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EDITORS INTRODUCTION

ANNALISA SANNINO, HARRY DANIELS, AND
KRIS D. GUTIERREZ

In 1884 the Finnish realist artist Albert Edelfelt completed a painting
entitled Boys on the Shore. In the painting three boys are playing with
small handmade sailing boats on the shore. There is an expansive view of
the horizon in the background, with sailboats in the harbor. The painting
provides a dynamic perspective on a world of possibilities experienced in
the play of the three boys. At the same time, corresponding historically
consolidated activities are carried out in the background. The three boys
are involved in different ways in a joint action, oriented toward the move-
ment of a boat in the water. The painting powerfully depicts the contrast
between the strength and the fragility of the collective action. Two boys are
positioned precariously on rocks, while the third is about to move toward
them, stepping on an uneven and slippery surface. One of the boys is lean-
ing toward the water with a wooden stick in his hand, trying to guide his
boat through the current.

The scene in this painting metaphorically illustrates key features of the
process of expansion as described in Yrjo Engestrom’s book Learning by
Expanding (1987). Engestrom’s comment on children’s play could well
apply to Edelfelt’s painting:

Old and new, regressive and expansive forms of the same activity exist
simultaneously in the society. Children may play in a reproductive and
repetitive manner, but they do also invent and construct new forms and
structures of play, new tools and models for play activity. Their play-
ing seems to become increasingly consumptive and pre-fabricated, the
exchange-valueaspect seems to dominate it more and more as the toysand
games have become big business. But is it so simple and uni-directional?
What are the inner contradictions and historical perspectives of the play
activity of our children? Once in a while parents are astonished as they
find their children playing something which does not seem to fit any
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Figure I.1. Boys on the Shore (Albert Edelfelt, 1884).

preconceived canons: something new has been produced “from below.”
Sometimes these inventions from below become breakthroughs that
significantly change the structures of play activity. (1987, pp. 173-174)

Expansion is a form of learning that transcends linear and socio-
spatial dimensions ofindividual and short-lived actions. Within the expan-
sive approach, learning is understood in the broader and temporally much
longer perspective of a third dimension, that is, the dimension of the devel-
opment of the activity (Engestrom, 1999c¢, p. 64). Expansion is the result
of a transition process from actions currently performed by individuals
to a new collective activity. A transition from action to activity is consid-
ered expansive when it involves the objective transformation of the actions
themselves and when subjects become aware of the contradictions in their
current activity in the perspective of a new form of activity. In this sense,
learning by expanding can be defined as a “thoughtfully mastered learn-
ing activity” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 210). The zone of proximal development
characterizes this process: “In activity-theoretical terms, activity systems
travel through zones of proximal development ..., a terrain of constant
ambivalence, struggle, and surprise” (Engestrom, 1999¢, p. 90).

By editing this book, we wanted to promote these kinds of exchanges -
ambivalent, sometimes conflictual, and always unpredictable in their
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outcomes — between scholars who relate in different ways to activity theory.
This book is a collection of essays about cultural-historical activity theory as
ithas been developed and applied by Yrj6 Engestrom. The work of Engestrom,
rooted in the legacy of Vygotsky and Leont’ev, focuses on current societal
concerns that are related to learning and development in work practices.
Engestrom’s publications are diverse, cross various disciplines, and develop
intermediate theoretical tools to deal with empirical questions. In this vol-
ume, Engestrom’s work is used as a springboard to reflect on the question of
the use, appropriation, and further development of the classic heritage within
activity theory.

We see the exchanges in this volume as the beginning of an interesting
process of learning and expanding with activity theory. “Expansion is qual-
itative transformation and reorganization of the object. On the other hand,
expansion does not imply an abrupt break with the past or a once-and-for-
all replacement of the existing object with a totally new one. Expansion
both transcends and retains previous layers of the object” (Engestrom,
Puonti, & Seppédnen, 2003, pp. 181-183). The book constructs Engestrom’s
work as an object of academic discussion. Through the book, this object
begins to expand as the authors redefine Engestrom’s work in the context of
their respective analyses. “The creation, mastery, and maintenance of such
expanded objects is a demanding and contradictory challenge to the par-
ties involved. Expanded objects require and generate, and are constructed
by means of novel mediating instrumentalities” (Engestrom, Puonti, &
Seppdnen, 2003, p. 154). Like the wooden stick used by one of the boys in
Edelfelt’s painting, the contributions by the authors of this volume can
be seen as mediating instrumentalities that allow one to reconceptualize
activity theory in connection to related fields.

