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CHAPTER 3

The Social Origins of
Higher Mental Functions

g" 3 ne of the most fundamental assumptions that guided Vygotsky’s
k.ﬁ attempt to reformulate psychology on Marxian foundations was
that in order to understand the individual, one must first understand
the social relations in which the individual exists. This assumption was
outlined by Marx (1959) in his Sixth Thesis on Feuerbach and has
been the focus of some current attempts to formulate a Marxist account
of personality (compare Seve, 1978). The influence of Marx’s claim
on Vygotsky is manifested in the following statement: “To paraphrase
a well-known position of Marx’s, we could say that humans’ psycho-
logical nature represents the aggregate of internalized social relations
that have become functions for the individual and forms of the indi-
vidual’s structurc. We do not want to say that this is the meaning of
Marx’s position, but we sec in this position the fullest expression of
that toward which the history of cultural development leads us” (Vy-
gotsky, 1981b, p. 164).!

“On the basis of this Marxian axiom Vygotsky argued that “the social
dimension of consciousness is primary in time and in fact. The indi-
vidual dimension of consciousness is derivative and secondary” (1979,
p- 30). This concept in turn led him to identify what he considered a
major weakness in the psychology that existed at the time he was
writing:

58

Formerly, psychologists tried to derive social behavior from in-
dividual behavior. They investigated individual responses ob-
served in the laboratory and then studied them in the collective.
They studied how the individual’s responses change in the col-
lective sctting. Posing the question in such a way 1s, of coursc,
quite legitimate; but genetically speaking, it deals with the sccond
level in behavioral development. The first problem is to show how
the individual response emerges from the forms of collective
life.  (1981b, pp. 164--165)

As Bruner (1962) has noted, Vygotsky bears an interesting resem-
blance to G. H. Mead (192425, 1934) in connection with this claim.
There are important differences between the two theorists, but on this
point they independently and simultancously constructed similar ideas.
The similarity can be seen by comparing Vygotsky’s comments about
the primacy of the social processes with Mcad’s claim that “the social
act is a precondition of [consciousness]. The mechanism of the social
act can be traced out without introducing into it the conception of
consciousness as a separate clement within that act; hence the social
act, in its more clementary stages or forms, is possible without, or
apart from, some form of consciousness” (1934, p- 18).

Itis worthwhile considering Mead’s point closcly because in addition
to reflecting the gencral parallel between his ideas and Vygotsky’s, it
explicitly raises an important issuc inherent in Vygotsky’s criticism of
the individualiste bias in psychology: the claim that the principles that
account for social processes are not reducible to those that account for
psychological processes. In other words, both Vygotsky and Mead
rejected individual psychological reductionism. In order to carry out
such a critique, one must specify the nature of the social rcality that
is at issuc. Mcad did so primarily in his analysis of the social act,
conversations of gestures, and the like. On the basis of his analysis of
face-to-face social interaction, he devised a set of principles that apply
to the interaction itself and that cannot be replaced by laws of individual
psychology. :

Vygotsky recognized social interaction of this type, but his ¢cSm-
mitment to Marxian theoretical foundations induced him to recognize
another level of social phenomena as well, one that concerns processes
typically studied by social theorists, sociologists, and cconomiists. These
processes are assumed to operate at the socictal or social institutional
level in accordance with a theory such as historical materialism. Like
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many other theorists, Vygotsky did not deny that individuals, guided
by their own mental processes, participate in social life at this level.
However, he clearly assumed that this fact alone cannot explain the
nature of social processes. Rather, they operate according to sociolog-
ical and cconomic principles, particularly the principles of exchange
value and commodification as outlined by Marx (1977) and Marxists
(for example, Lukacs, 1971). In these cases socioeconomic forces arc
understood to operate independently of individual human plan or vo-
lition. I shall term the principles that govern phenomena at this level
“socictal” or “social institutional” principles.

Vygotsky said very little about the principles that deal with social
institutional phenomena. At first glance this scems ironic, given that
such phenomena are the primary focus of Marx’s writings and that
Vygotsky wished to create a Marxist psychology. However, on further
examination it becomes clear that other theories of social interaction
and psychology had as much, if not more, of an impact on Vygotsky
as Marx’s writings did. Consequently, much that Vygotsky had to say
about the social origins of human consciousness is not necessarily
grounded in the ideas of Marx or of any other social theorist.

The type of social processes on which Vygotsky places primary
emphasis is what I shall term “interpsychological.™ In contrast to
socictal processes, interpsychological processes involve small groups
(frequently dyads) of individuals engaged in concrete social intcractiop
and arc explainable in terms of small-group dynamics and communi-
cative practices. Mead’s notion of the social act is concerned with this
level of social process. As with socictal processes, interpsychological
processes are not reducible to individual psychological processes, which
would constitute a form of individualistic psychological reductionism.
Furthermore, interpsychological processes cannot be equated with so-
cietal processes. To do so would be to engage in a form of sociological
reductionism.

When dealing with the social origins of higher mental processes,
Vygotsky was mainly concerned with interpsychological functioning,
as reflected in his formulation of the “gencral genetic law of cultural
development™:

Any function in the child’s cultural development appears twice,
or on two planes. First it appears on the social plane, and then
on the psychological planc. First it appears between Pcoplc as an
interpsychological category, and then within the child as an in-
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trapsychological category. This is cqually true with regard to vol-
untary attention, logical memory, the formation of concepts, and
the development of volition. We may consider this position as a
law in the full sense of the word, but it goes without saying that
internalization transforms the process itself and changges its struc-
turc and functions. Social rclations or relations among people
genetically underlie all higher functions and their relation-
ships.  (1981b, p. 163)

This law includes strong statements on two issucs. First, it asserts
that terms such as “voluntary attention,” “logical memory,” and “think-
ing” may be properly attributed to groups as well as to individuals.
This unusual use of the terms is essential to Vygotsky’s analysis. The
second, related point concerns the linkage between interpsychological
and intrapsychological functioning. Instcad of merely claiming that
individuals somehow learn by participating in interpsychological func-
tioning, Vygotsky’s formulation means that there is an inherent con-
nection between the two planes of functioning. In certain instances he
saw an isomorphism between the organization of processes on the two
plancs, and in all cases he argued that the form of interpsychological
functioning has a powerful impact on the resulting form of intrapsy-
chological functioning. The importance of the transition from inter-
psychological to intrapsychological functioning for Vygotsky is apparent
in his statement that “we shall place this transition from a social influ-
ence outside the individual to a social influence within the individual
at the center of our research and try to clucidate tht most important
moments from which it arises” (1960, p- 116).

Vygotsky’s concern with the general genetic law of cultural devel-
opment is manifested throughout his writings. I shall examine only
two of the many phenomena he analyzed in this connection: inter-
nalization and the “zone of proximal development.” When analyzing
these and other phenomena, the underlying claim is always that in
order to understand higher mental functioning on the intrapsycho-
logical planc, one must conduct a genetic analysis of its interpsychol-
ogical precursors.

Internalization

Like other theorists, such as Piaget, Vygotsky viewed internalization
as a process whereby certain aspects of patterns of activity that had
been performed on an external plane come to be executed on an internal

Social Origins of Higher Mental Functions / 61



plane. Unlike many other theorists, however, he defined external ac-
tivity in terms of semiotically mediated social processes and argued
that the properties of these processes provide the key to understanding
the emergence of internal functioning. The close relationship that Vy-
gotsky saw between internalization and the social origins of individual
psychological processes is evident in the following passage, where he
argucs that higher mental functions necessarily appear initially in an
external form because they are social processes:

It is necessary that everything internal in higher forms was ex-
ternal, that is, for others it was what it now is for onesclf. Any
higher mental function necessarily goes through an external stage
i its development because it is initially a social function. This is
the center of the whole problem of internal and external behav-
ior . .. When we speak of a process, “external” means “social.”
Any higher mental function was external because it was social at
some point before becoming an internal, truly mental func-
tion.  (1981b, p. 162)

Vygotsky’s focus on social processes induced him to examine the
representational systems that are needed to participate in such pro-
cesses—hence his emphasis on the internalization of speech. In contrast,
Piaget’s focus on the young child’s interaction with physical reality led
him to examine the representational systems required to manipulate
objects. As a result he viewed internalization primarily in terms of
schemata that reflect the regularities of an individual’s physical action.
Thus while both theorists addressed the issuc of internalization, their
different ideas about the origins of human mental processes led them
to focus on quite different activities and representational means.

When contrasting the two positions on this issue, it is interesting
to consider whether they are complementary or incompatible. I would
arguc here as I did carlier with regard to the natural and social lines
of development that there is a degree of complementarity attributable
to the relatively greater sophistication that Piaget brought to the study
of very carly stages of ontogenesis on the one hand and the relatively
greater sophistication that Vygotsky brought to the study of sign-
mediated higher mental functions on the other. Because Piaget carried
out such detailed and insightful analyses of carly sensorimotor intel-
ligence, he was able to identify schemes that had been generalized,
abstracted, and internalized by the final stages of the sensorimotor
period. Of course he dealt with internalization associated with later
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ontogenetic stages as well, but the essential point herc is that for Piaget
internalization occurs in connection with what Vygotsky viewed as the
natural line of development,

In contrast, for Vygotsky the notion of internalization applied only
to the development of higher mental functions and hence the social or
cultiiral linc of development. In this account internalization is a process
inyolvcd in the transformation of social phenomena into psychological
phenomena. Conscquently, Vygotsky saw social reality as playing a
primary role in determining the nature of internal intrapsychological
functioning. 4

On the basis of Vygotsky’s claim about the close relationship be-
tween inter- and intrapsychological forms of higher mental functions,
it might be tempting to assume that he was proposing a “transfer model
of internalization,” whereby properties of social processes arce simply
transferred from the external, interpsychological plane to the internal,
mtrapsychological plane. If one considers certain of Vygotsky’s state-
ments out of context, it would scem that this is indeed what he had
i mind. A closer examination of his writings, however, reveals that
he clearly did not view internalized higher mental processes as simple
copies of external, interpsychological processes. In formulating his gen-
cral genetic law of cultural development, he stated that, “it goes without
saying that internalization transforms the process itself and changes its
structure and functions” (1981a, p. 163).

Zinchenko (1985) has noted that Vygotsky’s approach rejects both
the assumption that the structures of external and internal activity are
identical and the assumption that they are unrelated. The first position
makes the notion of internalization uninteresting and trivial, whereas
the second makes it unresolvable. Tnstead of taking cither position,
Vygotsky argued that there is an inherent relationship between external
and internal activity, but it is a_genetic relationship in which the major
issuc is how internal mental processes are created as a result of the
child’s exposure to what Vygotsky called “mature cultural forms of
behavior™ (1981b, p. 1s1).

Leont’ev (1981) has examined this process in relation to the broader
issuc of consciousness:

Harlier approaches in psychology viewed consciousness as some
sort of metapsychological plane of movement of mental processcs.
But consciousness is not given from the beginning and is not
produced by nature: consciousness is a product of socicty: it is
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produced. Thercfore consciousness is not a postulate and is not a
condition of psychology; r rather, it is a problem for psychology—
an object of concrete mvcsmg‘mon

Thus the process of internalization is not the transferral of an
external activity to a preexisting, internal “plane of consciousness™:
it is the process in which this internal planc is formed.  (pp. 56—

§57)

There are important differences between Leont’ev’s and Vygotsky’s
general theoretical frameworks, especially with regard to the emphasis
given to semiotic mediation (compare Wertsch, 1981b; Kozulin, 1984).
As Wertsch and Stone (1985) have noted, however, Leont’ev’s ap-
proach to internalization provides a means for extending and clarifying
Vygotsky’s comments. Consider the latter’s analysis of the origins and
development of nonverbal pointing:

At first the indicatory gesturce is simply an unsuccessful grasping
movement dirceted at an object and designating a forthcoming
action. The child tries to grasp an object that is too far away.
The child’s hands, reaching toward the object, stop and hover in
midair . . . Here we have a child’s movements that do nothing
more than objectively indicate an object.

