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This essay is aimed at considering the possibility itself of “metacomprehension”
of the mental reality so cherished by Lev Vygotsky from the positions of cultural
and activity psychology. It is demonstrated that the program Vygostky outlined
for creating the new “general psychology” involves the use of dialectical logic (as
opposed to the contemporary projects of “integrative psychology” based on the
“and - and” logic). Applied in a creative way to the problem of nature of mental
reality, the dialectical logic let the adherents of Alexei Leontiev school draw the
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pretation of the mental reality makes it possible to resolve a number of theoretical
and practical psychological problems anew.
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The most fundamental issues of psychology related to professional
self-identification of psychologists have been discussed at various psy-
chological congresses and conferences as well as on the pages of scien-
tific periodicals recently. Thus, the psychological revue issued by the
Russian Higher School of Economics offered for discussion the follow-
ing two related issues: whether it is generally possible to “metacompre-
hend” the mental reality, as it was cherished by Lev Vygotsky; and what
is the nature of reality studied by psychology (Editorial, 2010, p. 74).
I'd like to give my own reply to the first question: I believe that the Vy-
gotsky metacomprehension of the mental reality is practicable if we ac-
cept his methodological basis for such metacomprehension involving
indispensably a certain reflection prior to resolving this or that issue of
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psychological science. As Vygotsky put it in his Historical sense of psy-
chological crisis, “No science provides for such a variety and plenitude
of methodological problems, for such tightly tied knots and insoluble
contradictions as our science does. That is why no step here should
be taken without a thousand prior calculations and precautions” (Vy-
gotsky, 1982, p. 418). As far as the second question is concerned, I will
provide my answer later, once the essence of the reply to the first one
is clarified.

General Psychology
as Dialectics of Psychology
(L.S. Vygotsky)

It is known that in his methodological work referred above Lev
Vygotsky sequentially advanced the idea that the scientific psychol-
ogy should be totally restructured to create a general science, general
psychology that is going to be the “dialectics of psychology” (ref. L.
Vygotsky, 1982, pp. 419, 420). During the past few decades the word
“dialectics” became in Russia a kind of dirty word, which is easy to
understand if we consider that many of methodologists link it (without
being wrong) to the detested Marxism. But it should be pointed out
that Lev Vygotsky treated the task of creating a Marxist psychology as
a historical task of psychological science. To him, the notion of Marxist
psychology is identical to the notion of scientific psychology in gen-
eral (Ibid., p. 435). To Lev Vygotsky, “the Marxist psychology includes
every genuine scientific trait of psychology; the notion of Marxist psy-
chology is wider than a school or a trend (Ibid.). Vygotsky repudiated
the quotational use of Marxism but he insisted that the Karl Marx’s
method should be used in psychology and that is why he constantly
repeated in his polemical work that “psychology needs its own Capital
to be written” (Ibid., p. 420). I would not comment here on allegations
stating that Lev Vygotsky didn't have the choice and just had to write
this way due to the certain historic conditions. Those statements are
nothing but naive.

This was not, however, Karl Marx who had invented the dialectical
method he applied while writing his Capital. This method appeared as
result of development of dialectical thought since the Ancient Greek
times. During the Modern Age this dialectical method was further de-
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veloped by Benedictus de Spinoza', favorite author of Lev Vygostky,
and, of course, by Georg Hegel whose dialectical system is so compli-
cated that it takes much effort even to understand it, not to mention
mastering it. Thus, for example, Victor Allakhverdov, who I deeply re-
spect, wrote in one of his recent works on the actual crisis in psychol-
ogy and possible ways out of it: “The time has really come to put a
stopper to the phrase-mongering practiced by Hegel and announcing
the existence of a very special dialectical logic with contradiction being
a norm thereof” (Allakhverdov, 2009, p. 83).

The limited framework of this article does not allow me to make a
prolonged digression to the field of dialectical logic mastered by both
Lev Vygotsky and Alexei Leontiev. However, I feel that I should say a few
words on it since as far as it can be seen from the contemporary works
modern authors who write on methods in psychology misunderstand it
to some extent. In addition to that, dialectics is closely connected with
monistic understanding of reality (Naumenko, 1968), and in Russia has
also become a kind of dirty word. So, it is worth considering the modern
methodological discussions arisen in literature to once more clarify the
methodological principles that were taken by L. Vygotsky as a basis of his
psychology and by A. Leontiev as a basis for his theory of activity that I
am going to talk about in the second part of this work.

