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The categories "dbgtract” and "concrete' are extremely important not only for psychology, but
for logic, linguigics and philosophy. They play a maor role in our understanding of ourselves
and fdlow humans, and in the planning of our socia and politica actions. Because Marx was
acutely aware of this, and despite the fact that the treatment of the categories of the "abstract”
and "concrete’ is nowhere fully explicit in any of his writings, he reconceptudized them in a
revolutionary manner.

The use of the categories of "abdract" and "concrete’ within the English language publica
tions of the Marxis culturd-historicd school of psychology will be surveyed informdly. It
will be shown that Vygotsky's and later, Lurids usage of the categories "abdtract” and
"concrete’, are increasingly incompatible with Marx's usage. Leontyev did not address the
issue. The main contribution of this essay will therefore by an atempt to draw out

1) the impact of this tendon on the culturd-higtorica school of psychology, and indirectly, on
activity theory and

2) the reorganisation of activity theory which can and must be caried out to permit it to
become more internaly coherant on the one hand, and to interface more naturdly with other
disciplines, linguigtics, logic, pedagogy, philosophy, history, and politics, thereby assuring a
wider (external) coherance for the theory.

The history of conceptions of the categories abstract and concr ete

The higtory of conceptions of the categories of "dbdract” and "concrete' is redively uniform
in its pre and post-(non)-Marxist ambulation (Hegd excepted). In short, from Indo-Chrigtian
culture to post-indudtria podtivism, "concrete’ is dated to be low-levd cognition and
"abdtract” to be high level cognition.

Max' s view of these categories is an inverson of sorts and a diaecticad sublation of this
antinomy. For Marx, an "abgract” concept is an undeveloped unity of identica aspects of a
representation of a thing or process. A "concrete' concept is a developed unity of diverse
aspects of a representation of a thing or process. More specifically, a "concrete' concept is a
logically coherant sysem of definitions each of which is abdract, in isolation, but each of
which becomes endowed with concreteness with development of the concept. In Marx's
interpretation, both types of cognition, "abgtract” and "concrete', have red referents, and both
can consist either of averbal (conceptual) or non-verbal (cognitivo-perceptual) process.?

The early cultural-historical school of psychology and the categories of " abstract” and
" concr ete"
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Though Vygotsky came close to the Marxist concept, he did not fully iecognize it. He tended
to relegate concrete thought to factudly based mentd "complexes' (perception) and abstract
thought to logica "concepts':

"In the experimenta setting, the child produces a pseudo-concept every time he surrounds a
sample with objects that could just as well have been assembled on the basis of an abstract
concept. For ingance, when the sample is a ydlow triangle and the child picks out dl the
triangles in the experimentd materid, he could have been guided by the genera idea or
concept of a triangle. Experimenta andysis shows, however, that in redity the child is guided
by the concrete, vigble likeness and has formed only an associative complex limited to a
certain kind of perceptua bond. Although the results are identical, the process by which they
arereached isnot at dl the same as in conceptua thinking." (Vygotsky 1962, p. 66).

In an atempt to maximaly schematize the digtinction, Vygotsky relegated concrete cognition
to "immediate sensory grasp’ of an object, and devated abdract cognition to "maximdly
generdized conceptudization of an object” (p. 112). He further tended to view concrete
thought as spontaneous and abstract thought as deliberate;

"All these traits of written gpeech explan why its development in the schoolchild fals far
behind that of ord speech. The discrepancy is caused by the child's proficiency in sponta
neous, unconscious activity and his lack of skill in abdract, ddiberate activity." (Vygotsky
1962, p. 100).

At one point Vygotsky glimpsed that concreteness re-emerges in what he conceived to be the
ascenson to the abdract as "a difficult trandfer of abdtract” concepts to varying "concrete’
gpplications. He drew the correct concluson that this demondrates the unviability of inter-
preting cognitive growth as pure acquigtion of logica prowess, but faled to dlocate to this
operation itsfull podtive datus:

"The grestest difficulty of al is the gpplication of a concept, finaly grasped and formulated
on the abdract level, to new concrete Situations that must be viewed in these abdtract terms - a
kind of transfer usudly mastered only toward the end of the adolescent period. The trangtion
from the abgract to the concrete proves just as arduous for the youth as the earlier trangtion
from the concrete to the abstract.” (Vygotsky 1962, p. 80).