When the mother comes to the aid of the child and compre-
hends the movement as an indicator, the situation changes in an
essential way. The indicatory gesture becomes a gesture for others.
In response to the child’s unsuccessful grasping movement, a re-
sponsc emerges not on the part of the object, but on the part of
another human. Thus, other people introduce the primary sense
into this unsuccessful grasping movement. And only afterward,
)ng7 to the fact they already have connected the unsuccusiul
grasping movement with the whole objective situation, do chil-
dren themselves begin to use the movement as an indication. The
functions of the movement itself have undergone a change here:
from a movement directed toward an object it has become a
movement directed toward another human being. The grasping
is converted into an indication . . . this movement docs not be-
come a gesture for onesclf except by first being an indication, that
is, functioning objectively as an indication and gesture for others,
being comprehended and understood by surrounding people as
an indicator. Thus the child is the last to become conscious of
the gesture. (1981, pp. 160-161)

In this case the communicative significance of the behavior does not

exist until it is created in adult—child interaction. The combination of
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the child’s behavior and the adult’s response transforms a noncom-
municative behavior into a sign on the mterpsychological planc. The
sign form is transformed from a general reaching and grasping move-
ment to an indicatory gesture. Later, the child gains voluntary control
on the intrapsychological planc over what had formerly existed only
in social interaction.

voluntmy contl()l is the gcncr ploccsq mvolvcd in Vyg()tskys 'lp-
proach to internalization. More specifically, we have argued that in-
ternalization is the process of gaining control over external sign forms.
In the example just outlined, the sign form is converted from a general
rcaching and grasping movement to a true indicatory gesture. Cor-
respondingly, the object involved is transformed for the child from
something that is represented as part of a nonsocial, noncommunicative
setting to something indicated or requested in a social context.

Hence when one asks what it means to gain voluntary control over
signs on the intrapsychological plane, one is asking about internali-
zation as defined by Vygotsky and Leont’ev. According t¢ Vygotsky,
in the “most important type of internalization” children “master the
rules in accordance with which external signs must be used” (1981b,
pp- 184—185).

Thus when a child begins to master a sign form such as pointing in
order to direct an adult’s attention to an object, the child has begun
to develop an aspect of the internal plane of consciousness. This ac-
comphshmcnt is still very primitive and indeed is only the beginning
in the formation of an aspect of internal, intrapsychological function-
ing. However, the fact that pointing begins to exist for the child as
for the adult means that the child’s intrapsychological functioning has
changed. Furthermore, subsequent progress on the interpsychological
planc reflects additional development on the intrapsychological planc.
In this way changes in interpsychological functioning are inherently
linked to changes in intrapsychological functioning,.

Although the veracity of Vygotsky’s account of the origins of point-
ing is open to question (compare Bates, 1976), it illustrates a general
line of rcasoning that 1s clearly valid for several other phenomena in
his analysis. Wertsch and Stone (1985) have argued that in a Vygot-
skian approach structural properties of interpsychological functioning,
such as its dialogical, question—answer organization, are part of the
resulting internal, intrapsychological planc of functioning. This touches
on a broader claim of Vygotsky’s about cxternal and internal func-
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tioning, namely, that because the external processes from which internal
ones derive are necessarily social, internal processes reflect certain as-
pects of social structuring:

The very mechanism underlying higher mental functions is a copy
from social interaction; all higher mental functions are internalized
social relationships . . . Their composition, genetic structure, and
means of action [forms of mediation]—in a word, their whole
nature—is social. Even when we turn to mental [internal] pro-
cesses, their nature remains quasi-social. In their own private sphere,
human beings retain the functions of social interaction.  (1981b,
P 164)

During the past few decades in the USSR, onc of Vygotsky’s fol-
lowers by way of Khar'kov, P. Ya. Gal’perin, has produced several
major works on internalization (for example, 1959, 1960, 1965, 1966,
1969, 1977). His approach does not correspond in all respects with
Vygotsky’s, cspecially with regard to the nature of the semiotic phe-
nomena involved, but in several ways it represents an extension of the
latter’s ideas. Gal'perin’s claims about the stages involved in the inter-
nalization process are particularly valuable. The stages include (1) mak-
ing an external action maximally explicit; (2) transferring its representation
to audible speech, first on the interpsychological plane and then on
the intrapsychological plane; and (3) transferring it to inner speech.

Like Vygotsky and Lcont'ev, Gal’perin has been interested in the
changes an action undergoes as it advances through these stages—in
particular, in how such actions become condensed or abbreviated. He
has argued that “the abbreviation of an operation and its transfer to
the position of a ‘provisionally performed” operation does not mean
the transition of this operation to the mental plane. On the mental
plane the abbreviated operations arc only presumed, not executed”
(1969, p. 257). As I have noted (Wertsch, 1981b) this comment is
consistent with the general point that the relationship between external
and internal functioning is onc involving genetic transformation rather
than an identical replica.

The specifics of Vygotsky’s account of internalization cannot be fully
explicated until one goes into detail on his semiotic analysis. However,
it should be clear by now that this account is grounded in four major
points: (1) Internalization is not a process of copying cxternal reality
on a preexisting internal plane; rather, it is a process wherein an internal
planc of consciousness is formed. (2) The external reality at issue is a
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social interactional one. (3) The specific mechanism at issuc is the
mastery of external sign forms. And (4) the internal plance of con-
sciousness takes on a “quasi-social” nature because of its origins.

The Zone of Proximal Development

It was in connection with the “zone of proximal development™ that
Vygotsky outlined some of his most concrete ideas about the relation-
ship between interpsychological and intrapsychological functioning.

Vygotsky (19344, 1978) introduced the notion of the zone of prox-
imal development in an effort to deal with two practical problems in
cducational psychology: the assessment of children’s intellectual abil-
itics and the evaluation of instructional practices. With respect to the
former, he belicved that existing techniques of psychological testing
focused too heavily on intrapsychological accomplishments and failed
to address the issuc of predicting future growth, a major concern to
Soviet psychology even today. Indeed it has been identified by some
members of the Vygotskian school as a point that distinguishes Sovict
from American research. As Leontev noted in a discussion with
U. Bronfenbrenner (1977) many years after Vygotsky’s death, “Amer-
jcan rescarchers arc constantly seeking to discover how the child came
to be what he is; we in the USSR are striving to discover not how the
child came to be what he is, but how he can become what he not yet
18”7 (p. 528).

Interest in the problem of how a child cansbecome “what he not
yet is” can be traced, in part, to Vygotsky's analysis of the zonc of
proximal development. One of his chief reasons for introducing this
construct was that it allowed him to examine “those functions that
have not yet matured but arc in the process of maturation, functions
that will mature tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic state.
These functions could be termed the ‘buds’ or “flowers’ of development
rather than the “fruits’ of development” (1978, p. 86). Not surprisingly,
Vygotsky saw the “buds of development” in interpsychological func-
tioning. Thus the zone of proximal development is a special case of
his general concern with the genctic law of cultural development. It is
the dynamic region of sensitivity in which the transition from inter-
psychological to intrapsychological functioning can be made.

Vygotsky defined the zone of proximal development as the distance
between a child’s “actual developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving” and the higher level of “potential development: as deter-
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smined. through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers” (ibid.) He argued that it is just as crucial, if
not more so, to measure the level of potential development as it is to
measure the level of actual development. In his view, however, existing
practices were such that “in determining the mental age of a child with
the help of tests we almost always are concerned with the actual level
of development” (1956, p- 446).

In assessing a child’s mental age, the importance of conducting a
scparate analysis of the potential level of development derives from the
fact that it may vary independently of the actual level. Vygotsky illus-
trated this point as follows:

Imagine that we have examined two children and have determined
that the mental age of both is scven years. This means that both
children solve tasks accessible to seven-ycar-olds. However, when
we attempt to push thesc children further in carrying out the tests,
there turns out to be an essential difference between them. With
the help of leading questions, cxamples, and demonstrations, one
of them casily solves test items taken from two years above the
child’s level of [actual] development. The other solves test items
that arc only a half-year above, his or her Jevel of [actual] devel-
opment. (1956, pp. 446—447)

Given this set of circumstances Vygotsky proceeded to ask, “Is the
mental development of these two children the same?” (ibid., p. 447).
Ie argued that in an important sense they are not:

From the point of view of their independent activity they are
equivalent, but from the point of view of their immediate poten-
tial development they are sharply different. That which the child
curns out to be able to do with the help of an adult points us
toward the zone of the child’s proximal development. This means
that with the help of this method, we can take stock not only of
today’s completed process of development, not only the cycles
that are already concluded and done, not only the processes of
maturation that are completed; we can also take stock of processes
that are now in the state of coming into being, that are only
ripening, or only developing. (Ibid., pp. 447—448)

Concern with assessing both the actual and the potential levels of
development has characterized the work of several rescarchers in the
Soviet Union (for example, T. A. Vlasova and M. S. Pevzner, 19715
Vlasova, 1972; T. V. Bgorova, 1973), and it has begun to have an
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impact on U.S. investigators concerned with assessment. A. Brown
and her colleagues (Brown and French, 1979; Brown and Ferrara,
1985; Campione, Brown, Ferrara, and Bryant, 1984) have carried out
several concrete analyses of the relationship between children’s actual
and potential levels of development.

In these studies adult experimenters provided standardized prompts
to assess a child’s potential level on some task after the actual level had
been measured. For example, in one study Brown and R. Ferrara
(1985) presented third and fifth graders with the task of identifying
and continuing sequential patterns of letters, which involved several
different types of sequences and levels of difficulty. Performance was
assessed both on the interpsychological and the intrapsychological planes
of functioning.

On the basis of the interpsychological functioning they devised an
“index of speed of learning” for each child, based on the total number
of standardized prompts required to reach a criterion of original learn-
ing of the letter sequences. While the experimenters found that grade
level and IQ were significantly correlated with the index of speed of
learning, much of the variance in this latter measurc was left unex-
plained. Indeed, “a good third of the children had learning speeds not
predictable from their 1Q scores” (Brown and Ferrara, 1985, p. 228).
That is, by using a measurc based on interpsychological functioning,
Brown and Ferrara identified an aspect of performance that could not
be accounted for on the basis of a standard assessment of the subjects’
intrapsychological functioning,. "

Brown and Ferrara reinstated an interpsychological procedure of
providing standardized prompts after cach child had spent an mter-
mediate period working independently (that is, on the intrapsycho-
logical planc). During this third stage of the study subjects were asked
to solve new sets of letter serics completion tasks designed to assess
their level of maintenance and transfer of lcarning. The children were
divided into low and high transfer groups according to the number of
prompts needed at this time. 1Q was found to be significantly correlated
with the performance measure—in this casc the level of transfer—for
over two-thirds of the children. However, the “static” intrapsycho-
logical measure of IQ once again failed to account for a significant
amount of the variance in the performance of the interpsychological
tasks; many of the children fit neither of the expected profiles of average
IQ and poor transfer or high 1Q and good transfer.

From their findings Brown and Ferrara conclude that mecasurces of
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interpsychological - performance (basically, susceptibility to adules’
prompts) provide a great deal of information about students’ cognitive
level that cannot be obtained from traditional intrapsychological meas-
ures:
Overall, the IQ of almost so percent of the children did not predict
Jearning speed and/or degree of transfer. Thus, from this fairly
wide range of “normal”-ability children (IQ range 88—150) a
number of different learning profiles have emerged, including (r)
slow learners, narrow transferrers, low 1Q (slow); (2) fast learners,
wide tranferrers, high 1Q (fast); (3) fast learners, narrow tranfer-
rers (context-bound);, (4) slow learners, wide transferrers (reflec-
tive); and (5) fast learners, wide transferrers, low IQ (somewhat
analogous to BudofPs bigh scorers). All of these profiles are hidden
when one considers only the child’s initial unaided perfor-
mance. (1985, p. 293)

Studics like this are motivated by Vygotsky’s claims about the use-
fulness of the zone of proximal development when analyzing intelli-
gence testing procedures. The studies typically involve some assessment
of individual children on the basis of a standard instrument such as an
IQ test. This measure of intrapsychological functioning is then com-
pared with the level of interpsychological functioning crcated when an
adult experimenter provides a standard script of hints and other forms
of assistance to the child. In several studies (for example, Ferrara,
Brown, and Campionc, 1983; Campione, Brown, Ferrara, and Bryant,
1984) Vygotsky’s claims about the independence of the actual and
potential levels of development have been borne out.