First of all, it is necessary to define the terms. Philosophers under-
stand the word monism as “considering the diverse phenomena of the
universe in the light of oneness, of single fundamental” (Philosophy;,
2004, p. 523), and pluralism means accepting lots of such fundamentals.
Thus, we consider the ontological monism, i.e. accepting ontological one-
ness of the universe notwithstanding the diversity of its manifestations.
So Spinoza, being a monist, treated the universe as a single and continu-
ous substance manifested in the diversity of its various modi. This mo-
nistic approach applied by Spinoza is opposed to the Cartesian dualism
that was further taken as a basis for many of the paradigms.

The modern critics of monism understand it primarily as gnosio-
logical (categorial) monism. So they often reproach monists for reduc-

Vygotsky wrote that the name of Benedictus de Spinoza “shines like a guiding star
for the researches to come” (Vygotsky, 1984, p. 297). And recently published Vygotsky’s
diaries contain even a more poetic saying: “The great Spinozas works give us the light
throughout centuries like distant stars. This is only the psychology of future that can put
the ideas of Spinoza to practice” (Vygotsky, 2006, p. 295).
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ing the whole diversity of mind descriptions to one single category (e.g.
to the category of activity) and which makes their understanding of the
mental reality one-sided. Versatility is thus opposed to such “one-sided”
view to the reality under study. A. Yurevich believes that this approach
flows directly from the “diversity of mind itself” that, in his opinion,
may be interpreted either as activity, or as behavior, or as image trans-
formation, or in any other way; and this diversity “as itself serves quite
a trivial argument for unavoidability of different approaches to study
it” (Yurevich, 2005, p. 124). In Yurevich’s opinion, it is principally im-
possible to create a single metatheory and that is why “the monist way
to unify psychology <...> loses its adherents” (Yurevich, 2007, p. 506).
Yurevich deems the “methodological liberalism” and “methodological
pluralism” to be the most appropriate approaches to resolving the his-
toric task of creating an “integrative psychology” The author believes
that the latter approach is “not just the validation of disintegration in
psychology being methodologically inevitable, but also a way to get it
integrated, in a manner similar to relations prevailing in the feudal so-
ciety” (Ibid.).

According to M. Guseltseva, the “one-sidedness” of monist approach
is due to the fact that the monists acting in a self-centered way oppose
their position to all the other viewpoints not going beyond the logic
of dilemma way of thinking, in other words, the “or - or” logic. In her
opinion, the new “pluralistic” approach to the problems resolved by the
psychologists should be based on antinomy way of thinking logic, or the
“and - and” logic. “Antinomy way of thinking, she writes, is proved to
be more heuristic than the dilemma way of thinking. Antinomy way of
thinking means that one is capable of accepting different propositions —
the thesis and the antithesis - as parts of an ensemble” (Geseltseva, 2007,
p. 105).

However, in our opinion, the “and - and” logic results in summa-
tive addition of different viewpoints and approaches which does not
form a comprehensive picture of the reality studied by psychology. The
metaphors of mosaic, collage, and kaleidoscope etc are typically used for
describing such a “pluralistic” psychology. Another - dialectical - logic
being the base of monism in the non-vulgar sense of word is needed to
truly comprehend the integrity of the reality studied by psychology. This
type of logic is neither reducible to the “or — or” logic (the dogmatist
logic of thinking, as Hegel used to put it), nor to the “and - and” logic
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(the skeptic logic of thinking). Dialectical logic is not a phrase-monger-
ing that accepts contradictions, but it is the way to resolve an identified
contradiction basing on the further in-depth study of the subject.

