taken into account that these philosophical 
principles may never be directly applied or 
transferred to the level of concrete scientific 
disciplines, because the relation between gen-
eral science and concrete science involves both 
a bottom up process of generalising facts in 
concrete scientific disciplines and a simulta-
neous top down process of controlling con-
cepts and methods by general science – con-
trolling in the sense of checking the adequacy 
between theories and concepts on the one 
hand and their philosophical foundations and 
their methods of investigation on the other 
hand, this means checking the adequacy be-
tween the different levels of methodological 
knowledge in question. 

As for the importance of methodology,  
Judin stresses: Methodology is a complex 
function which cannot be reduced to just one 
special level but will be realised on each level, 
in a special form, and with special goals.      
Despite the interdependency of general and 
concrete scientific disciplines, the analysing 

(or descriptive) and controlling (or norma-
tive) function of general science36 within the 
process of theory formation cannot be overes-
timated. The methodological function of gen-
eral psychology belongs to the third level. As 
for the issue of the identity of general science 
and general psychology, Judin sees an internal 
methodological difference in terms of the ex-
tent of competencies. 

This scheme of Judin’s may help us to bet-
ter understand some important consequences. 
Each theory may realise methodological func-
tions, and methodologies on the other hand 
sometimes make themselves independent as a 
theory. This is in particular what often hap-
pens with Activity Theory, and what makes 
methodological reasoning difficult because it 
turns out to be a special terminological or 
even concept-political problem. The designa-
tion of activity methodology as a theory has 
been introduced explicitly into scientific dis-
cussion in order to mark the difference be-
tween the activity approach and action theory 
and the theory of behaviour – which makes 
sense under certain conditions. Nevertheless, 
within the connection of theory and method-
ology the relation of goal and means remains 
all in all constant. 
 But this practice of calling the activity ap-
proach a theory tends to become a kind of on-
tologising methodology37 thus confusing general 
science and concrete science, treating catego-
ries like real objects, and losing sight of the 
higher level functions of methodology that is, 
its analytical as well as controlling normative 
importance. 

A consequence of this ontologising me-
thodology especially in modern human sciences 
with wide practice is the requirement for       
advanced techniques of research and stan-
dardization of the research process, especially 
under the conditions in which mainly econo-
mic criteria dominate, for instance, in large-
scale societal projects and nowadays in univer-
sity projects addressing psychological topics as 
well. The specifically orienting form and func-
tion of methodology changes thereby into a 
form and function of regimentation replacing 
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the power for discovery inherent in methodol-
ogy with a purely organizational function.38 

 
█  Leont’ev’s idea 
 
 Back to Leont’ev’s understanding con-
cerning the methodological quality of Activity 
Theory as a general science of psychology,   
Leont’ev points out: 
 

 I try to reason out those categories which 
are of uppermost importance to a system 
of psychology as a concrete science free of 
contradictions.39 

 
This includes «we will not deal with the 

special [psychological] features which distin-
guish the different socioeconomic forma-
tions», in other words, not with problems of 
concrete psychology, but rather with «the 
general theory of individual consciousness» 
resulting in «a complete reconstruction of 
the whole conceptual system of psycholo-
gy».40 

The difficulty with grasping the specific 
methodological status of Leont’ev’s under-
standing of Activity Theory comes from the 
fact that Leont’ev in his works constantly 
switches not only between these two but be-
tween all of Judin’s four levels of methodolog-
ical knowledge. 

Even worse, there seems to be a clear dif-
ference between Vygotskij and Leont’ev’s un-
derstanding of general science as a meta-
theory. To Vygotskij, general science or gen-
eral psychology is a generalisation of the con-
ceptual system of all special disciplines within 
psychology, such as e.g. genetic psychology or 
child psychology, defectology or psycho-
pathology, pedagogical psychology or psy-
chology of learning, psycholinguistics, psycho-
therapy and so on and so forth, which analyses 
and critiques their common philosophical and 
methodological foundations, conceptual struc-
ture and preconditions. To Leont’ev, general 
science seems to be a generalisation of the 
conceptual system of every “neighbouring dis-
cipline” that is of the human sciences in gen-

eral comprising psychology, anthropology, so-
ciology, pedagogy, linguistics and so on, in-
cluding their subdisciplines.  