A sccond way in which Vygotsky argued that the zone of proximal
devclopment is a useful construct concerns processcs of nstruction.
Here again, the general genctic law of cultural development underlies
his discussion, but in addition he saw a specific relationship between
development and instruction.* In his view “instruction and develop-
ment do not directly coincide, but represent two processes that exist
in very complex interrelationships™ (19344, p. 222). On the one hand,
“instruction creates the zone of proximal development” (ibid., p. 450).
But to say that a child can do more when collaborating with an adult
does not mean that the level of potential development may be arbitrarily
high. Rather, Vygotsky argued, the child can operate “only within
certain limits that are strictly fixed by the state of the child’s devel-
opment and intellectual possibilitics” (19344, p. 219). Hence the zone
of proximal development is jointly determined by the child’s level of
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development and the form of instruction involved; it 1s a property
neither of the child nor of interpsychological functioning alonc.

According to Vygotsky, instruction in the zone of proximal devel-
opment “calls to life in the child, awakens and puts in motion an entire
series of internal processes of development. These processes are at the
time possible only in the sphere of interaction with those surrounding
the child and in collaboration with companions, but in the internal
course of development they eventually become the internal property
of the child. (1956, p. 450)

When considering specific forms of instruction, Vygotsky focused
on how interpsychological functioning can be structured such that it
will maximize the growth of intrapsychological functioning: “Instriuc-
tion is good only when it proceeds abead of development. Then it awakens
and vouses to life an entire set of functions which ave in the stage of maturing,
which lie in the zone of proximal development. It is in this way that
instruction plays an extremely important role in development” (19344,
p. 222). In the West, research such as that of Olson (1970) and
L. Sigel (1970, 1979, 1982; also Sigel and Cocking, 1977; Sigel and
Saunders, 1979; Sigel and McGillicuddy-Dclisi, 1984) is motivated
by similar claims.

The kind of instruction Vygotsky had in mind was not concerned
with “specialized, technical skills such as typing or bicycle riding, that
is, skills that have no essential impact on development” (1934, p. 222),
but rather had as its goal “all-round development,” such as instruction
in formal, academic disciplines, cach of whichhas a sphere “in which
the impact of instruction on development is accomplished and fulfilled”
(ibid.).

These and other comments by Vygotsky on the relationship between
instruction and devclopment concern school-age children. He recog-
nized, however, that the same general dynamic occurs in other planes
of development as well: “instruction and development do not mect for
the first time at school age; rather, they are in fact connected with cach
other from the very first day of a child’s life” (1956, p. 44s5). His
approach to analyzing this interrelationship assumed that “we must
understand, first, the relationship that exists between instruction and de-
velopment in general, and then we must understand the specific propertics
of this relationship during the school-nge years” (ibid., p. 4406).

Regardless of the child’s age, Vygotsky emphasized that instruction
is involved in the development “not of natural, but of historical char-
acteristics of humans” (ibid., p. 450). He viewed instruction as an
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aspect of the social rather than the natural line of dcvclopmcn'lt and as
giving risc to higher rather than clementary mental functioning.

Vygotsky's account of the zone of proximal development has spawned
research both in the USSR (for example, Rubtsov, 1981) and in the
West (for cxample, Rogoft and Wertsch, 1984). However, its for-
mulation is wanting in several respects. Three problems must be ad-
dressed if the notion of the zone of proximal development is to be
robust cnough to continue gencerating uscful research hypotheses.

The first problem is Vygotsky’s concept of development. In for-
mulating his argument on the relationship between instruction and
development he bricfly examined and rejected three views: (1) that the
process of development is independent of instruction (“development
or maturation is viewed as a precondition of learning but never the
result of it” {1978, p. 80]); (2) that the process of learning in instruction®
is development; and (3) that approaches such as Koffka’s to overcome
the extremes of the first two by combining aspects of both are valid.
Of the first two views, Vygotsky wrote:

There is a major difference in their assumptions about the tem-
poral relationship berween learning® and developmental processcs.
Theorists who hold the first view assert that developmental cycles
precede learning cycles; maturation precedes learning and instruc-
tion must lag behind mental growth. For the second group of
theorists, both processes occur simultaneously; learning and de-
velopment coincide at all points in the same way that identical
geometrical figures coincide when superimposed. (1978, p. 81)

When speaking of the first group of theorists, Vygotsky primarily had
Piaget in mind; when speaking of the second, E. Thorndike.

In contrast to these two approaches (as well as Koffka’s unsatisfac-
tory compromisc), Vygotsky argued that a more complex relationship
cxists between development and instruction: “Instruction . . . 1§ not
development, although properly organized instruction of the child pulls
mental development behind it and rouses to life a whole series of
developmental processes that outside instruction is an internally nec-
essary and universal moment in the process of a child’s development”
(1956, p. 450). He recognized that “periods of sensitivity,” such as
those identified by Montessori, exist for various aspects of develop-
ment. During these periods, Vygotsky was concerned with the “higher
psychological functions that emerge from the cultural development of

72 1 Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind

the child, having their origins in collaboration and instruction™ (19344,
p. 223).

These comments lecave unanswered the question of what exactly
Vygotsky considered to be development. In his discussion of the re-
lationship between development and instruction, he argued that de-
velopment cannot be reduced to learning in instruction, yet that is
preciscly the interpretation that seems most compatible with his com-
ments about the emergence of intrapsychological from interpsycho-
logical functioning.

The apparent inconsistency arises from the fact that “Vygotsky the
methodologist” (Davydov and Radzikhovskii, 1985) called for an ap-
proach in which development proceeds at least partially in accord with
its own internal dynamic. Vygotsky the psychologist, however, out-
lined an approach in which it is not clear that development is anything
more than the product of learning in instruction.

This problem is perhaps most cvident in Vygotsky’s comments about
the upper limit of a child’s potential level of development. Although
he argued that this limit is partially sct by the child’s actual develop-
ment, he gave no account of why this development could not be re-
duced to past learning in instruction. If it could be so reduced, then
it would seem that more cxtensive instruction at any level of devel-
opment could by itself produce arbitrarily high levels of actual and
potential development. This, however, is widcely understood not to be
the case, for reasons that Vygotsky recognized m principle but not in
the actual practice of his rescarch: namely, that ndcvclopmcnt occurs in
part as a result of its own internal dynamic. Hence the nature of
development and its relationship to instruction is not fully clarified in
a Vygotskian approach. '

This weakness is related to another in Vygotsky’s account of the
natural line of development. There he also needed to invoke some
internal developmental dynamic but failed to do so. Only when an
adequate account of development is formulated in a Vygotskian ap-
proach will it be able to avoid reducing development to learning in
instruction,

My second comment on Vygotsky’s account of the zone of proximal
development concerns his views on the early period of ontogenests.
Vygotsky said very little about this period, largely because of the general
lack of knowledge about infancy at the time he was writing. During
the past few decades, however, this situation has changed drastically,
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and it is now possible to examine the zone of proximal development
at carlier ages than Vygotsky cver attempted to do.

Studics such as thosc conducted by Bruner (19753, 1975b, 1981),
K. Kaye and R. Charney (1980), and Kaye (1982) have identified
some of the complex processes of social and cognitive development
that characterize the very carly period of ontogencesis. In many respects
the findings they report may be viewed as bearing more on the pre-
cursors of the zone of proximal development than on the zone itsclf,
but a complete gencetic analysis would strive to incorporate them.

Recently investigators such as J. Valsiner (1984) and B. Rogof,
C. Malkin, and K. Gilbride (1984) have examined adult—infant interac-
tion specifically from the perspective of the zonc of proximal develop-
ment. For example, Rogoft and her colleagues observed such interaction
involved in operating a jack-in-the-box and reported that “the focus
of interaction shifted from attempting to maintain joint attention (four
months), to managing joint usc of the jack-in-the-box (five-and-one-
half to twelve months), to managing the social relationship in the jomt
activity through persistent symbolic communication (twelve to sev-
enteen months)” (1984, p. 43). These findings dcal with crucial pro-
cesses of entering Into interpsychological functioning. In a Vygotskian
genetic analysis, facts about these processes would have to be viewed
as cssential for understanding later functioning in the zone of proximal
devclopment. Only recently, however, have they begun to be incor-
porated into this rescarch. As such findings are reported, it will be
possible to understand the fundamental social interactional processes
that give risc to increasingly complex zones of proximal development.

My third comment on Vygotsky’s formulation of the zone of prox-
imal development concerns the two types of social phenomena I out-
lined carlier in this chapter. Most of Vygotsky’s discussion of this zone
involves intcrpsychological processes. In certain respects, however, his
comments bear on social institutional phenomena as well. For example,
he argued that the “process of instruction that takes place before school
age is cssentially ditferent from the process of school instruction” (1956,
. 445)- Here he apparcndy viewed certain social institutional contexts
as bearing on interpsychological processcs. The influence in this case
grows from the decontextualization of mediational means. Vygotsky's
general point was that sociohistorical processes at the social institu-
tional level influence interpsychological functioning in the zone of
proximal development.

This point has recently been claborated by rescarchers such as Saxe,

M. Gearhart, and S. Guberman (1984) and P. Griffin and Colc (1984).
Saxc and his colleagues have emphasized that most tasks carried out
in the zone of proximal development are socioculturally specific. For
example, in their analysis of the “cultural task context” (p. 28) of solving
simple number problems, the adult’s representation of the “goal struc-
ture” of the task is grounded in a sociohistorically specific semiotic
system, namely, arithmetic. Saxe (1977, 1981) has demonstrated that
the arithmetic system and its uscs are not natural or universal but
instead depend on sociohistorical context. Hence Saxe and his col-
leagues assume that a full understanding of the zone of proximal de-
Yclopmcnt is possible only if the historically specific context is taken
into account.

Griffin and Cole (1984) have approached the role of social insti-
tutional phenomena in the zone of proximal development somewhat
differently. Following D. B. Elkonin (1972; sce also Wertsch, 1981b)
Griffin and Cole have argued that in order to understand imtcracti()x;
in the zone of proximal development, one must identify the “leading
activities” that characterize various phases of ontogenesis: “as an al-
ternative to internal, individual stage approaches to the study of de-
velopment, leading activitics provide for a notion of socictally provided
progressions, the sort of context-sclection mechanisms that we have
considered important for understanding development” (1984, p. s1).
The types of leading activity that Griffin and Cole have in mind are
play, formal learning, and work. As children engage in these and other
institutionally defined contexts, the nature of interagtion and the zones
of proximal development in which they participate may be expected
to change.

For Saxc and his colleagucs as well as for Griffin and Cole, the
general point is that the interpsychological functioning found in zones
(.)f proximal development may vary widely depending on the social
institutional contexts in which this functioning occurs. Since such con-
texts may be expected to change with sociohistorical settings, the zone
of proximal development provides a point where the ontogenctic and
sociohistorical domains may be examined in interaction (compare Cole,
1985).

Vygotsky’s comments about internalization and the zone of proximal
development are part of a larger concern with the social origins of
higher mental functioning in the individual. In outlining this argument,
I have emphasized some of its weaknesses as well as its strength. The
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weaknesses are many, but his insight about the relationship between
social and individual processes still constitutes a major contribution
today. Again, this contribution is Jargely attributable to the fact that
Vygotsl&y did not operatc within the boundaries of a single social
science or humanitics discipline. His breadth of knowledge 1s at lcast
partially rcsponsiblc for his success 1n avoiding the kind of individual
reductionism that so often characterizes contemporary psychology.