The authors in this volume address themes central to the classical roots
of cultural-historical activity theory and to the theory and methodology
Yrjo Engestrom has developed. These themes include units of analysis,
mediation and discourse, expansive learning and development, agency and
community, and interventions. In this way, the structure of the book fol-
lows the conceptual genesis of activity theory. We begin with the founda-
tional concepts of units of analysis and of mediation and discourse, and
then move to further theoretical developments, namely expansive learning
and development, and agency and community. The final theme of interven-
tions represents the pragmatic side of the theory, as well as an open ending
that reflects the fact that activity theory is far from complete.

Each author takes at least one of the five themes as a point of connection
between Engestrom’s ideas and the author’s own work. Engestrom (1996b)
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proposed the notion of three generations of activity theory. He initiated the
third generation of activity theory, which expands the unit of analysis to
encompass relations between multiple activity systems. This volume covers
different generations of activity theorists. Among them, ideas of the third
generation are strongly represented, while the chapters are overall firmly
rooted in the legacy of the first and second generations. The work of the
authors applies classical activity theory to pressing issues and critical con-
tradictions in local practices and larger social systems. The general aim is
for each contribution to show how these theoretical and methodological
resources can be used for practical applications and empirical challenges.
The authors illustrate how these themes have been developed in their own
inquiries and discuss the challenges that these developments evoke for
future research and theorizing.

The first chapter, by Annalisa Sannino, Harry Daniels, and Kris D.
Gutiérrez, is a review of the ways activity theory and the work of Yrjo
Engestrom promote dialogue between theory and practice, as well as
between the past, the present, and the future. This chapter contributes
to recent discussions concerning the legitimacy of activity theory as a
unified theory. The authors point out two distinctive features of activity
theory that can define the boundaries of the field. Activity theory is both
a practice-based theory and a historical and future-oriented theory. The
authors demonstrate how the theoretical contributions of the founders of
cultural-historical activity theory are solidly grounded in practice. Also,
activity theory has the peculiar and distinctive characteristic of develop-
ing as an integral part of the historical turmoil through which activity
theorists have lived. The authors recollect two phases of turmoil in the
development of activity theory: first, the Russian Revolution, which trig-
gered the engagement of the founders, and second, the student movement
through which activity theory was rediscovered and further developed in
Europe. Finally, the chapter traces the steps taken by Yrj6 Engestrom in
his work to promote dialogues between theory and practice, on the one
hand, and between the past, the present, and the future, on the other; the
authors discuss the texts that have most prominently influenced him and
demonstrate how these readings are intertwined with historical circum-
stances in the development of his ideas. This historical review of activity
theory and of Engestrom’s work sets the context for the other chapters in
this volume.

The chapters in the first part address the units of analysis. The adoption
of object-oriented and artifact-mediated activity as a new unit of analysis
is one of the main contributions of cultural-historical activity theory. This
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methodological innovation represents a challenge to traditional thinking
in human and social sciences, which rely on deep-seated individualism
and on views of society as an anonymous structure. Object-oriented and
artifact-mediated activity as a unit of analysis retains the importance of
subjectivity, while integrating it with cultural means and constraints that
inescapably characterize human practices. In doing so, this unit of analysis
integrates society into activity. At the same time, there is a fruitful debate
within activity theory on how to ensure that the subject, including emo-
tions and the body, is fully taken into account in the formulation of the unit
of analysis.

Frank Blackler expands the unit of analysis by putting it into use in
the field of organization studies. He outlines recent contributions in this
field that adopt concrete and situated activity systems, rather than the
abstract systems of formal organizations, as the unit of analysis. The author
emphasizes the relevance of the theory of expansive learning in analyz-
ing how historically located organizations can influence their own work.
Further necessary developments of the theory and of related interventions
in organizations are highlighted. They correspond to the need to design
interventions based on the recognition of complex organizational dynam-
ics, such as hierarchy and disadvantage, and on a vision of work change.
The development of intervention research requires further exploration of
the nature of social and organizational re-mediation with regard to institu-
tionalized power structures.