In 1958 the master of dialectics E. Ilyenkov said in the report at the
Institute of Philosophy of the USSR Academy of Sciences that the oppo-
nents of the Hegelian dialectics “simply prefer to find faults with Hegel”
not quite understanding his ideas (Ilyenkov, 1999, p. 253). And that is
why, in Ilyenkov’s words, they do not progress from Hegel on but they
go back to Kant, since “that was Kant to whom contradiction meant the
same thing as non-sense <...>. That was Kant who knew and accepted
only one way to resolve contradictions; that is the way ‘to separate the
opposite theses into two different relations”” (Ibid.). However, Hegel (and
further Marx) understands and, consequently, resolves contradictions in
a different manner. Once a contradiction is discovered in the perceived
reality “at the same time and relating to the same things”, a researcher
keeps his specific studies of the subject and sooner or later will find the
way that “the subject itself in the course of its evolution solves and affects
this contradiction” (Ilyenkov, 1999, p. 254). This is exactly the way how
Marx resolved the following contradiction: why does a surplus value
arise under the law of value if this contradicts the law of value? To re-
solve this contradiction the commodity-money domain was put to the
further analysis and a commodity for which consummation is identical
to production of new value, i.e. the man power was found.

This is why L. Vygotsky reiterated that psychology needs its own
Capital to be written; in other words, he wanted this kind of dialectical
logic to be applied to resolving psychological problems. This type of logic
might help us to resolve the “supertask” of the psychological science, i.e.
to create the “particular psychology of man” (according to Hegel, “par-
ticular” means the “unity of the diverse”). However, the “and - and” logic
(or the “not only ... but also” logic) proposed today by pluralists means
just adding (simple summation) different “abstract” knowledge about
the studied subject and eventually discarding the possibility to view psy-
chology as an integrated science.

During the recent years the Russian psychological literature has
spread the opinion that psychology is a science of many subject-matters
and that “every theory in psychology constitutes its own subject-matter
and method of studying” (Kornilova & Smirnov, 2006, p. 152), or that
psychology is a conglomeration of various disciplines and that is why the
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word “psychologist” is the only thing that unites psychologists working
at different fields (ref. V. Petrenko, 2005, p. 292). Thus, the best way to
describe psychology is to imagine a sky-scrapper where each floor has
its own standards for organizing knowledge (Krichevets, 2005). And in
general, all the psychological theories should be regarded as “different
interpretations of mental reality” (Yurevich, 2003, p. 351), so the defini-
tions “more correct” or “less correct” cannot be applicable to all these
theories.

Does that mean that psychology must be deprived of its status of
science at all? V. Allakhverdov pointed out the possibility of the danger
when he was talking about the above subject. And I completely share his
opinion. V. Allakhverdov often asks the following question addressing to
the adherents of “interpretations equivalency”: “So, if we do not know
the absolute truth, than why isn’t it possible to choose the best position?
Science always involves choice. Today we know that both the Ptolemy’s
and Copernicus’s theories were wrong, however, the right choice was
made in favor of the latter [which was of brilliant nonsense] <...>. The
Lavoisier’s theory which was far from perfection came to change the
phlogiston theory as well. It is really hard to imagine the state of contem-
porary physics and chemistry if the choices were not made” (Allakhver-
dov, 2009, p. 51).

V. Allakhverdov is preoccupied by the today state of affairs in psy-
chology but he is sure that the situation is going to change soon since
psychology has matured and it has only to wait till “its Newton” comes
and makes all the necessary summarizing (ref. V. Allakhverdov, 2010, p.
88). I absolutely share the opinion that psychologists must follow a “com-
mon way” and, to my mind, it means creating a particular psychology as
L. Vygotsky defined it; however, it seems to me, that a “Newton of psy-
chology” will not be able to resolve the task. In 1920s L. Vygotsky wrote
in this regard: “Our task is not to mark out our job against the general
flow of the psychological work of the past, but to find a certain new basis
and to make our work the integral part of the whole psychological sci-
ence. This is not our school that we would like to mark out, but we would
like to draw the line between science against non-science, psychology
against non-psychology. The psychology we are talking about does not
still exist. It is to be created and not by a single school. Many generations
of psychologists are going to work on it. As W. James used to put it, psy-
chology will have its genii and its common researchers; and their joint
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work for generations will form psychology in the proper meaning of the
word” (Vygotsky, 1982, p. 436).

It should be noted that L. Vygotsky being a definite ontological mo-
nist did not, however, act in a self-centered way opposing his position
to all the others. L. Vygotsky was going to create a new scientific system
of psychology not by eclectically unifying different viewpoints, but by
revising them fundamentally considering the requirements of practice.
This is why he deemed it necessary to put all the psychological concepts
that ever existed to a critical analysis in terms of their scientific contents.
Thus, one cannot write a serious methodological work on psychology
without having a detailed knowledge of its history or a comprehension
of the logic of its overall development.