CHAPTER 6

Semiotic Mechanisms in
Vygotsky’s Genetic Law of
Cultural Development

A\ ccording to Vygotsky’s general genetic law of cultural develop-
N ment, all higher mental functions appear first on the inter-
psychological plane and then on the intrapsychological planc. This
claim is central to Vygotsky’s approach, but the processes it entails
have not yet been examined in any great detail. Vygotsky was most
specific about it in connection with his account of egocentric and inner
speech, where he analyzed the forms of semiotic mediation that make
possible the transition from interpsychological to intrapsychological
functioning. In that analysis, however, he focused almost exclusively
on the latter. My concern here is with propertics of interpsychological
processes that make possible the transition to the intrapsychological
planc.

An assumption that underlics everything I shall have to say on this
topic is that interpsychological functioning is nextricably linked with
trapsychological functioning. This claim has emerged repeatedly in

connection with the general point about the social origins of higher

mental functioning in the individual. The specific point I have in mind
here, however, is that in the transition from interpsychological to in-
trapsychological functioning, any change in the former involves a cor-
responding change in the latter. It is sometimes assumed that there is
a sudden, clean shift from social to individual functioning—a child
works with someone on a task and then begins to carry it out inde-

<8

pendently. But to characterize the transition in this way is to miss the
main point about its dynamic, namely, that a scries of changes typically
oceurs on the interpsychological plane and that cach is reflected in a
change in intrapsychological functioning. OFf course, thesc changes are
not always in the form of quantitative increments; many arc qualitative.

The notion of situation definition—the way in which objects and
events! in a situation are represented or defined (Wertsch, 1984.)—18
needed in the analysis of interpsychological functioning. It allows one
to characterize the fact that interlocutors may differ and may change
in their representations of the same set of objects and events. This
difference may be particularly great in the kind of interpsychological
functioning of primary interest to Vygotsky: adult—child interaction
in the zone of proximal development. A child often does not understand
the definition of the objects or the functional significance of behaviors
that are assumed by an adult. In one sense the adult and child are in
the same situation because the same concrete objects and events are
perceptually available to both. In another sense, however, they are not
in the same situation because they do not define these objects and
cvents in the same way.

When interlocutors such as an adult and a child in the zone of
proximal development approach a setting with dissimilar situation def-
itions, it may at first be difficult to sce how they could carry on
cffective communication. After all, they represent many aspects of the
setting in quite different ways. To understand this apparent problem,
one needs to invoke the notion of intersubiectivity. Intersubjectivity
exists when interlocutors share some aspect of their situation defini-
tions. Typically this overlap may occur at several levels, and hence
several levels of intersubjectivity may exist.

In discussing intersubjectivity I shall focus primarily on the work of
R. Rommetvict and his. colleagues (for example, Rommetveit, 1974,
1979a—1979g, 198s; Blakar and Rommetveit, 1979: Hundeide, 1985),
since their position is compatible with a Vygotskian approach to in-
terpsychological functioning,.

The issue of how greater or lesser degrees of intersubjectivity be-
tween speaker and hearer are created, maintained, and reestablished
lics at the foundation of Rommetveit’s approach to the study of human
communication. According to him, “Communication aims at tran-
scendence of the ‘private” worlds of the participants. It scts up what
we might call “states of intersubjectivity” (1979c¢, p. 94).

Rommetveit’s approach contrasts with many contemporary analyscs



that begin with the implicit or explicit claim that when nterlocutors
come together in a speech situation, they share a fund of “background
knowledge” that provides an agreed-upon foundation for communi-
cation. He argues that this assumption has led investigators to overlook
the issue of how communicative behavior creates and transforms a
situation and to focus instead on how an uttcrance simply adds to
preexisting information.

Rommetveit has emphasized that any situation, event, or object has
many possible interpretations and that speech serves to impose a par-
ticular interpretation and create a temporarily shared social reality. He
sees the issuc as one of how the “meaning potential” of linguistic units
and structures provides a “rough draft of a contract” that can be defined
or specified only by considering its role in the communicative context:

The basic problem of human intersubjectivity becomes . . . a ques-
tion concerning in what sense and under what conditions two
persons who cngage in a dialogue can transcend their different
private worlds. And the linguistic basis for this enterprisc, 1 shall
argue, is not a fixed repertory of shared “literal” meanings, but
very general and partially negotiated drafts of contracts concerning
catcgorization and attribution inherent in ordinary language.
(1979f, p. 7)

In Rommetveit’s account, what any particular obscrver “sees” going
on in a situation is an cntircly private affair. However,

it can be talked about and hence—at least under certain conditions
and in some sense—become a temporarily shared social rcuhty
The solitary observer may thus try to transform his “private”
outlook on the situation into a social uahty simply by telling
some other person about it. Once the other person accepts the
invitation to listen and engage in a dialogue, he leaves behind
whatever his prcoccupatiom mi(g, 1t have been the moment “silence
was transformed into speech” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 182).
From that moment on the two of them are jointly committed to
a temporarily shared social world, established and continually
modificd by acts of communication.  (1979g, p- 10)

Among; the illustrations Rommetveit uses to claborate this point is
the following:

What is being said may . . . impose a definite structure upon what
is scen or upon the situation in which it is being said . .. 1 may
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be told, for instance, as [ am watching a large and derelict building;:
“There was not enough profit from production.” What I am not
told at all—but yet am forced to assume in order to make sense
of what I hear—is that the building in front of me is a factory or
a business building of some sort.  (1979b, p. 70)

Thus when interlocutors enter into a communicative context, they
may have different perspectives or only a vaguc interpretation of what
is taken for granted and what the utterances are intended to convey.
Through semiotically mediated “negotiation,” however, they create a
temporarily shared social world, a state of intersubjectivity. The writ-
ings of Rommetveit and his colleagues show that there are many com-
plex aspects to interlocutors’ understanding of the speech situation.
The issues involved can extend from basic trust in the other’s com-
municative abilitics and good intentions to the way a particular referent
is categorized or understood.

Because an adult and a child operating in the zone of proximal
development often bring divergent situation definitions to a task sct-
ting, they may be confronted with severe problems of establishing and
maintaining intersubjectivity. The challenge to the adult is to find a
way to communicate with the child such that the latter can participate
at least in a minimal way in interpsychological functioning and can
eventually come to define the task setting in a new, culturally appro-
priatc way. During carly phascs of development, intersubjectivity usu-
ally cannot be created at the level of verbal formulations and abstract
definitions of the task. Instcad, communicatiof typically must be
grounded in context-bound signs. This communication, which oper-
ates on the basis of a minimal level of shared situation definition (that
is, intersubjectivity), lays the groundwork for the transition to intra-
psychological functioning.

The Transition from Interpsychological
to Intrapsychological Functioning

The uscfulness of the notions of situation definition and intersubjec-
tivity for a Vygotskian approach can be demonstrated by some concrete
examples. The setting that provides the basis for situation definitions
in these examples is relatively simple. It involves using small objects
(the “picces™) to construct one object (the “copy”) in accordance with
another (the “model”). My account of interaction in this sctting will
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focus on these objects and the goal-directed action in which they are
embedded. It does not explicitly examine other aspects of the inter-
action, such as its affective dimensions.

The goal-directed action that is at the core of an adult’s situation
definition of this setting can be analyzed in terms of strategic steps.
The number of steps is positively correlated with the level of detail
used to analyze the action. My analysis, which will not go into great
detail here, identifies the following three strategic steps:

1. Consult the model to determine the identity and location
of the piece needed next.

2. Sclect the picce identified in step 1 from the picces pile.
3. Add the piece sclected in step 2 to the copy.

The strategic steps in this description of the goal-directed action are
mterdefined. An account of cach presupposcs the others in some way.
In addition, the action (made up of the strategic steps) and the objects
arc interdefined. The objects are appropriately understood only if their
roles in the action are specified, and the action can be fully described
only by invoking information about the objects. Hence the situation
definition in this setting involves the interrelated components of goal-
dirccted action (with its strategic steps) and the objects (picces, copy,
model).

What I have said so far characterizes an adult’s typical definition of
the situation. Young children, however, often do not sce the setting
this way. They may agree with the adult only in certain minimal respects
about how objects and actions should be understood. By identifying
the points on which there is adult—child accord, one can recognize
points of intersubjectivity in the zone of proximal development. Many
such points can be found in the transition from interpsychological to
intrapsychological functioning. For cxample, four points were iden-
tificd in my study of American mothers interacting with their preschool
children (Wertsch, 1979a). These points reflect four levels in the tran-
sition from interpsychological to intrapsychological functioning. The
first level is characterized by the fact that the child’s situation definition
1s so different from the adult’s that communication is very difficult.
The adult may attempt to direct the child through the strategic steps,
but the child’s understanding of the objects and goal-directed action
is so limited that the child may not interpret the adult’s utterances
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appropriately. In one case the child’s response to his mother’s utterance
about a puzzle picce depicting a truck window was to shift his attention
to the real windows in the room where they were working. Even
minimal agreement about the definition of objects in this sctting scems
to have been missing, thus leading to this misunderstanding. The issuc
of intersubjectivity about the goal-directed action never arose here since
the adult and child differed in a fundamental way about the definition
of the objects involved; communicating on the basis of the adult’s
situation definition was impossible.

At the second level of intersubjectivity, the adult—child interaction
is not so restricted by the child’s limited situation definition. The child
at least seems to share the adult’s basic understanding of objects in the
setting, namely, that they depict picces of a truck. However, the child
doces not yet understand the nature of the goal-directed action in which
these objects are embedded and consequently often fails to make the
inferences necessary to interpret the adult’s other-regulative utterances.
For example, the child may know that the truck picces are to go in
the copy puzzle but docs not understand that the model must be
matched. This level is generally characterized by the fact that the child
is beginning to participate successfully in the task setting, but the child’s
understanding of the task situation is still far from being in complete
agreement with the adult’s. Thus communication problems arisc be-
cause the child does not see all the implications of an utterance in
other-regulation. "

At the third level of intersubjectivity, the child can respond appro-
priately to other-regulation by making the inferences needed to inter-
pret the adult’s directives even when they are nonexplicit and rely on
an adult-like situation definition. While the process is still carried out
on the interpsychological plane, the fact that the child can make the
appropriate inferences indicates that intrapsychological functioning is
beginning to account for much of the child’s performance. The adult
no longer has to specify all the steps that must be followed in order
to interpret a directive since the child can carry these out on the basis
of a fairly complete situation definition. Indeed, in some cases it scems
that the child is functioning independently and that the adult is simply
providing rcassurances that what the child is doing is correct.

At the fourth and final level identified by Wertsch (1979a) in the
transition from interpsychological to intrapsychological functioning,
the child takes over complete responsibility for carrying out the goal-
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directed task. Egocentric speech may appear during and shortly after
the shift to intrapsychological functioning. This self-regulative form of
semiotic mediation typically shares many structural and functional
propertics with the communicative speech previously used by the dyad.
This is a semiotic manifestation of the fact that the child has mastered
the situation definition with which the adult originally approached the
task. At this point there is almost complete intersubjectivity between
adult and child on the situation definition, a fact that makes further
other-regulation unnecessary.

While my focus here has been on interpsychological functioning, it
is important to realize that cach time I noted an increase in the level
of shared situation definition, I was implicitly dealing with a transfer
of responsibility for the task to intrapsychological functioning by the
child. More and more of what had been accomplished on the inter-
psychological planc was therefore being carried out on the intra-
psychological planc.

This reciprocal relationship has been examined in detail in scveral
other studies (for example, Wertsch, McNamee, McLane, and Budwig,
1980; McLane, 1981; Rogoff, 1984; Sammarco, 1984; Wertsch, Min-
ick, and Arns, 1984; Brown and Ferrara, 1985). All have been con-
cerned with the ways in which responsibility for exccuting a task shifts
from the adult—child dyad to the child. In several studics the situation
definition was grounded in the goal-directed action (involving the three
strategic steps) and the objects (picces, copy, model) outlined carlier.
The focus of these studics was on variation in the form and style of
interpsychological functioning, but in all cases the correlated intra-
psychological functioning was also reflected in the analysis.