David R. Russell discusses how the theory of expansive learning has
been adapted to writing, activity, and genre research in recent and ongoing
studies of professional communication and writing. Research on written
communication analyzes primarily texts. Contexts are examined through
the history and ethnography of organizations to give a principled account
of development over longer timescales. The author points out ways in which
the theory of expansive learning has been modified in its uptake and ways
in which those modifications challenge and potentially expand the theory
and related methods for activity-theoretical researchers outside the field of
written communication. Genre as social action is used as a unit of analy-
sis to understand how organizations change. In particular, the concept of
genre systems allows the analysis of written genres in and between organi-
zations. The focus on genre systems is considered instrumental for study-
ing coordination and interactions across boundaries and among activity
systems. Both moment-to-moment coordination and historical develop-
ment are seen to materialize through written genre systems that last over
time and move in space.
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Wolff-Michael Roth discusses the inclusion of sensuous aspects of work,
such as emotion, identity, and ethico-moral dimensions, in the model of
the activity system. He illustrates how one might collect salient data for this
purpose. The author presents a case study of the work in a salmon hatchery,
based on five years of ethnographic fieldwork, with the aim of demonstrat-
ing that sensuous aspects of work are woven into practical activities. He
suggests that, by taking into account sensuous aspects of work together with
the structural dimensions of the activity system, the link between emotions
and participation in activity can be preserved. By acting as participant-
observer and by observing participants in the work practice, the researcher
has access to different perspectives and ways of experiencing work.

The second part of this volume addresses the concepts of mediation
and discourse. It focuses on how culture is foundational to human activ-
ity in the form of mediating tools, language, signs, symbols, and catego-
ries. This theme is particularly relevant in an era in which technology and
digital media are both empowering and controlling human practices. Since
all activity is mediated, the study of technologies must be embedded in
human activities where tools and media are generated, used, and modi-
fied. Technological and discursive mediation are unavoidably intertwined
in every activity.

Vladislav A. Lektorsky addresses in his chapter the relations between
collective activity and individual subject, between internalization and
externalization, and between reflection and change. The chapter elucidates
in particular the key activity-theoretical notions of subject and mediation.
These notions are reconceptualized respectively in terms of collective sub-
ject and reflective mediation. The latter is seen as a means of promoting
change in activities and creating new collective activities. Interventionist
research is discussed as a particular kind of reflective mediation. Lektorsky
argues that when the results of research are accepted by a community, the
knowledge obtained may re-mediate activities and change human reality.

Georg Riickriem argues that digital technology is radically affecting
the nature of human activity and that this transformation has not been
sufficiently recognized in activity theory. The chapter openly takes activ-
ity theorists to task for being captive to the old culture dominated by the
medium of print. The chapter highlights the shortcomings of the activity-
theoretical concept of mediation and the related concepts of tool, symbol,
and artifact. Rickriem claims that mediation is regularly regarded only in
relation to specific activity systems within societies, rather than focusing
on the “leading medium” of the contemporary society itself. The author
argues that in order to come to grips with contemporary global challenges



Editors’ Introduction xvii

such as Web 2.0, activity theory needs to reinvent itself by learning from
media history and media theory.

Asa Mikitalo and Roger Siljé analyze how a social dilemma involving
burnout, stress, and long-term sick leaves is negotiated as an object of insti-
tutional activities by trade unions and employers in labor market organi-
zations. The chapter focuses on the use of institutional categories in local
discussions to define the dilemma and possibilities of the transformation of
existing categories in response to local tensions and challenges. The analysis
points out the need to reconsider institutionally well-established categories
as potential discursive tools for designing new strategies and activities.

The third theme elaborated in this volume is expansive learning and
development as collective transformations in activity systems. Activity
theorists argue that this type of learning and development is increasingly
relevant to our ability to understand how to deal with the discontinuities
and disruptions of everyday life, which interestingly reflect major uncer-
tainties on societal and global scales.

Michael Cole and Natalia Gajdamashko address the problem of teleol-
ogy in human development. The authors take as starting points the ques-
tion of teleology in development as treated by Engestrom in Learning by
Expanding and his characterization of development as a process of break-
ing away and opening up. Teleology is discussed in relation to phylogeny,
cultural history, and ontogeny and their respective timescales. The authors
examine three principles of development that were originally identified by
Engestrom as unappreciated by developmentalists: development as destruc-
tion and rejection of the old, development as collective transformation, and
development as interwoven dialectics of vertical and horizontal move-
ments. The chapter highlights the ways in which Engestréom’s approach
fits with theories of human development and special contributions arising
from his works.

Jaakko Virkkunen compares the conceptualizations of knowledge
creation in the theories of Engestrom and of Nonaka and Takeuchi. An
empirical case from Nonaka and Takeuchi’s work is reinterpreted through
the lenses of both theories. As a result of the comparison, the author
argues that a fundamental difference between the two theories lies in their
approach to historical development. Consequently, concepts such as inner
contradiction, object, and generalization have very different meanings in
the two theories.