It is remarkable that both Vygotsky and Luria viewed concrete thought as "ungtable' and
abdract thought as "dable’. This betrays ther insufficiently didecticad view of the category
of concreteness in paticular - ther interest being excessvely focussed on limited pieces of
observation of child cognition:

"In pathologica disturbances of conceptud thinking, the measure of generdity of concepts is
distorted, the baance between the abstract and the concrete is upset, and the relationship to
other concepts becomes ungtable. The mental act through which both the object and the
object' s relation to the concept are grasped loses its unity, and thought begins to run aong
broken, capricious, illogicd lines' (Vygotsky 1962, p. 113-114).

"[...] operations are performed on a verbalogicad plane and [...] the word has acquired a new
stable, abstract meaning” (Luria 1982, p. 68).

The clearest representation of "concrete’ and "abdtract” as a linear progresson from lower to
higher cognition, the mogt obvioudy nonMarxist account of the relation between the two
categories, isprovided by Luria

"[... ] unlike animds, humans possess new forms of reflecting redity - forms which are not
visud and corcrete but are abstracted through experience, forms which are not sensory but are
rational.” (Luria1982, p. 19).



The culturd-higtorica  psychologists did congtruct a powerful theory of cognitive develop-
ment inspired by the Marxist worldview, and by extremey rich observation of normd and
ontologicd development and careful experimentation. We dhdl focus therefore on thar
contributions to development of cognitive processes referred to above and critical for
contextudizing the impact of these theoreticdly edtranged, and extremely important
categories of "abdract" and "concrete' on otherwise Marxist scientific theory. These most
relevant processes, for the purpose of this essay are the development 1) of andyss and
gynthesis, 2) of generdization and differentiation, 3) of semantic cognition, 4) of the topology
of flow of cognitive processng (microgeness) and 5) of the implementation of phylic and
higorical sructure within the developing thinking brain.

The human development of analysisand synthesis

Like many nonMarxist psychologists, the culturd-historicad psychologists were acutely
aware of the fact that cognition moves back and fourth between andyss and synthess.
Vygotsky was not prepared however to recognize that this occurs in the ascenson to the
concrete:

"The advanced concept presupposes more than unification: To form such a concept it is dso
necessary to abdtract, to sngle out elements, and to view the abstracted eements apart from
the totdity of the concrete experience in which they are embedded. In genuine concept
formation, it is equaly important to unite and to separater Synthess must be combined with
andyss. Complex thinking cannot do both. Its very essence is overabundance, overpro-
duction of connections, and weskness in abstraction.” (Vygotsy 1962, p. 76).

Vygotsky was aware of the possbility of undeveloped abdtraction evolving toward a more
advanced synthetic whole supported by language, but this did not, in his mind, correspond to
aconcrete concept but rather to a more abstract concept:

"A concept emerges only when the abdracted traits are synthesized anew and the resulting
abdract synthess becomes the main insrument of thought. The decisve role in this process,
as our experiments have shown, is played by the word, deliberately used to direct dl the part
processes of advanced concept formation.” (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 78).

Luria approached the problem in a more complete but not sublative manner by sating that the
support provided by language for the development of abdraction is andytic as wel as
synthetic:

"By the "meaning" of a word, we understand the cgpacity of a word not only to subdtitute or
represent objects, not only to dicit associations, but aso to anadyze objects, to isolate and
generdize ther properties. A word not only subditutes for a thing, but dso andyzes it by
introducing it into a system of complex associations and rdations. It is this adracting and
generdizing function that is known asits meaning.”" (Luria 1982, p. 37-38).

The development of generalization and differentiation

We have previoudy seen that Vygotsky associaied the generdization function with the
category of "abgtractness' (p. 113). Though he admitted that concept formation aso proceeds
by dfferentiation, the dominat caegory, or ultimate achievement, in his mind was
generdization:

"From primitive generdizations, verba thought rises to the most abstract concepts. It is not
merely the content of a word that changes, but the way in which redity is generdized and
reflected in aword." (Vygotsy 1962, p. 121-122).



Vygotsky described how generdized concepts reinforce memory thereby increasing cognitive
proficiency:

"[...] as higher levels of generaity and equivalence of concepts are reached, it becomes easier
for a child to remember thoughts independently of words. A young child must reproduce the
exact words in which a meaning was conveyed to him. A schoolchild can dready render a
relaively complex meaning in his own words thus his intdlectua freedom incresses”
(Vygotsky 1962, p. 113).

He further heavily associates generdization with verbd abdraction by bluntly (incorrectly)
dating that neither perception nor memory generdize:

"[ ] thought of a higher leve is governed by the rdations of generdity between concepts - a
system of relations absent from perception and memory" (Vygotsky 1962, p. 116).