J. McLane (1981) cxamined the difference between mother—child
and child—child interaction; J. Sammarco (1984) cxamined mother—
child interaction involving children both with and without language
comprehension deficits; and Wertsch, N. Minick, and F. Arns (1984)
examined mother—child and teacher—child interaction in rural Brazil.
Many complex modes of social interaction were observed, with varying
implications for the transition to intrapsychological functioning.

In these studies a multilevel analysis was used to examine the execution
of cach of the three strategic steps. This analysis concerned the distri-
bution of task responsibility between the tutor and the tutee. The first
level specified who physically carried out the step of looking at the
model, picking up a picce from the picces pile, or inserting the piece
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in the copy. If (and only if) the tutee physically carried out a step, a
second level of analysis assessed whether the behavior was self-regulated
or other-regulated. Major differences appeared in the analyses of these
two levels. For example, whereas middle-class American mothers and
Brazilian teachers almost never physically carried out the steps of pick-
ing up or placing a picce, such behavior was not unusual for rural
Brazilian mothers, American children acting as tutors, and American
mothers working with children with language disorders. By picking
up or placing the picces, these latter scts of tutors gave almost no
strategic responsibility to their tutees, thus minimizing the required
intrapsychological participation on their part. Furthermore, when a
tutce did execute a step, the use of other-regulation varied widely
among the groups of dyads.

Even from the first two levels of analysis, it is possible to identify
major differences among dyads’ forms of interpsychological function-
ing. These differences exist between American mothers and five-and-
onc-half-year-old children when acting as tutors for three-and-one-half-
year-olds (McLane, 1981) between mothers and teachers working with
six-year-olds in rural Brazil (Wertsch, Minick, and Arns, 1984), and
between mother—child interaction involving preschool children with
and without language comprehension deficits (Sammarco, 1984; Woertsch
and Sammarco, 1985). In none of these cases is there a claim that the
unique pattern of social interaction is attributable to the tutor or tutee
alone, but in some cases the findings suggest one or the other more
strongly. For example, findings from a study by”Arns (1980) indicate
that the tutees could have functioned at a higher level than was allowed
by the rural Brazilian mothers. The required level of the children’s
intrapsychological functioning scems to have been significantly deter-
mined by the tutors” behavior. Conversely, in the Sammarco (1984)
study language comprehension disabilities on the part of the tutees
seem to have had a major impact on the level of interpsychological and
intrapsychological functioning. The overall point from the studies is
that children may participate in quite different forms of interpsycho-
logical functioning, and these differences affect how a child participates
on the intrapsychological level in a task setting.

While forms of interpsychological and intrapsychological function-
ing differ significantly, there seems to be at least one common tendency
in how children in these studies come to master the situation definition
of the task: they first participate in the execution of the goal-directed
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task on the interpsychological plane, and only subsequently do they
recognize and master the strategic significance of their behaviors. Rather
than understanding the task and then doing it, the children seem to
have done the task (as a participant in interpsychological functioning)
and then understood it

Perhaps the most revealing cases of how this developmental sequence
works can be found in within-session, microgenctic transitions. Wertsch
and Hickmann (in press) have analyzed several cases of mother—child
interaction in a task setting of constructing a copy puzzle in accordance
with a model and have documented some striking within-session tran-
sitions from interpsychological to intrapsychological functioning. Among
the factors cited as encouraging this transition were (1) a cognitive
readiness on the part of the child, (2) a willingness on the part of the
adult to transfer strategic responsibility to the child, (3) adults’ use of
“reflective assessments” to inform the child of the significance of his
or her behaviors (4) the explicitness of the adults’ directives, and (s)
the possibility for the dialogic structure of interpsychological func-
tioning to be mastered on the intrapsychological plane through the
differentiation of language functions. All five factors are presumably
involved in ontogenctic as well as microgenetic transitions, but their
relative contribution (especially that of the child’s cognitive readiness)
is more difficult to specify in ontogenesis.

These studies have viewed the transition from interpsychological to
intrapsychological functioning in terms of how the child can master
the situation definition that had guided interpsychological functioning.
The process involves entering into interaction on the basis of primitive
intersubjectivity with the tutor (usually an adult) and then going through
onc or more situation “redefinitions” (Wertsch, 1984) until a mature,
culturally appropriate situation definition provides the ground for sclf-
regulation.

My review of the research has stressed that a change on the inter-
psychological planc is necessarily coupled with a change on the intra-
psychological planc. This finding belies any account that regards the
transition as an undifferentiated period of interpsychological function-
ing followed ncatly by an undifterentiated period of intrapsychological
functioning. Furthermore, it highlights the fact that by characterizing
interpsychological functioning in a task sctting, one necessarily char-
acterizes intrapsychological functioning. Indeed this procedure pro-
vides information about individual processes that often can be obtained
in no other way.
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Semiotic Mechanisms in the Transition

If a task is executed correctly and smoothly on the nterpsychological
plane, why should a transition to individual functioning occur? The
problem of why transitions should occur is notoriously difficult for
most theorics of cognitive development, but in this case the solution
may be relatively straightforward. It would scem to be groundcd in
the tendency of adults to encourage increasing participation or inde-
pendence in task performance by children as an inherent aspect of
socialization. As Arns (1980) has shown, the timing and procedures
for encouraging independent functioning may vary widely dcpcnding
on cultural and sociocconomic factors, but the transition is a necessary
part of socialization anywhere.

Hence, one must deal with the specific mechanisms whereby indi-
vidual competency is encouraged. An adult often cannot simply provide
an cxplanation or one set of directives and then insist that the child
begin to function independently. The nature of the transition is typ-
ically more subtle, gradual, and complex. Given Vygotsky’s central
theme about sign mediation, I shall focus especially on the semiotic
mechanisms involved in the transition. Such a focus not only provides
essential information about the eventual “quasi-social” processes in the
individual; it also holds the key to understanding how and why the
child is pushed along the path toward redefining situations in accord-
ance with adult views and thereby comes to function as a mature
member of the culture. .

The two semiotic mechanisms 1 shall examine here are referential
perspective and abbreviation. The former concerns ways of entering
into interpsychological functioning; the latter scems to play a role
primarily in making the transition to intrapsychological functioning.
In both cases the mechanisms create and transform various aspects of
intersubjectivity in a communicative setting where the interlocutors do
not share the same situation definition.

Referential Perspective

To function cffectively on the interpsychological plane, interlocutors
must be able to direct one another’s attention to specific objects and
events. This behavior involves reference. For my purposes, 1 shall ex-
amine the case in which a speaker uses a sign (verbal or nonverbal) to
identify a nonlinguistic referent in the speech situation. This mechanism
involves extralinguistic indexical relationships (that is, relationships
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between sign tokens or unique utterance events and nonlinguistic ob-
jects or events).

A fundamental fact about referring is that the same referent can be
identified in a variety of ways (that is, by using different referring
expressions). For example, assume the following object is the l'C.fCl'Cllt
that a speaker wishes to identify: O. The speaker can choose from a
varicty of referring expressions, such as:

i—a. ...the round thing . . .
i~=b. ... the white thing . . .
i—c. ... the round white thing . . .

Although any onc of these expressions may be used to identify the
referent, they obviously differ in some important respects. The notion
of referential perspective that I'shall develop here is intended to account
for this diffcrence. The referential perspective, or “mode of presenta-
tion” (Frege, 1960), involved in an act of referring is the perspective
or viewpoint utilized by the speaker in order to identify a referent.
Referential perspective is necessarily involved in any act of referring.
Furthermore, the perspective from which a referent is identified may
vary. Thus in 1—a the object is identified in terms of a shape category;
in 1=b it is referred to in terms of a color category; and in 1—c it is
identified from a perspective that combines the two categories.

There may appear to be cases in which a speaker doces not introd.uc‘c
a perspective when referring. For example, one might argue 'thm: it is
possible to identify the referent in the example abovg by using non-
verbal pointing and/or expressions such as the following:

2—a. ...that...

2—b. ...thatone...

This line of reasoning assumes that such verbal and nonverbal means
can be used to identify a referent but do not categorize it and therefore
do not involve the introduction of a perspective. While I would agrece
with the claim that different levels and types of perspective exist, I
would not agree that no perspective is involved in cases of nonverbal
pointing and/or dcictic expressions. The speaker’s communicative act

necessarily defines a referent in a minimal way—namely, in terms of

relative spatiotemporal contiguity between the referent and the speaker,
as in “that” versus “this.”
The fact that a speaker introduces some perspective in any referring
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act is only the starting point in my argument. The main questions [
wish to address arc concerned with how and why a speaker introduces
a particular perspective. These questions lead to a consideration of the
range of semiotic options available to a speaker when introducing a
perspective into a speech situation and the reasons for selecting onc
of these options over another. My analysis is based on the fact that
when identifying a referent, a speaker may introduce different amounts
of information about referential perspective into the speech situation
by choosing different types of referring expressions. In cxamining this
issuc I shall proceed from expressions that minimize the amount of
information about a speaker’s perspective introduced into the speech
to expressions that maximize such information (Wertsch, 1980a).

One of the most important semiotic devices that allow speakers to
identify an intended referent while minimizing information about their
perspective is deixis. Deixis falls under the catcgory of what Peirce
(1931-1935) termed “indexical signs.” The general analysis of index-
1cal signs has been extended by Silverstcin (1976). 1 shall be concerned
here with what he terms “presupposing referential indexes.” Deictics
such as nonverbal pointing or “this” or “that” in English are perhaps
the best examples of this kind of index. An appropriate use of deictics
assumes that the referent already exists cognitively (that is, the referent
is presupposed) for the interlocutors. Given that the existence and
identity of the referent are presupposed and that a deictic referring
expression serves simply to point out this referent, the use of such a
referring expression introduces only a minimal amount of information
about referential perspective into the speech setting. This is what Mor-
ris (1971) had in mind when he stated that “an indexical sign docs
not characterize what it denotes (except to indicate roughly the space—
time coordinates)” (p. 102).

Thus a speaker who uses expressions such as “that” to identify the
intended referent introduces very little information about a particular
way of perceiving or thinking of the object. This fact does not mean
that the speaker and listener cannot or do not think of the referent in
some more complex way. It simply means that the speaker has not
explicitly introduced such information into the speech situation.

A further point about referring expressions is that levels of indexi-
cality rather than its simple presence or absence are involved in an
overall account. Thus the use of nonverbal pointing alonc, without an
accompanying verbal utterance, to identify a referent may introduce
even less information about referential perspective than does an utter-



ance such as “that” or “that one” because it may not signal relative
proximity of the object to the speaker. Conversely, expressions such
as “the round thing” and “the white thing,” which rely morce heavily
on symbolic signs than “that” and “that one,” still involve an element
of indexicality duc to the presence of “the.”

A second way that a speaker minimizes the information about ref-
erential perspective that is introduced into a speech situation is to use
a “common referring cxprcssion” (Wertsch, 1980a). This concept is
borrowed from R. Brown’s (1970) analysis of how a child is introduced
to the way that everyday objects arc identified in speech. Brown argued
that while we can usc a variety of expressions to refer to an object,
there is typically a “most common name” (a categorization) in a speech
community that is based on the function the object normally or most
commonly has:

The name of a thing, the one that tells what it “really” is, is the
name that constitutes the referent as it needs to be constituted
for most purposes. The other names represent categorizations
uscful for one or another purpose. We are even likely to feel that
these recategorizations are acts of imagination, whereas the major
categorization is a kind of passive recognition of the true character
of the referent. (p. 10)

In the case of the referent introduced carlier, “the round thing” or
“the white thing” could be used as a common referring expression. In
the case of any actual utterance event, onc of these categorizations may
indeed be most appropriate and informative for identifying the referent.
The very definition of a common referring cxpression guarantees that
the chances of this being true are fairly high. However, the usc of a
common referring expression typically is not maximally informative
because the information it uses is redundant. The redundancy does not
arise because the information is available in the spatiotemporal orga-
nization of the speech event. Rather, it is redundant because the com-
mon referring expression is the one that the listener would have been
likely to choose if forced to make a choice with no additional contextual
information. Thus to identify the referent above by using common
referring expressions such as “the round thing” or “the white thing”
is to add little new information since it categorizes the object in the
same way that the listener would be most likely to categorize it.