It seems that the lack of knowledge on history of our discipline
and the scientific environment it developed in prevents some method-
ologists from appreciating many existing solutions of the psychologi-
cal problems that are based on the dialectical logic. Vygotsky’s idea to
“create the particular psychology of man” was put to practice by the
members of A. Leontiev school who created the psychological theory
of activity. And it seems like the situation around this theory is very
much similar to that around the Hegel’s system as E. Ilyenkov put it:
without understanding it they prefer to find faults with it or discard it
as unnecessary “in the new historical conditions.” But in any case, its
fundamental principals are not put to any critical analysis. However, it
should be mentioned that this theory is purposefully based on the dia-
lectical logic and not on the skeptic logic or the dogmatist logic Hegel
insisted on overcoming.

Dialectical Solution to the Problem
of Nature of the Mental Reality Offered
by the Members of A. Leontiev School

However incredible it may seem, but the psychology of activity is
misinterpreted even on the pages of the Editorial of Psychology revue
that opened the discussion mentioned at the very beginning of this ar-
ticle. The Editorial provides for a list of seven “possible answers” to the
question of the nature of mental reality. To spare the time and place, am
not going to cite the complete list here. However, it should be noted that
the way the members of A. Leontiev school viewed the nature of mental
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reality does not match any of those proposed seven answers, though it is
traditionally associated with the first proposed position stating that “the
mental reality objectively exists and our knowledge of it should match
the objective truth (theory of reflection)..” (Editorial, 2010, p. 74). How-
ever, the way that the members of A. Leontiev school viewed the nature
of mental reality is far more complicated.

Firstly, they understand the “objectiveness” in a way close to that of
non-classical or even post non-classical rationality and the criteria of the
above rationality are those identified by V. Stepin (ref. e.g. Stepin, 2008)
and not by those psychologists offering a quite peculiar interpretation of
post non-classical rationality without including, for example, the objec-
tivity principle in the list of the criteria (ref., e.g. M. Guseltseva, 2007).

Secondly, the “theory of reflection” (if we follow the mainstream
and understand this way the vulgarized “Lenin’s theory of reflection”),
strictly speaking, does not form a part of basics of the theory of activity
created by the members of A. Leontiev school. Moreover, A. Leontiev
was reproached for constructivism.

However, the most essential is that the psychological theory of activ-
ity was based on the antidichotomic - dialectical - logic which is insepa-
rably linked to monism (in the ontological sense as stated above). From
the very moment he started to work out the theory of activity (see the
report made in spring of 1934), A. Leontiev stated that the position of his
school is opposed to dualism: “One of the greatest and the most terrible
errors in psychology is the Cartesian error overemphasizing the actual
historical opposition of inner, spiritual processes to the external material
processes of life. The above opposition was generated by social division
of labor. Consequently, the mind was greatly mystified. Our task is to
destroy this mystification in psychology” (Leontiev, 1994, p. 44). In this
relation he develops the ideas of L. Vygotsky who was preoccupied by
the fact that “the logical structure of Cartesian doctrine on soul passions
involving the spiritualist principle balanced by the mechanical one is be-
ing reconstructed in slightest detail under new historical circumstances”
(Vygotsky, 1984, p. 314).

For A. Leontiev, the dualism of the Cartesian scheme is basically
manifested by the postulate of immediacy. A whole monograph can be
written about its appearance in psychology and the attempts to over-
come it. So, we are going to say just a few words on this. It is known that
for the so called classical psychology of consciousness (which was based
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on the system of ideas postulated by Cartesius and Locke) it is typical
to use the dichotomy of the “external” (things and processes pertaining
to the external world) and the “internal” (phenomena and processes of
mind). The external and the internal had nothing in common (since,
according to Cartesius, they were the forms of existence and manifes-
tation of two fundamentally different substances), however they were
linked in an odd mechanic way. This meant that once the receptor appa-
ratus of the subject was stimulated, there came an immediate “response”
to this stimulus in the form of subjective phenomena. The postulate of
immediacy was also typical for behaviorism despite the fact that the
subject-matter of psychology within the frames of this doctrine was
considerably changed.