There even seems to be a further distinc-
tion between them concerning the main 
methodological goal of their reasoning. 
Vygotskij’s main interest is analysis and de-
scription focussing on preconditions and con-
sequences of the existing psychological ap-
proaches, and formulating what in all cases 
should be avoided in psychology. Leont’ev’s 
concern is the steering or controlling of psy-
chological investigation focussing on orientat-
ing psychological research by positively for-
mulating the basic philosophical prerequisites, 
a concrete explanatory principle, concrete 
proposals on adequate methods and proce-
dures, and so on. 

Despite these differences – they may be 
right or wrong – Leont’ev’s methodology real-
ises the same function as Vygotskij’s on a 
higher methodological level. I think that     
Leont’ev’s motive or methodological purpose 
was to realise what Vygotskij had in mind 
when he repeatedly insisted on psychology 
considering what “stands behind” words or 
meaning or even consciousness and then re-
ferring to life, to “real historical processes”,41 
or to a “philosophy of practice”, for “practice 
is what changes the whole methodology of sci-
ences”.42 In his famous quotation Vygotskij 
stresses:  
 

The principle of interrelation of practice 
and philosophy is – I repeat this – the 
stone which had been thrown away by the 
workmen but became a cornerstone.43 

  
Object oriented activity including its phil-

osophical meaning is the category to represent 
the methodological content of what the no-
tion of “life” or the Vygotskijan concept of 
“practice” mean. Anyway, there is no further 
argument needed to confirm that: Activity 
Theory is a methodology.44 But, of course, this 
proposition is still far from a final definition of 
what the specific constituting object of psy-
chology really is.45 
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█  Philosophy of practice as crucial point 
 

In other words, if we want to define cul-
tural historical psychology by its real essence 
in order to distinguish it from every other ex-
isting modern or historical appearance of psy-
chology – or as stated in Wikipedia: behavior-
ism, constructivism, cognitivism, action theo-
ry, culturology, social development theory, 
psychoanalysis or whatever – then there is 
solely one theoretically consistent and suffi-
cient way to do so: that is to look for its meth-
odology.  

Methodology is the very core or kernel to 
distinguish the genuine cultural historical ap-
proach – irrespective of its internal differ-
ences, divergences, terminological discrepan-
cies or verbal contradictions – from any other 
psychological school or tendency.  

Any other criterion – like personal rela-
tions of friendship or rivalry between schools, 
the relation of scholars and their disciples (the 
troika or pjatjorka), their common research 
program or even conceptual framework, not 
to speak of attempts to refer to the frequency 
of using the term activity or other notions – is 
external, secondary and not decisive. This 
does not mean that using such criteria is com-
pletely meaningless or unimportant, but they 
are not of primary importance compared with 
methodology, because methodology – as we 
already saw above – directs the formation of 
every scientific theory by virtue of its orient-
ing and controlling functions.  

To reduce possible expectations requires 
some restrictions: I will not prove the exist-
ence of all these criteria within the ongoing 
discussion of the understanding of the cultural 
historical school nor prove their failure in de-
tail. Nor will I try to repeat the concrete 
methodological analysis of Vygotskij’s crisis 
article with respect to every contemporary 
psychological theory in order to set up my the-
sis. This – I agree – should be done to confirm 
the conclusiveness of my thesis in its full 
range, but would require a genius like 
Vygotskij himself.  

Although several serious scholars, like A.A. 

Leont’ev, V.V. Davydov, M.G. Jaroshevsky, or 
in Germany J. Lompscher, are convinced that 
besides its general methodology cultural histor-
ical psychology is mainly based on the category 
of object oriented activity, I am not sure that 
this assumption of activity as an explanatory 
principle does justice to Vygotskij. But despite 
Vygotskij’s ongoing search for an explanatory 
principle he is in agreement with Leont’ev con-
cerning their common philosophy of practice 
which to me is even more important. 