There is also a third semiotic mechanism that allows a speaker to
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maximize the amount of information about referential perspective that
is introduced into the speech context. This kind of referring expression
can introduce a perspective that is informative about the specific way
that the speaker views the referent i the speech event. This “context-
informative” referring expression (Wertsch, 1980a) introduces more
information into the speech situation than either a common or a deictic
referring expression does in the sense that it categorizes the referent
in a way that would not alrcady be obvious to someone who doces not
understand the situation definition. The mother’s use of the expression
“window” at the first level in the transition from inter- to intrapsy-
chological functioning is an example of a context-informative referring
expression (Wertsch, 1979a).

Dcicti.c and common referring expressions, with their associated
perspectives, may serve as a “default” option vis-a-vis context-inform-
ative expressions. A default option can be used when a speaker wishes
to identify a referent without introducing a context-informative refer-
ential perspective.

The ranking of these three types of referring expressions in terms
of informativencss—from deictic to common to context informative—
has several implications for their use in communication. In gencral,
higher levels of intersubjectivity are associated with, but do not require
the use of, more informative referring expressions. By incorporating
an account of the three types of referring expressions into an analysis
of adult—child interaction, it is possible to gain certain insights into a
dyad’s success at attaining intersubjectivity on a situation definition.
In my 1980a study, mother—child interaction was examined in a sctting
where the interlocutors were to use puzzle picces in order to construct
one puzzle (the “copy”) in accordance with another (the “model”).
When properly completed, the copy puzzle depicted a truck that was
identical to the one in the model.

In this study I compared the performance of a dyad involving a two-
and-onc-half-year-old with that of a dyad involving a threc-and-one-
half-ycar-old on onc segment of the task, the segment having to do
with the picces depicting the wheels on the truck. In the case of the
two-and-one-half-year-old, interpsychological functioning with his
mother was at the first level (Wertsch, 1979a) and never really dealt
with the goal-directed action of constructing the copy puzzle in ac-
cordance with the model. Rather, the interaction was constantly dis-
rupted by the fact that the child scemed to categorize objects in the
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task setting in a way quite different from his mother’s. An excerpt from
the discourse making up the interpsychological functioning reflects this
lack of intersubjectivity:

3. C: Look it, crackers. Look. (C looks at the picces pile; C
picks up an inner wheel picece from the pieces pile; C picks up an
outer wheel picece from the picces pile.)

4. M: Crackers. They sort of look like crackers. (C puts the
outer wheel picces in his hand onto the picces pile; C picks up
an outer wheel picce from the pieces pile.)

5. C: Crackers. (C puts the inner wheel picce in his hand back
onto the picces pile.)

6. M: Mm-hm. (C picks up another outer wheel picce from
the picces pile.)

7. C: Look, look . .. Look at the crackers. (C picks up several
additional nonwheel picces from the picces pile.)

8. M: They look like crackers. But they aren’t crackers. But
they aren’t crackers. I think what we’re supposed to do here is
make this truck. (M pats the model puzzle.)

9. M: Can we do that? (M points to the empty frame where
the copy puzzle is to be made.)

10. M: Make this truck (M pats the copy puzzle frame) to
look like this truck. (M pats the model puzzle; C puts all the picces
in his hand back onto the picces pile.)

1. M: Where are the wheels? (M points to the wheel pieces
in the model puzzle; no response from C.)

12z. M: I think we’re supposed to leave this truck (M points
to the model puzzle) all together and make a truck right here (M
points to the empty frame for the copy puzzle) that looks like this
one. (M points to the model puzzie.)

13. M: Lets find the wheels for this truck.

14. C: What's this? (C picks up the truck body picce from the
picces pile.)

A cursory examination of this excerpt reveals that the child was not
very successful at “transcending his private world.” He apparently never
understood that the picces represented wheels on a truck. It seems that
throughout the intcraction he viewed the picces as circles or crackers
rather than as wheels. Because of the child’s constant inability to ne-
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gotiate or “buy into” a situation definition that would be more ap-
propriate for carrying out this culturally defined task, the adult was
forced to adjust her communicative moves such that they could be
interpreted within his alternative framework. Onc of the semiotic mech-
anisms that made it possible for the mother to interact with her child
within the confines of his situation definition was referential perspec-
tive.

In the course of this dyad’s entire problem-solving session, the mother
used twenty-cight referring expressions in her attempts to refer to
wheels (Wertsch, 1980a). The interaction was marked by the usc of scv-
cral different referential perspectives. She used four context-informative
referring expressions (as in utterances 1 and 13), four common re-
ferring cxpressions, and twenty deictic referring expressions. Of the
twenty deictic referring expressions four were instances of nonverbal
pointing alone, and the remaining sixteen involved verbal expressions
such as “they,” “this,” and “it.”

In this interaction the pattern of the mother’s choice of referring
expressions provides particular insight into the problems the dyad was
having in cstablishing a temporarily shared social reality, or intersub-
jectivity. At the beginning of the interaction the child understood or
defined the wheel pieces in terms of “crackerness” rather than “wheel-
ness” (as in utterances 3, 5, and 7). The mother attempted to imposc
a different situation definition on the task setting both by saying that
the wheel pieces were not really crackers (utterance 8),and by intro-
ducing context-informative referential perspectives based on wheels
(utterances 11 and 13) and trucks (utterances 8, 10, 12, and 13). Even
as she was introducing these referential perspectives into the speech
situation, however, she “hedged her bets” by relying extensively on
nonverbal pointing. Thus in all cases except in utterance 13, the mother
accompanied her context-informative referring expressions having to
do with a truck or a wheel with a nonverbal pointing behavior. In the
only instance where she did not supplement her context-informative
referring cxpression with deixis (uttcrance 13), the child’s response
(utterance 14) was inappropriate.

Thus when the child shifted his attention to the appropriate aspects
of the task sctting, he could have been doing so cither because he was
categorizing the objects as the adult was or because he was stmply
following the minimally informative deictic referring expression. If he
were acting on the basis of the former, he would be accepting the
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adult’s situation definition and “transcending his private world.” If he
were acting on the basis of the latter, he would be entering into only
a minimal level of intersubjectivity. That is, he would be attending
to the same referent but categorizing it in a different way from the
adult’s. '

The subsequent cxcerpts indicate that this child was attending to
the referents for thic latter reason. Later in the session the mother again
introduced a context-informative referential perspective concerned with
wheels, but she again accompanied her expressions with a deictic re-
ferring expression, such as “this.” Even later, she switched entirely to
using verbal and nonverbal deixis when identifying referents. She then
introduced another referential perspective by asking the child whether
the object he was holding was “a circle.” He responded by defining
the wheel picce as a circle; that is, he “bought” this referential per-
spective or categorization. “A circle” is a common referring expression
and represents a default option because it is not closely tied to the
specific situation definition (building a truck puzzle that has wheels).
Thus the mother and child were able to agree that the referents were
circles, and so it then was possible to continue their joint cognitive
activity by using dicctic and common referring expressions.

Near the end of the segment of interaction, the mother reintroduced
the context-informative referential perspective based on wheels. This
pattern of reintroducing context-informative referring cxpressions after
an initial lack of success (and the associated switch to default options)
characterizes the interaction of scveral of the mothers in my study
(19792). It often appeared to be a semiotic challenge to the children
to determine whether they were capable of redefining the objects in
the communicative setting in a task-appropriate way. In the case just
mentioned, it seems that this challenge did not meet with success. The
child continued to display behaviors that indicated he was not cate-
gorizing the objects as wheels. For example, at a later point in the
interaction, after continuing to refer to other picces as crackers he put
them in his mouth as if to eat them.

The excerpts of interaction between this two-and-one-half-year-old
and his mother can be summarized as follows. The mother and the
child did not define the goal-directed task and the objects in the setting
in the same way. After initial attempts to introduce a context-informative
referential perspective based on the functional significance of picces in
a pereeptual array depicting a truck, the mother switched to commu-
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nicative moves that did not require this situation definition. One of
the ways that she did this was to switch from context-informative
referring expressions to common and deictic referring expressions (de-
fault options). While she obviously continued to understand that the
puzzle depicted a truck, she ceased (at least temporarily) introducing
referential perspectives that posed semiotic challenges to the child to
enter into intersubjectivity on her terms, that is, to use the same sit-
uation definition. One could argue that she never really required the
child to interpret her utterances strictly on the basis of a situation
definition involving a truck since she supplemented virtually all of her
context-informative reference with deictic reference.

In contrast to the problems that this two-and-one-half-ycar-old had
in transcending his private world, or understanding the adult’s situation
definition, children in the same task sctting often are capable of entering
into a level of intersubjectivity that permits productive joint cognitive
activity. For example, in another excerpt of an interaction between a
three-and-one-half-year-old boy and his mother in the same task sctting
(Wertsch, 1980a), the child scemed to realize immediately which picces
were wheels. He responded appropriately to the mother’s initial in-
troduction of a context-informative referential perspective based on
“wheelness.” Although she subsequently used a deictic referring expres-
sion, the initial success at agreeing on referential perspective indicates
that the switch was not motivated by a need to operate on the basis
of a more primitive situation definition. In this case the deictic referring
cxpression was not functioning as a default options Unlike the two-
and-onc-half-year-old, this three-and-one-half-year-old child quickly and
smoothly entered into a state of intersubjectivity with his mother in
connection with defining the puzzle as a truck, and the mother did
not find it necessary to switch referential perspective in an attempt to
arrive at some shared situation definition.

To summarize, T examined two cases of adult—child interpsycho-
logical functioning in a task setting. These cases differed greatly with
respect to the level of intersubjectivity attained. The examination dem-
onstrated that when confronted with a lack of intersubjectivity in such
interactional settings, an adult can utilize options in referential per-
spective to establish and maintain communication.

Two major points can be made about the use of referential per-
spective in these interactions. First, it again reflects the inherent link
between interpsychological and intrapsychological functioning. The

Semiotic Mechanisms in Vygotsky’s Genetic Law / 175



switches from one referential pcrspcctivc to another obviously reflected
attempts to establish a level of intcrpsychological functioning. In many
instances, however, establishing such a level necessarily involves a spec-
ification of the interlocutors’ intrapsychological representation of the
situation. Any switch in one is inherently linked with a switch in the
other.

My second point concerns the nature of the relationship between
referential perspective and intersubjectivity, that is, between referential
pcrspcctivc in intcrpsych()k)gical and hence intrapsychological func-
tioning. In the casc of the two-and-one-half-year-old above, it appears
that the mother often was forced to change referential pcrspcctivc n
order to bring the common situation definition “down” to the child’s
level. However, she continued to try to introduce context-informative
referential pcrspcctivcs that would lure the child “up” to her situation
definition. The latter represents what I term a “semiotic” challenge. It
is an attempt to communicate by using a semiotic mechanism whose
understanding would require the child to redefine the situation in a
manner more like that of a mature member of the culture. There is
nothing inherently better or worse about representing the round picces
in the puzzle task as wheels. In fact, the model-copying procedure
could be executed pcrfcctly without doing so. Such a representation
was, however, the one chosen spontancously by all the adults in my
studies (19793, 1980a) and hence something on which they all tried
to cstablish intersubjectivity with children.

The notion of a semiotic challenge points out what might be termed
2 “creative” usc of language (compare Silverstein, 1976). Instead of
using signs, n this case linguistic signs, such that they presupposce
another person’s existing intrapsychological situation definition, they
are used to encourage the creation of a new one, on both the inter-
psychological and the intrapsychological plancs. In the particular cases
examined carlier, their use indicated an adult’s attempt to lure a child
into a new situation, that is, to create a new situation definition in
social and individual functioning.