Thus, the unified universe of the human kind was divided into two
abstract “halves” One of these was the self-contained (“observed from
inside”) universe of subjective phenomena. The other one was the uni-
verse of objective phenomena of behavior and physiological processes
deprived of soul and “observed from outside”. A. Asmolov believes that
the paradoxes and oppositions in psychology are entailed by this divi-
sion of the single field of the human nature into two opposite poles, the
“subjectivism” and the “objectivism” (ref. A. Asmolov, 2007, p. 69). Thus,
for example, the “cognitive” and “behavioristic” forms of a “particular
human existence’, the ideographical and nomothetic approaches, the
biological and the social, the individual and the communal etc. in the
man’s psychology are studied abstractly and even sometimes opposed. It
is natural that when the whole is so abstractly divided into two funda-
mentally different “halves” one may either limit oneself by studying just
one of these “halves” (the “or - or” logic) or unite the opposite things
applying the “and - and” principle.

I absolutely share A. Asmolov’s thoughts when he compares the idea
with Ptolemy’s system in cosmogony and talks about “the Copernican
overturn” made by the cultural and activity psychology. As a result, the
binary analysis scheme typical for the “Ptolemy system” was replaced by
another one and there the postulate of immediacy involving dichotomy
of the subjective and the objective was eliminated by the newly intro-
duced notion of activity.

I am referring to V. Allakhverdov’s saying what the state of the
contemporary physics would be if the Ptolemy’s system that matched
the “common sense” had prevailed over the Copernican theory, which
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seemed to be imperfect and absurd. To my mind, the time has come
to make a choice in favor of the “Copernican” understanding of man’s
psychology that was introduced by the adherents of A. Leontiev school
as well as in favor of their quite “absurd” view of the mind as a function
of the indivisible subject-object reality, i.e. the function of activity. The
most precise definitions of the essence of the mind as a special function
of activity are given by A. Leontiev in his work Activity, Conscious, and
Personality. In this book he also defined the subject-matter of psychol-
ogy: “Activity forms a part of the subject-matter of psychology, but not
as a “part” or an “element’, but as its special function. The function is to
position a subject in the material reality and to transform it into a form
of subjectivity” (Leontiev, 2005, p. 73). Or else: “The man’s activity forms
a substance of his consciousness” (Ibid., p. 121). Obviously, this is quite
an “absurd” interpretation of mind which does not match the vulgarized
notion of mind as a “function of brain”, “subjective image of the objec-
tive brain”, “objectively right reflection” etc. Thus, the activity as subject-
object reality is the “substance” of the consciousness (and, I would say,
the mind in general). That is why the mind and the consciousness should
not be treated as the function of brain itself. As A. Leontiev said during
a famous home discussion of 1969, we should not hammer in the mind
“beneath the cranial roof” since this means nailed it in “a coffin”. There is
no escape from beneath the cranial roof. <...>. The consciousness <...>
is in the outside world as much as it is beneath the cranial roof. This is a
spiritualized world and it is spiritualized by the man’s activity” (Leontiev,
2005, p. 308).

Thus, the mind is a special function or even a “functional organ” (as
A. Ukhtomsky defined it?) of activity identified by the special tasks it re-
solves, i.e. by the image (model) of the universe created by a subject bas-
ing on the different forms of orientation in it and by accordingly adjust-
ing the activity of the subject in his own world. Consequently, the mind
is initially positioned outside the reality that is defined, on the one hand,
by the internal (whatever the meaning of this term is: brain, soul, self-
contained subjective) and, on the other hand, by the external (stimuli,
environment etc.). Thus, the mental is neither objective nor subjective,

2 According to A. Ukhtomsky, a functional organ is a temporary combination of forces
capable of achieving a certain goal. As far as psychology is concerned, this approach was
widely used by V. Zinchenko in many of his works.
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it is subject-objective reality available for scientific (and objective in the
modern meaning of the word) research.