Reijo Miettinen focuses on the concept of contradiction as defined
in the theory of expansive learning and on its uses in empirical studies
of health care work, based on the methodology of developmental work
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research. Drawing on Marx’s Grundrisse concerning the inner contradiction
of capitalist production, the author argues that high-technology capital-
ism with its new forms of distributed production, exemplified by Linux,
Wikipedia, and Synaptic Leap, directly challenges the logic of capitalist
production. On this basis, the author solicits a broader analysis of con-
tradictions that would also include further conceptualization of relations
between contradictions.

Shuta Kagawa and Yuji Moro take up the legacy of Spinoza’s philosophy
asaresource for elucidating and expanding the concept of activity to include
local interactions and affective aspects of learning. For this purpose, three
key concepts in Spinoza’s works are considered particularly important:
multitude of activity, constrained forms of individual agency, and imagi-
native-discursive practice. The authors also apply Spinoza’s concepts of
imagination and discourse to the problem of transfer in learning. Spinoza’s
concept of discursive practice as a form of activity is used to illustrate the
significance of discourse in student nurses’ transitive learning.

The increasing emphasis in activity-theoretical research on the possi-
bility of human beings’ gaining influence and agency over their own lives
and in collective institutions is reflected in the fourth theme of agency and
community. Activity theory has been sometimes mistakenly read as a fixed
theory of impersonal systems and structures. In fact, the object of activ-
ity theory is to analyze human lives involved in collective activity systems.
The challenge here is to work out a new understanding of agency as collab-
orative, dialogic, and reflective subjectivity. We acknowledge that agency
and community are emergent themes. Although they can be traced back
to Vygotsky’s works, they remain long-term research challenges in activity
theory.

Anne Edwards draws on two tentative notions recently used by
Engestrom with regard to the issue of agency in interorganizational col-
laboration, namely collaborative intentionality capital and object-oriented
interagency. While Engestrom discusses these notions in terms of collec-
tive intentionality and distributed agency, this chapter proposes the con-
cept of relational agency as a means to shift the focus from the systemic
nature of work activity to joint actions within and across activity systems.
Relational agency is offered as an enhanced form of personal agency and is
defined as a capacity to recognize, examine, and work with the resources
offered by other practitioners in collaborative action on an object of profes-
sional activity. The argument is backed up with empirical evidence from
two studies on practitioners in various organizations aiming at the preven-
tion of social exclusion of vulnerable children and youth.
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Katsuhiro Yamazumi examines a particular type of agency, called
expansive agency, emerging in a project of collaboration between a univer-
sity, schools, and various community organizations. The project exposes
students to food-related productive practices. Contradictions between the
logics of the different activity systems involved are depicted as factors that
at the same time obstruct and energize learning. These contradictions can
bring about agency in efforts to master and cultivate shared objects between
the different activity systems.

James R. Taylor argues that the concept of community needs to be
explicitly problematized and further conceptualized within activity the-
ory. Rather than merely a parameter or a context, community is discussed
in this chapter in terms of a constructed outcome and object of an activity.
Using a revised version of coorientation theory, the author suggests that the
construction and existence of a community firmly tie subjects in coorienta-
tional relationships that inevitably involve authority.

Sten Ludvigsen and Turi @wre Digernes focus on the activity-theoretical
notion of object to understand the work of productive research communities.
In particular the chapter addresses the impact of leadership on the research
group’s work in a community within humanities and a community within
computer science. The analysis of common traits and differences between the
two communities points out learning potentials and affordances for the inte-
gration of research Fellows in these communities. Microprocesses of nego-
tiation are seen as an emerging object that redirects the work of researchers.
The analysis suggests that the type of research focus, whether more or less
open, adopted by a scientific community might affect these negotiations
differently, influencing productivity and opportunities of integration by
young researchers.

The final theme organizing this volume concerns interventions as concep-
tualized in the framework of the theory of expansive learning. Interventions
are seen as a direct continuation of the lineage of the research of the found-
ers of activity theory. The strong connection between the classic work of
these Russian scholars and tangible transformations in human life is already
described in the first chapter of this volume. However, interventions in the
years of the founding scholars were typically focused on one subject ata time.
Todayinterventionsarealsorealized in collective settings, in order to promote
the development of complex activity systems. The methodology of develop-
mental work research and the Change Laboratory are well-known examples
of attempts to move in this direction in Engestrom’s work. Intervention lit-
erature is still relatively limited, and constructive methodological debates are
only beginning to be undertaken within activity theory.
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Ritva Engestrom discusses three interventionist studies in cleaning
work and health care based on the methodology of developmental work
research. She examines how subjectivity was constructed in these studies
using the activity system as a unit of analysis. The author suggests that
subjectivity may be examined in three interrelated activities: the central
activity, the learning activity, and the activity of sense-making and expe-
riencing. She argues that the collective nature of the subject is a result of
collaboration between researchers and practitioners within interventions,
in which the participants make conscious efforts at co-construction and
joint learning.