Because referential pcrspcctivc is one device that seems particulariy
well suited for this subtle but powcrful process of setting up semiotic
challenges, it is often used and, I believe, is quite effective. In a nutshell,
referential pcrspcctivc is a semiotic mechanism whose usc can lead a
child to think differently by talking differently. The changes it induces
represent a form of development that meets the criteria | mentioned
carlier.

~~ v FFEDIURY o W S

Abbreviation

A second semiotic mechanism involved in the transition from inter-
psychological to intrapsychological functioning is abbreviation, the
reduction of fully expanded, explicit linguistic representation. Vygotsky
cxamined this phenomenon in his account of inner speech. He claimed
that the “first and most important” property of inner speech is its
“unique abbreviated syntax.” Furthermore, he analyzed egocentric speech
to obtain concrete evidence about the “fragmentary, abbreviated nature
of inner speech as compared with external speech” (19344, p. 292).

In these and other comments about abbreviation Vygotsky dealt
only with the intrapsychological planc of functioning. I shall arguc
that abbreviation plays an important role in interpsychological func-
tioning as well. Specifically, it is instrumental in the changes in adult—
child interpsychological functioning that arc tied to changes in the
child’s intrapsychological functioning.

The starting point for such an argument is to recognize the rela-
tionship between linguistic representation and a situation dcfinition.
All aspects of a situation dcfinition may be explicitly and exhaustively
reflected in speech, or only some of them may appcar. This 1s a matter
of degree. As fewer and fewer aspects are explicitly represented, the
level of abbreviation rises.

Just as there arc many referential perspectives a speaker may take
toward an object, there are many ways in which a speaker may represent
a situation definition when providing other-regulation. A speaker may
use quite explicit (nonabbreviated) utterances when a listener shares
relatively little of the situation definition, but with greater intersub-
jectivity the speaker’s utterances need not be so detailed, or explicit,
because the listener can be relied upon to understand more abbreviated
directives.

These issucs were examined in an analysis of adult—child interaction
where mother—child dyads were assigned the task of constructing a
copy puzzle in accordance with a model (Wertsch and Schneider, 1979).
That is, the study involved the general structure of the objects and
goal-directed action used in carlier illustrations. Again, the strategic
steps that comprise the action in the adult’s situation definition arc (1)
consult the model to determine the identity and location of the piece
needed next, (2) sclect the piece identified in step 1 from the pieces
pile, and (3) add the picce sclected in step 2 to the copy. The major
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difficulty for young children in carrying out this goal-directed action
consistently scems to be in coordinating information from the model
and the copy. The coordination required is reflected in step 1. There
it is specified that one must look at the model, but in order to obtain
relevant information from it one must also know what comes next in
the copy.

The nature of abbreviation in this context becomes obvious when
one considers the fact that the listener must utilize information both
from the model and from the copy in order to respond appropriately
to a directive that deals with only one of them. Tt is especially important
to recognize that in order to comply with a directive that seems to be
concerned only with the copy, the listener may be called upon to
identify and carry out substcps in connection with the model. For
example, utterances is and 16 would be used to direct the listener to
carry out some action concerning the copy, but to comply, the listener
must consult the model:

15. Put the next picce in the copy puzzle.
16. What do you necd in the copy puzzle now?

In this task sctting the listener can identify what piece is needed or
what picce is next only by checking the model. That is, utterances 15
and 16 are abbreviated with respect to the implicit substep of checking
with the model.

Although it is possible to distribute directives along a multivalued
continuum of abbreviation, a simple, dichotomous distinction was used
between “abbreviated” and “nonabbreviated” directives (Wertsch and
Schneider, 1979). Abbreviated directives were defined as those that do
not specifically instruct the listener to consult both the model and the
copy in their puzzle-making task but in fact implicitly require the
listener to make a comparison between the two. Utterances 15 and 16
do not specifically direct the listener to be concerned with both the
copy and the model, but they in fact require the listener to do so in
order to respond appropriately. Nonabbreviated directives were de-
fined as directives with which the listener can comply without having
to carry out any implicit substeps involving both of the puzzles (ibid.).
Examples of nonabbreviated directives are utterances 17 and 18:

7. Find the blue picce in this puzzlc.

18, Put the red piece next to the orange in that puzzle.
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The listener can respond appropriately to both utterances by dealing
with only one of the two puzzles. There is no need to be aware that
two puzzles arc involved in the task and that a specific functional
relationship exists between them.

The distinction between abbreviated and nonabbreviated directives
is not based on how the listener actually responds to the directive
(ibid.). It is based solely on an analysis of the directive utterance,
without regard to the response it elicits. This point is important since
in the task setting virtually every utterance by the adult is a directive,
and if the listener understands the task very well, even a nonabbreviated
directive such as 17 or 18 may be followed by scveral steps beyond
those required to respond to that directive alone. It is possible for the
listener to “see where the speaker is going” with a nonabbreviated
directive and to respond as if he or shcwcfc complying with an ab-
breviated utterance. '

We examined the verbal directives used by cighteen middle-class
American mothers when directing their two-and-one-half-, three-and-
one-half-, or four-and-one-half-year-old children through the task of
making the copy puzzle in accordance with the model (Wertsch and
Schneider, 1979). In those cases where information from the model
was required for correct placement of picces in the copy, we categorized
the directive as cither abbreviated or nonabbreviated.

Several differences were found among the three groups of dyads.
For my purposes here, the findings about the “mix” of abbreviated
and nonabbreviated directives used by the mothers is of greatest in-
terest. The mothers switched from a predominant use of nonabbre-
viated verbal directives to a predominant use of abbreviated verbal
directives as the age of the children increased. That is, directives ad-
dressed to older children were likely to require them to carry out
implicit substeps or subdirectives in order to respond appropriately,
whereas those addressed to younger children were less likely to rcquii‘c
the recognition and exccution of implicit substeps.

The following excerpts of mother—child interaction illustrate the
nature of these differences (ibid.). The first excerpt involves a two-and-
one-half-year-old child and her mother. ‘

19. C: (C looks at the picees pile.) Now what do you think?
20. M: Well, what colors do you still nced?

21. C: (C looks at the copy puzzle; then C looks at the pieces
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pile.) Uh (C looks at the copy puzzle), there’s no purple on there.
(C looks at the picces pile.)

22. M: That’s right.

23. C: I need (C looks at the copy puzzle) two colors for thosc
two empty spaces. (C looks at the picces pile.)

24. M: So where does the purple go?

25. C: Where’s this (C picks up purple cargo square from the
picces pile) purple go, you think?

26. M: Where (C looks at the copy puzzle), is it over here?

27. C: (C looks at the model puzzle.) It’s, oh, I mean only (C
points to the purple cargo square in the model puzzle) in the, it’s
on, it’s right (C points to purple cargo square in the model puzzle)
above the yellow.

28. M: Okay.

29. C: (C inserts the purple cargo square correctly in the copy
puzzle.)

In this segment of discourse the mother’s utterances 20 and 24 are
abbreviated directives, since an appropriate responsc by the child would
require her to deal both with the model puzzle and with the copy
puzzie. In contrast, utterance 26 is a nonabbreviated directive, since
in order to respond appropriately, the child must be concerned with
onc or the other puzzle (in this case, the model) but nced not carry
out any implicit subdirectives that involve consulting both puzzles.

Utterance 30 represents the discoursc that occurred in an episode
for a four-and-one-half-year-old girl and her mother:

30. M: Now (C looks at the copy puzzle) what clse do you
need? (C looks at the model puzzle; then C picks up the black
cargo squarc; then C looks at the copy puzzle; then C looks at
the model puzzle; then C looks at the copy puzzle; then C inserts
the black cargo square correctly in the copy puzzle.)

In this case the only directive in the cpisode was an abbreviated di-
rective. The child did not in fact provide a verbal response here, but
the directive is still abbreviated in our coding system because any
appropriate response (verbal or nonverbal) would have required in-
formation both from the model puzzle and from the copy puzzle.

In addition to illustrating age differences, these two excerpts exhibit
a general fact about the way that abbreviated verbal directives function

in adult—child interaction. When an abbreviated directive such as ut-
terance 20 or 24 was addressed to a younger child, the child often did
not provide the appropriate responsc. For example, after hearing ut-
terance 20, the two-and-once-half-year-old did not shift her cye gaze
to the model. We interpreted this to be a reflection of the child’s failure
to recognize and carry out the implicit subdirectives involved in ut-
terance 20. Conversely, in the case of the older child, the abbreviated
directive was followed by an appropriate sequence of behaviors. This
was interpreted as reflecting the four-and-one-half-year-old’s ability to
identify and carry the subdirectives implicit in uttcrance 30.

In order to analyze differences in the children’s ability to recognize
and carry the implicit subdirectives in abbreviated verbal directives, we
examined their responses to this type of utterance. Specifically, we
identified the subsct of all abbreviated verbal dircctives that resulted
in the correct insertion of the picce in the copy puzzle without any
further assistance from the adult. While it is true that adults used
abbreviated directives with the younger children, such utterances scl-
dom led dircctly (that is, without further adult intervention) to the
correct placement of the picces in the copy puzzle. Conversely, older
children identified and carried out all the implicit subdirectives nec-
essary to sclect and insert the picce correctly significantly more often
than younger children did.

The two segments of mother—child interaction presented above re-
veal why these particular empirical results were obtained in the study
(Wertsch and Schneider, 1979). The example of the interaction be-
tween the two-and-one-half-year-old and her mother represents a com-
mon pattern of interaction in dyads involving younger children. If the
mother used an abbreviated directive at all, she often had to “break it
down” by using subscquent nonabbreviated directives. Thus it should
not be surprising that in the case of younger children (a) the directive
mix included relatively more nonabbreviated directives, and (b) the
correct insertion of a piece in the copy puzzle seldom followed directly
from the use of an abbreviated directive. These tendencies were reversed
in the case of older children.

The results reported in these studies on abbreviation (Wertsch and
Schneider, 1979) are similar to thosc reported by Arns (1980); Wertsch,
Minick, Arns (1984); McLanc (1981); and Sammarco (1984) with
regard to “direct” and “indirect” other-regulation. The analysis of direct
and indirect other-regulation was a part of the multilevel analytic tech-
nique mentioned carlier. After determining that a child’s execution of
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a strategic step was other-regulated, these investigators identified the
type of other-regulation used. Direct other-regulation corresponds
roughly with what we termed nonabbreviated directives (Wertsch and
Schneider, 1979), whercas indirect other-regulation corresponds with
abbreviated directives. In all the studics, significant differences 1 in-
direct other-regulation were found between groups. For example,
Wertsch, Minick, and Arns (1984, reported that in rural Brazil teachers
were much more likely than mothers to use indirect other-regulation
when directing six-ycar-olds through a modcl-copying task. Such re-
sults indicate that the teachers were providing more complex semiotic
challenges to the children than were the mothers. Because they were
faced with more frequent indirect other-regulation when dealing with
tcachers, the children were required to operate on the intrapsycho-
fogical planc with a more sophisticnted situation definition. This 1n
turn offered more ()ppormnitics for taking over full responsibility for
the task than were to be found with rural Brazilian children dealing
with their mothers. Such differences  are the essence of how
interpsychological functioning can vary in its tendency to induce the
transition to intrapsychological function.

As in my account of referential perspective, 1 wish to make two
points about the role of semiotic abbreviation in the transition from
intcrpsychological to intrapsychological functioning. First, analyscs
such as Wertsch and Schncider’s (1979) reveal once again the inherent
link between intcrpsychol()gical and intrapsychological functioning.
Changes on the interpsychological planc typically reflect changes in
the child’s intrapsychological functioning. Thus any analysis of inter-
psychological functioning is seen to be ipso facto an analysis of intra-
psych()k)gical functioning,.