Luria adds an interesting twist by caming that the child manifests a predominance of "con
crete’ conceptud differentiation before maturing into a sate of predominance of "abdtract”
conceptud generdization:

"The predominance of differentiation during early ontogenetic stages is a manifestation of the
fact that the processng involved relies on concrete description. The trangtion from differen
tiation to generdization reflects a trandtion from the isolation of features based on a concrete
representation to abstract, verbal-logica generdization." (Luria 1982, p. 60).

Development of semantic cognition

In Lurid s account of semantic development, heavily inspired by Vygotsky and Jacobson, we
find again the linear notion of progress from concreteness (syntagmetic operations) to
abgtraction (paradigmatic operations):

"Consciousness [...] begins to assume a concrete character. Words, through which the world &
reflected, evoke a sysem of practicadly actuated connections. It is only at the find stage that
consciousness acquires an abgtract verbd-logicd chaacter, which differs from the earlier
dages both in its meaning structure and in psychological processes, dthough even a this
dage the connections that characterize the previous stages are covertly preserved.” (Luria
1982, p.53).

Topological aspects of the development of flow of cognitive processing (microgenesis)

We find the fird such demarcation in Vygotsky's rgection of Piaget’ s notion of egocentric
thought. In Piaget's account, the child spesks to himsdf prior to acquiring socidized
(externd) speech. Vygotsky argues, correctly of course, that the developmenta course is the
inverse of this

"In our conception, the true direction of the deveopment of thinking is not from the
individua to the socidized, but from the socid to the individud.” (Vygotsky 1962, p. 20).

Another topologica arangement of the developmental course of thought flow discovered by
Vygotsky is what he terms the "bottom-up" development of spontaneous (everyday) con
ceptudization and the "top-down" devdopment of scientific thought. Here agan Vygotsky
comes close to a didecticd account of the interplay of "abstract” and "concrete”’ categories in
cognition:

"A child's everyday concept, such as "brother" , is saturated with experience. Yet, when he is
asked to solve an abstract problem about a brother's brother, as in Piaget's experiments, he
becomes confused. On the other hand, though he can correctly answer questions about
"davery”, "exploitation" or "civil war", these concepts are schematic and lack the rich content



derived from persond experience. They ae filled in gradudly, in the course of further
schoolwork and reading. One might say that the development of the child s spontaneous
concepts proceeds upward, and the development of his scientific concepts downward, to a
more dementary and concrete level. This is a consequence of the different ways in which the
two kinds of concepts emerge. The inception of a spontaneous concept can usually be traced
to a face-to-face medting with a concrete Stuation, while a scientific concept initidly involves
a"mediated” atitude toward its object.” (Vygotsky 1962, p. 108).

Luria expands this notion to the entire cognitive apparatus, thereby losng the didinction
between gspontaneous and ddiberate thought, but sowing another germ of a potentidly
didectica account of the co-operation of "abstract” and "concrete” categories:

"Convarsdy, in the adult person, with his fully formed higher psychologicd functions the
higher corticd zones have assumed the dominant role. Even when he perceives the world
around him, the adult person organizes (codes) his impressions into logica systems, fits them
into certain schemes; the highest, tertiary zones of the cortex thus begin to control the work of
the secondary zones which are subordinated to them, and if the secondary zones are affected
by a pahologicd leson, the tertiary zones have a compensatory influence on their work. This
relationship between the principd, hierarchicaly organized corticad zones in the adult led
Vygotsky to the concluson that in the late sage of ontogeny the main line of ther interaction
runs "from above downward', and that the work of the adult human cerebra cortex reveals
not so much the dependence of the higher zones on the lower as the opposite - dependence of
the lower (moddly specific) zones on the higher. The reaionships between these primary,
secondary and tertiary cortical zones composing this sysem do not, of course, reman the
same, but change in the course of ontogenetic development. In the young child, as has been

shown, the formation of properly working secondary zones could not take place without the
integrity of the primary zones which conditute their bass, and the proper working of the
tertiary zones would be impossible without adequate development of the secondary (gnostic)
corticd zones which supply the necessry materid for the cregtion of magor cognitive
syntheses. A disturbance of the lower zones of the corresponding types of cortex in infancy
must therefore lead inevitably to incompete development of the higher corticd zones and,
consequently, as Vygotsky (1934; 1960) expressed it, the main line of interaction between
these cortica zones runs "from below upward." (Luria1973, p. 74-75).