I will therefore deal with Vygotskij’s and 
Leont’ev’s general methodological foundation 
focussing on their commonalities and dif-
ferences, in the hopes of satisfying some of the 
requirements for a justified assessment of the 
legitimacy of many of the psychological ap-
proaches or research projects relying on Cul-
tural Historical School. 

With these explanations, I can specify my 
second thesis as follows: Vygotskij and Le-
ont’ev use the same methodology with respect to 
Judin’s first and second level of methodological 
knowledge. Or even more provocatively: The 
most important orientation and characteristic of 
the “Cultural Historical School” is its philosophy 
of practice. This means in particular: The cul-
tural historical school of Vygotskij in a narrow 
sense as well as the Char’kov school of Le-
ont’ev use the same philosophy of practice as 
their methodological basis. The refutation of 
this argument requires evidence of the exist-
ence of a different central idea.  

All other existing differences between 
Vygotskij and Leont’ev and their respective 
disciples remain inside the limits of this criteri-
on. That is, they do not reflect the core of their 
common methodology but establish internal 
differentiations within the cultural historical 
school by virtue of using lower levels of meth-
odology or other less important or even exter-
nal or secondary criteria. 

On the other hand, if any member of the 
closer personal circle of the troika used clearly 
divergent methodological principles – e.g. 
Lurija in his early articles on the compatibility 
of psychoanalysis and Marxism or Vygotskij’s 
disciples Zankov and Solov’ev46 – they then in 



 Rückriem 

 

320 

this regard do not belong to cultural historical 
school in the above defined sense. This under-
standing, however, has to prove its plausibility 
by explaining the commonalities and differ-
ences between Vygotskij’s and Leont’ev’s 
views on methodology. 

 
█  Vygotskij and Leont’ev: Commonalities and 

differences 
 

I start with a description of their shared 
philosophical orientation – more precisely: 
with their personal interpretation of what was 
called dialectical materialism. 

But first I should remind you that 
Vygotskij was already a Marxist when he came 
to Moscow. He had read Hegel and Marx in 
German, he was a scholar highly educated in 
dialectical and historical materialism, and he 
was an experienced expert of the Marxian his-
torico-logical method. What is even more im-
portant, with respect to his scientific relation-
ship to Lurija and Leont’ev he was their philo-
sophical teacher and sometimes their sharp 
critic. During his lifetime he had more jobs 
with political responsibility than Leont’ev and 
Lurija put together. It is therefore a totally ig-
norant and absurd allegation and a silly distor-
tion of facts to argue that Lurija and Leont’ev 
had a Marxist influence on Vygotskij.47 

In this respect, it should be mentioned that 
Vygotskij and Leont’ev explained their (some-
times literally identical) philosophical convic-
tions only in the form of manuscripts they 
never published – Vygotskij in his famous   
crisis article,48 and Leont’ev mainly in Materi-
als on Consciousness49 and Methodological Dia-
ry.50 The reason is quite obvious: Their philo-
sophical interpretation of Marxism was so 
clearly in contradiction to the official phrase-
ology of the Communist Party and its Central 
Committee51 that to publish it would have 
been extremely dangerous. In other words, if 
we do not find detailed explanations of their 
philosophical prerequisites explicitly pub-
lished in their writings this is only because of 
political circumstances. 

The main philosophical basis for both 

Vygotskij and Leont’ev was Marx’ and Engels’ 
dialectical theory of the unity and difference of 
nature, that is, of being and thinking or nature 
and consciousness. In the words of Lenin, quot-
ed by Leont’ev, matter and reflection or spirit 
are different forms of a “homogeneous and in-
separable nature”. This implies two important 
ideas seeing movement and reflection as the 
most general characteristics of any matter.  