Sccond, abbreviation is another mechanism that allows a tutor to
pose semiotic challenges to a tutec. By using an abbreviated directive,
a tutor is inviting a tutee to identify and carry out the implicit substeps
involved in a task setting. If this challenge is not met, the tutor always
has the option of switching back to nonabbreviated directives, thereby
taking over responsibility once again for certain aspects of the sttuation
definition. The fact, however, that a tutor can switch between abbre-
viated and nonabbreviated directives means that the tutor has another
mechanism for posing semiotic challenges and luring the tutee into a
culturally appropriate situation definition.

The process at issuc here is what Rommetveit has examined in so
much of his writing. What an adult says to a child in interpsychological
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fupctioning in the zone of proximal development may “imposce a def-
mxtcksrructurc ... upon the situation in which it is said” (1979b, p.
70). The transitions in intrapsychological functioning are often pr’od-
ucts of what the child 1s not told at all—but yet 1s forced to assume
in order to make sense of what is heard.

AI have extended Vygotsky’s comments on the general genetic law
of cultural development by examining the communicative mechanisms
that make possible the transition from interpsychological to intra ‘)9 -
cholggical functioning. In order to understand this transition, onc n&LBst
spc.cﬂ){ in more detail than has been done the semiotic mca;ls used in
so‘c‘ml interaction. They provide the key to the origins and transition
of intrapsychological functioning. One must first specity the situat:i(m
ficﬁniti(’m at issuc and then identify ways in which various levels of
1ntcr.s:ubjcctivity can be created through devices such as referential per-
spective and abbreviation. In all the cases examined here, 1 cmphasiicd
the inextricable link between the levels of interpsychological and in-
tl‘:\PS)’ChOI()giCH] functioning, and I noted the potential for using these
d‘cvxcc§ to pose semiotic challenges that would encourage the child to
view situations in a culturally more appropriate way.
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8. The full dtle of this volume is Myshlenic i vecl’: Psikhologicheskie issledovaniya
[Thinking and speech: Psych()log,lml investigations]. The 1962 abridged English
translation of this volume is titled Thought and Language. Russian clearly distin-
guishes between thought (mysl) and thinking (myshienic) and between language
(yazyk) and speech (rech’). Therctore the utle Thinking and Speech will be used
throughout this volume when referring to Vygotsky’s 1934 worlk.

9. Vygotsky often shaved his head during certain times of the year. According
to his daughter (October 16, 1981—conversation), this had nothing to do with
illness or any fad such as that followed at the time by the Futurists. Rather, he
sxmply thought it an Z\ppl()})ll'\t(, way to stay cool during the summer.

The term “genetic” (Russian geneticheskiiy is used thoughout this volume.
In all cases it is used in connection with developmental processes (as in ontogencetic
or phylogenctic) rather than with genes, genetic codes, and the like.

. The term “mental” is used as the translaton of /lsi/ebic/m/:ii throughout this
volume unless otherwise noted. This term contrasts with “psychic” and “psycho-
logical,” which arc sometimes employed as translations. T have avoided “psychic”
because of its inappropriate connotations in English, and “psychological” because
[ wish to reserve it as a translation of psikbologicheskii. “Psychological” tends to be
used by Soviet scholars in connection with the science of mind, whereas “mental”
i$ prcfcrrcc for the object of study. In English, “psychological” often covers both
meanings.

12. Semiotics is the science of Slé,nﬁ It includes linguistics as one of its branches.
[ use the broader term “semiotics™ throughout this volume because Vygotsky’s
concern was with nonlinguistic as well as linguistic signs.

2. Vygotsky’s Genetic Method

This volume includes three chapters. As the authors explain in the foreword,
Vygotsky wrote the first two chapters, and Luria wrote the third. All quotations
used here come cither from the introduction or from the first two chapters.

2. Vygotsky’s cmphasis on decontextualization led him to focus on the devel-
opment of concepts or abstract word meanings in his analysis of mediational means
in social hiﬁl‘()ry Abstract word mcaning is only onc of two major cmplms’cs in
Vy;s,olsky s semiotic analysis. The other is inner speech. Vygotsky noted in passing
that inner spuch emerges only at Jater stages of sociocultural change, but he failed
o develop this claim to any significant extent. Therefore I shall not go into it here.

3. In Soviet psychology the use of the term “methodology” (metodolggiya) is
not restricted such that it refers only to issues of experimental design and the
analysis of empirical data. It has a much broader application, namely, to the
mietatheoretical issue of what constitutes appropriate and valid theorics.

3. The Social Origins of Higher Mental Functions

The distinction between external and internal processes in Vygotsky's account
cannot be equated with the distinction between interpsychological and intrapsy-
chological processes, because Vygotsky identified a type of functioning (egocentric
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speech) that is both external and intrapsychological. His analysis recognized ex-
ternal interpsychological processes, external intrapsychological processes, and in-
ternal intrapsychological processes.

2. A morc literal translation of the Russian term here (fnterpsikbicheshis) would
be “interpsychic” or “intermental.” However, because Vygotsky occasionally em-
ployed the term interpsilholagichesksi and because others such as Cole, John-Steiner,
Scribner, and Souberman (see Vygotsky, 1978) have already used the term “in-
terpsychological,” 1 shall continue that practice here. These same points apply to
Vygotsky’s term intrapsikhicheskii.

The Russian term is zona blizhaisheno vazvitiye. The Russian blishaisheqo is
the superlative form of blizkii (“close”). Hence a more literal translation would be
“zone of closest” or “ncarcst development.” I shall follow the established practice
of using “zone of proximal development” here, however.

The term “instruction” is a translation of the Russian ebichente, a term that
has sometimes been translated as “learning” (for example, Vygotsky, 1978, ch. 6).
The inconsistent translation practice derives from the face that there is no com-
pletcly satisfactory English cquivalent for obuchenie; it refers to the integrated
activity of instructional interaction in which both teaching and learning arc in-
volved. Hence a more accurate, but entircly too cumbersome, translation might
be “teaching-lcarning process.” In English, “instruction” is often understood as
focusing primarily on teaching, but since it may be understood to cover both
teaching and learning, it scems to be the most appropriate translation for my
purposes.

5. In this casc Vygotsky’s use of obuchenie scems to focus primarily on the
learning aspect.

This word is a translation of oluchenie.

L.

4. Vygotsky’s Semiotic Analysis

The English term “unconditional” rather than the more commonly used
“unconditioned” is employed in this volume. Like Toulmin (1978), I believe this
is a better English equivalent for the Russian term bezuslopnyi.

2. Several years after Vygotsky’s death the Prague school linguist J. Mukatovsky
(1977) reexamined Yakubinskii’s ideas. He pointed out that the difference between
monologuc and dialogue doces not correspond to a difference i functional lan-
guages as defined in the Formalist tradition. Rather, he emphasized that one must
view monologue and dialogue as ends of a dynamic p()lauly that arc scldom found
in practice. Instead of purely dialogic or purely monologic speech, one almost
always finds that characteristics of both are involved.

The term “indicatory” rather than “indicative™ is sometimes used as the
English translavon of skazatel'nayn.

4. 1 use the term “reference” here because it is widely accepted in the Fregean
tradition. A more literal translation of predmetnaya otnesennost’, however, would
be “object relatedness.” This latter translation reflects Husserlss terminology.

Kohlberg, Yacger, and Hjertholm (1968) found that during an carly period
in the development of egocentric speech, the proportion of total speech it comprises
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actually increases. This curvilinear growth pattern is consistent with Vygotsky’s
notion of functional differentiation of speech functions but cannot be reconciled
with Piaget’s account of egocentric speech.

6. The Russian term here is znachenie. Thercfore this term is now being used
in a more general way than in the distinction between meaning and sense. T have
made a practice of always using “mcaning” for znachenic, but a more general term
such as “signification” could also be employed here. If it were, it would be an
overarching term for sense and meaning more narrowly interpreted.

5. Extending Vygotsky’s Semiotic Analysis

1. Quine has noted in his accounts of reference that the objects about which
we can speak are by no means limited to physical entities. While he sees physical
objects playing an essential role in carly forms of reference, his account also concerns
how we speak “of attributes, number, scts, all sorts of abstract objects” (1973,
p- 81).

2. There is no definite or indefinite article in Russian. Hence in Vygotsky’s
example (Chasy 1pali), no commitment to the definiteness of the referent was
encoded.

3. In actuality, pitch and stress organization of the utterance would probably
change in the two contexts outlined by Vygotsky. Hence even in this case, some
aspect of the form would probably reflect the context in which it was used.

6. Semiotic Mechanisms in Vygotsky’s Genetic Law of
Cultural Development
1. T usc the terms “objects” and “events” throughout this chapter when dealing
with situation definitions. Although most of the objects and events examined are
in the spatiotemporal contest of the interfocutors involved, they need not be. They
may also be abstract and/or removed from the speech context.

7. Units of Psychological Functioning

t. Much of Vygotsky’s conceptualization about units, including his analogics
based on chemistry (compare Vygotsky, 1962, p. 3), owe a great deal to R. Mitller-
Freinfels (compare Vygotsky, 1971, p. 205).

2. In actuality, cach of the steps is a goal-directed action in its own right.
Thercfore this case actually involves an action made up of actions or subactions.
However, the overall action has a unique psychological status that cannot be
cquated with the sum of the component actions. Since my ultimate concern is
with the overall action, 1 shall follow the practice of labeling ir with “action” and

the three subactions “strategic steps.” Furthermore, when I speak of the action of

constructing the puzzle in accordance with the model, T am really concerned with
the action of inserting a single picee. That is, T am concerned with the successful
exccution of one episode rather than with the entire task. Thus a hicrarchical
structure of actions is involved in the task setting T have chosen to examine. What
[ am calling an action is actually comprised of several strategic steps that could be
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construed as actions in their own right. In addition, the action itself is only part
of the larger task of making the entire puzzle (something that also could be
construed as an action).

8. Mind and Society

1. It 15 worth noting in this connection that Leont’ev and Vygotsky differed
in the importance they placed on semiotic mediation in their theories. It played
a much more central role for Vygorsky than it did for Leont®ev. Hence Vygotsky's
account of social history is grounded in changes in forms of mediation (sec chapter
2), whereas Leont’ev’s rests more heavily on the sociocconomic forces outlined
by Marx.

The use of this term is once of the points at which Leont’ev docs not follow
Vygotsky’s semiotic oricntation. Whereas sense (smysl) for Vygotsky (sce chapter
4) 15 a property of contextualized signs, LeonCev employed this term to deal with
the relationship between two levels of analysis in his approach (action and activity),
neither of which need be semiotic in any essential way.

2. Inwhat follows, I shall be interested in ideal typical versions of these activities
in Western society. These ideal types are seldom if ever achieved in actual practice,
but they serve as a target representation with which such practice may be compared.

3. The type of setting I have in mind is that found in Western educational
institutions where abstract, reflective thinking is encouraged. This is one of the
liveracy practices outlined by Scribner and Cole (1981).

4. However, Bronfenbrenner (1979a) has noted that this is perhaps more a
reemergence rather than an initial appearance of such interest.

5. Although there 15 no evidence that Leont’ev was influenced by Lukdcs, it is
worth noting that in his critique of psychology (for cxample, Leont’ev, 1981) he
focused on problems (such as “contemplation” as outlined in Marx’s First Thesis
on Feuerbach) very similar to those Lukdces had raised several decades carlier in
his critique of philosophy.

6. While Vygotsky often incorporated the notion of labor into his writings, he
almost always had in mind a transhistorical notion of concrete labor. Marx and
Lukdcs were primarily concerned with a second moment of labor that is historically
specific to capitalism—abstract labor (sce Postone, 1983).

7. In accordance with the comments of Clark and Holquist (1985), I am
assuming that Bakhtin was the author of this work.

8. Although some authors (for example, Ivanov, 1976; Pomorska, 1978) claim
otherwise, Clark and Holquist (1985) have concluded that Vygotsky and Bakhtin
were neither personally acquainted nor influenced by once another’s work. In my
opinion, the similarities in their ideas derive from a common intellectual milicu
and familiarity with many of the same works, in particular, Yakubinskii (1923).
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