Due to the limited framework of this article, we are not able to look
into the most essential consequences of such an antidichotomic position
for resolving the fundamental problems of the modern psychology that
are basically resolved now either with the use of “and — and” logic or the
“or — or” logic. We would only refer to the previously published article
(Sokolova, 2007) covering the elimination within the frames of the cul-
tural and activity psychology the following dichotomies so essential for
psychology: “internal vs. external’, “reflection vs. construction”, “natural
science approach vs. humanitarian approach”

As far as the practical meaning of understanding the mind as a func-
tional organ of activity is concerned, at the early stage of A. Leontiev school
(during the 1930s and 1940s) a number of researches were conducted and
it was proved that the specific characteristics of mental processes depend
on the features of activity performed by the subject. Thus, for example, P.
Zinchenko (1939) proved that the information becomes involuntary and
is remembered if it is directly connected with the purpose of the activity
but not with its conditions. In the mid-1930s A. Leontiev and A. Rosen-
blum conducted some researches of activities and interests of people
coming to the Gorky Park in Moscow. As a result, it was demonstratively
proven that “it is in the course of activity itself that the interest is activated
entailing questions and the need for clarifications and help.” (Leontiev &
Rosenblum, 1999, p. 422). This is why if we need, for example, to make
children interested in obtaining scientific knowledge, we should involve
them into specific activities that require scientific knowledge. At the same
time K. Khomenko and O. Kontsevaya were studying the way a child un-
derstands metaphors. And it was demonstrated that children understand
metaphors much better if they encounter these metaphors in a fairy tale
but not if these metaphors are told to them by adults (ref. A. Zaporo-
zhets, 1986). And during the 1940s some researches proved that the level
of memorization among preschool age children do vary subject to the
environment activities (Istomina, 1948) and that certain motives of ac-
tivities play a role in regulating it (Manuilenko, 1948) etc. Even wounded
soldiers showed different recovery rate subject to activities involving ac-
tions aimed at recovery (Zaporozhets & Leontiev, 1945).

During the recent years similar ideas were expressed by our col-
leagues abroad. Thus, M. Cole in his book “Cultural-Historical Psychol-
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ogy: A Once and Future Discipline” (1997) gives some examples of study-
ing different mental processes in the context of this or that “day-to-day
activity”. For instance, children say more complicated phrases and per-
form more complicated intellectual tasks in the course of spontaneous
interaction than while being “interrogated by the adults” (ref. Cole, 1997,
p. 265). A foreign language is also mastered more effectively if a child
is involved in an activity that requires the knowledge of this language
rather than when the child is left alone in a room with a working TV (ref.
Ibid., p. 230). African children born and raised in a trading tribe would
perform elementary arithmetic operations much better than children
born and raised in a farming tribe (ref. Ibid., p. 238).

The above proves the general idea of cultural and activity psychol-
ogy that any mental process is a function of a certain activity and that
this process should not be isolated from the latter activity in the course
of research.

Conclusion

Here is the general conclusion from the analysis we performed. The
“Copernican” overturn made by the cultural and activity psychology
interpreting mind as a functional organ of activity, i.e. as a subject-ob-
jective reality, was possible due to the purposeful application of dialecti-
cal logic. The latter involves a very complicated work on resolving the
contradictions arising in psychology and “eliminating” dichotomies that
arise inevitably if the reality is regarded in a non-dialectic way. A simple
“summing” of different approaches applying the “and - and” principle
and accepting “equivalency” thereof do not provide for a comprehen-
sive picture of the reality studied by psychologists, of its functioning and
development and, thus, do not provide for professional identification of
psychologists preserving in psychology the existing pluralism and mak-
ing it disintegrated, split into different fields, schools, and approaches.
And what is the most essential is that this situation causes the general
belief that psychology is a special field, that the laws of the other sciences
are not applicable to it, that it is not possible to perform any systematic
work therein, that progress there is rather doubtful etc. In this case the
very existence of psychology as a science is questioned and this conclu-
sion is opposed by the professionals who work in the field of the “highly
organized practice” dealing with the whole man. The life dialectics of



36 Elena E. Sokolova

this whole man should be represented in a complicated system of scien-
tific notions that corresponds to this life and creating this system is an
immense and highly important historical task as it was in L. Vygotsky’s
times. Efforts of several generations of psychologists are needed to re-
solve this task and, thus, the new psychology, as L. Vygotsky put it, “will
be as much different from the today’s one as, in Spinoza’s words, Canis
Major (the dog constellation) is different from a real dog” (Vygotsky,
1982, p. 436).
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