In both Vygotsky's and Lurids accounts of the human mind the importance of language
cannot be underestimated. For them, language serves as an immensdy poweful sysem of
toals (levers) which multiplies our ability to process the world:

"The word adds another dimension to the world of humans. It enables them to ded with
things without having to have those things present. Animas have one world, the world of
objects and gtuations which can be perceived by the senses. Humans have a double world.
Furthermore, humans can dicit these images a will even in the absence of the objects, As a
result, humans not only can regulate their perception, they can aso regulate their memory by
usng images. They can control therr actions. That is, to say, words give rise not only to a
duplicate world, but dso to a form of voluntary action which could not exis without
language.” (Luria 1988, p.35).

In Lurids scheme, this second signdling system, extraordinarily richer than that conceived of
by Pavlov, is viewed as being implemented within a spatio-tempora topology in the brain the
operation of which isvery different (inverses) in child and adult cognition:

"Higoricdly formed measures for the organization of human behaviour tie new knots in the
activity of man's brain, and it is the presence of these functional knots, or, as some people call
them, "new functiond organs' (Leontiev, 1959), that is one of the most important features



diginguishing the functiona organization of the human brain from an animd's brain. It is this
principle of condruction of functiond sysgems of the human bran tha Vygotsky (1960)
cdled the principle of "extracortica orgenization of complex menta functions', implying by
this somewha unusud term that al types of human conscious activity are dways formed with
the support of externa auxiliary tools or ads. The second diginguishing feature of the
"locdization” of higher menta processes in the human cortex is tha it is never ddic or
congant, but moves about essentidly during development of the child and a subsequent
dages of training. This propostion, which at fird glance may appear srange, is in fact quite
naturd. The development of any type of complex conscious activity a fird is expanded in
character and requires a number of externd ads for its performance, and not until later does it
gradudly become condensed and converted into an automatic motor skill." (Luria, 1973, p.
30- 31).

Let us consder an example of a neuropsychologica topology which, according to Luria,
shifts during development. Luria gpplied a psycholinguigic andyss to the effects of locdized
bran lesons in humans. He concluded tha fronta lesons affect the geneds of motives and
needs, the planning and carrying out of purposeful organized activity. More specificaly these
patients manifested inertia, inflexibilty, Stereotypic repetition, echoldia and echopraxia, i
mulus-boundedness, pasdvity, didractibility, irrdevancy, narowing of the predicaive
sructure of speech (or telegraphic style), and loss of kinetic meody and flow of intonation
and other aspects of complex motor programs. In short, the "syntagmatic” function Jacobson)
was impared. Patients with postero-rolandic brain lesons manifeted a quite different pro-
blem. Luria concluded that these patients had an imparment of the phonologicd, lexica and
logica-grammatical codes of language. More specificdly they manifested pargphasia, seman
tic and amnesc anomia, agphonemia, agrammatism, and spatia agnosa In short, the para
digmatic function (Jacobson) was impared. We have seen that in Lurids account of normd
development syntagmatic operations precede and develop into paradigmetic operations.
However, in his account of the effect of adult lesons, he theorizes that syntagmatic operations
are the highest control functions of the entire cognitive apparatus.

"The frontal lobes (forming the third functiond unit) are the essential apparatus for organizing
intellectud activity as a whole, including the programming of the intdlectua act and the
checking of its performance." (Luria 1973, p. 340).

This gpparent contradiction, unsolved in Lurias writings, could have been solved if Luria had
taken account of the didectic of "concrete" and "abgtract” in aMarxist framework.

Implementation of phylic, ontogenetic, and historical content within the human mind

This 3-way nexus, as viewed by the culturd-higtoricad school of psychology can be sum-
marized as follows The human being is born an goe with geneticdly programmed potentid
for humanity. This humanity is impated to him fird in his rdaion to nurturing adults and
secondly in his larger socid relaions. The cognitive implements of avilization have evolved
hisoricaly primarily under the impulse of adult labor. These implements are gppropriated and
objectified (Leontyev, 1978) initidly by the child in socd exchange. The individud adult
eventudly may meke an origind cognitive contribution to the advance of civilization by
means of the "ascent to the abstract”.

Reflexions on what is wrong with the cultural-historical school's account of the abstract
concr ete dynamic



The falure of Vygotsky, Leontyev and Luria to clearly formulate the abstract-concrete
didectic is not only understandable, it was overdetermined. This didectic is not explicit in
any of Marx's writings. It is a difficult set of concepts to mader. It acquires its full sgnifi-
cance only in its most evolved presentation, namely the geness of advanced credtive
scientific theory.