Concerning movement: There is nothing in 
the world but moving and interacting matter, 
and therefore we do not need to look for any 
additional supernatural forces in order to ex-
plain either the moving nor the interaction of 
nature, because the inevitably emerging con-
tradictions in the course of moving things are 
simultaneously the result and cause of mov-
ing, in other words, movement is a never end-
ing process of emerging and dissolving con-
tradictions – or in the words of Engels: they 
are “causa finalis” of things. Or in Leont’ev’s 
own words: The object of science is «not 
things, not “bodies” outside of or beyond 
movement, outside their relations to other 
“bodies”, but moving bodies – forms of moving 
matter».52And Vygotskij stresses: 
 

that the dialectics of psychology – naming 
general psychology (…) in short – is a sci-
ence of the most general forms of moving.53 

 
During the historical development of 

movement, there emerge new and more com-
plex forms which require special notions and 
concepts with respect to material formations 
like inorganic and organic nature, or animal 
and human nature. With special respect to the 
formation of organic nature, movement is to 
be considered as “self movement”, or in   
modern terminology: as autopoiesis. The 
highest, human, level of self movement is so-
cietal practice.54 In terms of methodology, this 
view may be called a process ontology.  

Concerning reflection: Any interaction of 
things is at the same time a reflection. In in-
teracting with each other, things retain an im-
print of their mutual impacts. In other words, 
reflection is produced by reality, and simulta-
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neously it is in itself a form of reality. During 
the historical development of self-movement 
new and more complex forms of reflection 
emerge as do new forms of interaction and in-
terrelation with those historical forms of self 
movement which require special notions and 
concepts of reflection with respect to material 
formations like inorganic and organic nature, 
or animal and human nature. In Leont’ev’s 
terms: with respect to the formation of or-
ganic nature this reflection has to be consi-
dered as “psyche”. The highest level of reflec-
tion is consciousness. 

To sum up Vygotskij’s and Leont’ev’s phil-
osophical commonalities, it can be said that 
they share the following convictions:  
 

Human practice is 
 

▶ not a special ability which is to be acqui-
red in the course of ontogenesis but is a 
general characteristic of human life. It’s 
realization by any individual will neces-
sarily acquire the existing historical forms 
of societal practice; 

 
▶ not a biological or physical possibility only 

which will be realised by adaptation to cul-
tural contents but is a self-moving process 
which is historically and culturally defined 
from its very beginning and works on a bi-
ological and physical basis; 

 
▶ not purely individual but historically and 

ontogenetically from its very beginning 
societal. Even in its initial ontogenetic de-
velopment this basic historical and societal 
quality has to be considered; 

 
▶ not separable from consciousness. Practice 

produces consciousness and is simultane-
ously its product. Even with mentally 
handicapped people, we have to assume 
the full quality of human practice; 

 
▶ not a more or less successful realization or 

ratification of a running ahead theory but 
always more rich in substance and more 

true than the theory or consciousness an-
ticipating it.55 

 
This implies – as Schürmann puts it – the 

inconceivability and inexhaustibility of prac-
tice, that is its unfathomable historicism.56 
 

Consciousness is 
 

▶ not a super or supernatural entity, but a 
special historical appearance of nature;57 

 
▶ not an assumed apriori of abstract meta-

physical thinking but produced by reality 
itself; 

 
▶ not a fixed or closed system but perma-

nently combined and tied up with the ob-
jective reality of human societal practice 
by real material processes, realising the 
permanent transmission of the material 
into the ideal, of objective reality into con-
sciousness, and vice versa the transfer of 
the idea into reality; 

 
▶ not an appearance existing independently 

from individual persons but a quality of a 
real material person realising his material 
process of life; 

 
▶ not the essential or constituting object58 of 

psychology only, but the object of several 
different sciences. 

 
 Finally, human practice – in the sense of 
self moving process – is not the required ex-
planatory principle but the decisive starting 
point of general psychological research, the 
cornerstone of special methodological studies. 
 
█  Process ontology 
 

The crucial point on which Vygotskij’s and 
Leont’ev’s agree is their understanding of pro-
cess ontology.59 Process ontology means a the-
ory explaining nature by nothing else but pro-
cesses assuming movement as explanatory 
principle which is not to be explained itself. 



 Rückriem 

 

322 

An explanation is not needed for the actuality 
or reality of processes but rather for why and 
how identities, invariabilities, stagnation, sta-
bilities, calmness, and standstill are possible. 
What we formerly used to view as things are 
now and solely products and these products 
are nothing but “coagulated”, or “frozen” pro-
cesses.  

Processes are involved with each other as 
far as any unity of a process is at the same time 
a variety of processes producing a variety of 
products. Processes are always moving by 
themselves. Forces or factors are no more 
causes but aspects of processes which can also 
be viewed as causalities to forces, and forces 
are nothing else than inner differentiations of 
processes. Processes show internal and external 
qualities thus forming a hierarchic and sys-
temic structure of levels making it possible 
that any external aspect appears on another 
level as internal and vice versa. Processes are 
permanently tied up with their complemen-
tary opposing processes whose totality forms a 
similarly structured world. With regard to the 
title of our contribution we may say – quoting 
Schürmann:  
 

Activity Theory is the explanation and 
representation of a complete process on-
tology. To Leont’ev of 1959 activity is the 
concrete form of process concerning the 
level of organic nature; to Leont’ev of 1982 
human activity is the concrete form of pro-
cess concerning the level of society.60 

 
The essential point of their common 

methodological views – even when referring 
to Engels’ Dialectic of Nature – is their then 
revolutionary standpoint that process ontolo-
gy was just a form of conceptualisation and by 
no means a naturalisation of process in which 
processes are objective in the sense of inde-
pendent from our perception and theory be-
ing a sort of hoard or stronghold of truth 
about human practice from which we can de-
duce what human consciousness is, as was the 
official and obligatory interpretation of Marx-
ism by the communist party.61 Schürmann ex-

pressed his summary of the general philoso-
phy of practice in the cultural historical school 
in the formula:  

 
The logic of practice is not the logic of 
theory and it is a fundamental scholastic 
error to consider the logic of theory the 
origin of the logic of practice.  

 
He explains his understanding using criti-

cal psychology as an example. A central argu-
ment underpinning critical psychology’s main 
concept of “action potence”62 is the realisation 
of the existing abilities of man, that is, of given 
possibilities63 whereas the cultural historical 
school proceeds from existing realities in order 
to find out their open possibilities. Human 
practice is not the capacity for a certain po-
tential of acting but is primarily the reality of 
its performance. This reveals the difference be-
tween a deterministic and an indeterministic 
model. We speak of a deterministic approach 
when arguing that human practice can only be 
understood and explained as the result of mul-
tiple effecting conditions that can be directly 
and unequivocally deduced from determining 
factors.  

In contrast to these deterministic models 
of action Activity Theory recognizes and 
stresses the difference between autarky and 
autonomy importantly preserving the self-
movement of any active organism as has been 
perfectly expressed by Leont’ev’s methodolog-
ical warning:  
 

There is no development at all deducible 
from forms of its necessary prerequisites 
only. The dialectical method of Marxism 
requires us to study development as a   
process of self movement, of analysing its 
internal moving relations, contradictions 
and mutual transitions as well as its pre-
requisites as its in itself transforming es-
sential moments.64 

 
█  Conclusions 
 

It is essential to the activity approach and 
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its theory of practice that societal meaning can 
by no means be indoctrinated. Stalin’s idea of 
producing the New Man was totally in-
compatible with this view because of activity 
theory’s process ontology, and because learn-
ing is always a process of self movement and a 
matter of personal sense. In other words, the 
indeterministic model of self movement      
expresses in contrast with determinism a par-
ticular understanding of freedom regarding 
the respective ruling conditions which do not 
function as restrictions but rather as possibili-
ties for taking certain liberties and enabling 
practice. Schürmann is right in calling activity 
theory a political anthropology.65 

It is therefore in the last analysis a political 
decision to set Leont’ev against Vygotskij, and 
to neglect the methodological status of their 
work as well as the process ontology of their 
common theory of practice is to incur severe 
political consequences. It is not enough to 
plead for reading “Vygotskij’s own words”, it 
is rather a question of understanding them. 
But at least this point opens up far reaching 
perspectives on the ideological functions of 
cultural historical psychology I mentioned at 
the beginning. 
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