The founders of the culturd historica school of psychology approached but never reached a
preoccupation for the genesis of advanced credtive scientific theory. In fact, they never went
beyond invedtigation of acquistion of (individua) basic scientificconcepts. Vygotsky was too
busy invedigating encepsulated mentad operations of children to degpen his metatheoretica
underganding of the fullex and highest open forms of mentation. Leontyev was preoccupied
with the geneds of action, and of the impacts of motives, needs, persondity and socid
exchange on these, and never redly focussed on higher cognitive operations. Luria followed
very closdly Vygotsky's developmental research program and then switched to the investi-
gation of the effects of brain lesons - hardly the appropriate forum for addressing issues of
the very highest cognitive operations of advanced theorigts.

But this gpology having been made, the consequences of these shortcomings remain never-
theless extremey detrimentd for the generd theory of the culturd-historica school because
they led to theoretical errors.

The fird mgor error condsts of hypodatizing language. Language is not a mental operation in
and of itsdf. The brain codes symbols and rules and operates on these by means of the
intertwining of true cognitive operations such as perception, imaging, attention, memory and
action structures. In short, Leontyev was correct to state that the essentia cognitive operation
is activity (Tétigket). Emphass on explicit language (and even on overly formdized notions
of inner language) in the interpretation of the workings of the mind yidds powerful ingghts
but dso faces dangerous pitfdls such as overly abstract, formd interpretation of encapsulated
change.

The second mgor error condgsts of ignorance of the importance of practice not only in socia
exchange but in cognitive ontogeny as wel. Agan Leontyev can lees be accused of this
shortcoming. He did not however gpply his rich notion of practice to higher mental opera
tions. The child does not, as Vygotsky and Luria seem to have beieved, acquire cognitive
content primarily through verbad exchange, but through motivated practical activity based on
needs. The child appropristes language to accomplish and acquire things rether than the
reverse (Leontyev, 1981, p. 220).

The third mgor error is the insufficient atention payed to the content of menta operations
over the form. Once agan here Leontiev was the least culpable, perhaps though to an ex-
treme. Leontyev' s activity theory is al content and has no form. Vygotsky and Luria on the
other hand, though they did note, as we have seen, that what they consider to be "ascenson’
to the abdract, crashes in confrontation to new content, faled to fully draw the key
implications and missed the opportunity to design the most important research which would
have shown that the lineege of cognitive devdopment in its fullet sense comprises an
elaboration of content just aswell as of form.

Conclusion: what needs to be done both in terms of new empirical investigation and
theoretical restructuring to improve activity theory?

Activity theory now needs to embark upon a new phase of its development. The theoretica
questions which must be posed are: How does ascension to the concrete occur? How do the
higorical, logicd, and psychologicd trgectories intermesh in this process? How do the
vaious forms of practice (concrete activity) evolve phylogeneticaly, ontogeneticdly and
higoricdly up to and including the very highest types of consciousness? The empiricd



research program required to concretize this grand theoreticad scheme is none other than the
entire domain of science. More specificaly however, psychologists should perhaps first tackle
the long overdue problem of how advanced scientific thought develops in great scientists
lives and minds. Then we will be in a better postion to deduce the multi-facetted trgjectories
which contribute to the development of lower to higher forms of cognition.

References

Davydov, V.V. (1984). Subgantiad generdization and the didecticd-maeridigic theory of
thinking. In M. Hedegaard, P. Hakkarainen & Y. Engestrom (Eds.), Learning and teaching
on a scientific bass. Aarhus (Denmark): Aarhus Universitet, Psykologisk Indtituit.

llyenkov, E. V. (1982). The didectics of the abstract and the concrete in Marx's Capitd.
Moscow: Progress Publishers.

Leontiev, A. N. (1981). Problems of the development of the mind. Moscow: Progress
Publishers,

Leontiev, A. N. (1978). Activity, consciousness and persondity. Englewood Cliffs, NJ.
Prentice-Hall.

Lurig, A. R (1973). Theworking brain. New Y ork: Basic Books.

Luria, A. R. (1982). Language and cognition. NewY ork: Wiley.

Vygotsky, L.S. (1962). Thought and language. Cambridge, Mass. MIT Press.

Claude M. J. Braun Depatment of Psychology Universty of Quebec a Montread P.O. Box
8888, Station "A" Montreal, P.Q. Canada H3C 3P8