Susanne Bedker discusses the relationship between participatory
design research and developmental work research, in particular the Change
Laboratory method. The author points out that today the participation
of users in design can no longer be limited to workers in a given practice.
Because technology and artifacts today cross the boundaries of work and
personal life, it is necessary for participatory design to involve users con-
sidered within the perspective of their entire lives. Commonalities and dif-
ferences between participatory design research and developmental work
research are highlighted with regard to issues of work across organizational
settings, design as a process going beyond work communities, exploration
of the unknown, and consumerism.

Yves Clot explores connections and differences between the framework
of expansive learning and the French intervention approach called the
Clinic of Activity. Three main issues are discussed: transformative action
in workplace interventions, the collective dimensions of human activity,
and modeling as a tool for developing the action of the subjects. The author
points out that the will to act in the real world allows activity theory to
offer an alternative to positivism in science. This orientation is rooted in the
indirect methods advocated by Vygotsky: One has to transform in order to
understand. A psychological subject does not function in opposition to the
social world. Not only does the subject exist in a collective; the collective
also exists in the subject. The relationship between the theoretical model
of activity and the transformative actions of practitioners is seen, from a
Vygotskian point of view, as an example of the relation between everyday
concepts and scientific concepts.

The last chapter of the volume is an epilogue written by Yrjo Engestrom
as a response to and reflection on the other chapters.

Before completing this introduction to the volume, we cannot fail to
mention all those who contributed to its preparation. Our thanks go to the
following colleagues for reviewing the chapters: Paul Adler, Susanne BadKker,
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Mariane Cerf, Michael Cole, Jan Derry, Anne Edwards, Marilyn Fleer, Kai
Hakkarainen, Martin Hildebrand-Nilshon, Hannele Kerosuo, Philippe
Lorino, Sten Ludvigsen, Asa Mikitalo, Vesa Oittinen, Sami Paavola, Paul
Prior, Wolft-Michael Roth, Roger Siljo, Peter Sawchuk, Falk Seeger, Berthel
Sutter, James R. Taylor, Terttu Tuomi-Grohn, Jaakko Virkkunen, and
Gordon Wells. Most of all, we express our gratitude to Yrjo Engestrom for
his work, which keeps inspiring us. In recognition of his 60th birthday, this
book is dedicated to his life engagement and timeless contribution to the
field of activity theory.






Activity Theory Between Historical Engagement
and Future-Making Practice

ANNALISA SANNINO, HARRY DANIELS, AND
KRIS D. GUTIERREZ

Activity theory seeks to analyze development within practical social
activities. Activities organize our lives. In activities, humans develop their
skills, personalities, and consciousness. Through activities, we also trans-
form our social conditions, resolve contradictions, generate new cultural
artifacts, and create new forms of life and the self.

The legitimacy of activity theory as a unified theory has been the subject
of various discussions. Holzman (2006), for example, argues that there is
no unified perspective on activity theory. Holzman uses the term “activity
theory” to cover a wide variety of approaches inspired by Vygotsky: among
others, cultural-historical activity theory and sociocultural psychology.
Such a broad view of activity theory contributes to a misrepresentation
of the theory as fragmented and scattered across multiple perspectives.
Further, this view brings with it the risk of losing focus on the actual nature
of activity, which is the core of activity theory. An emphasis on psycho-
logical approaches without consideration of anthropological, sociological,
historical, and linguistic characteristics of activity is risky and narrows the
focus to the study of specific and limited aspects of activity. As a unified
theory, activity theory has shown consistent viability throughout its his-
tory, beginning in the 1930s when Leont’ev formulated its basic principles
and proposed the structure of activity. In addition, activity theory today
attracts more interest globally than ever before. The term “unified” does
not refer to a closed and fixed theory. However, it rules out an interpreta-
tion of activity theory as an eclectic grouping of multiple theories.

Conceiving of activity theory as a psychological theory ignores its mul-
tidisciplinary nature. As Davydov (1999a) writes, “The problem of activity
and the concept of activity are interdisciplinary by nature. ... The issue of
activity is not necessarily connected with psychology as a profession. It is
connected at present because in the course of our history activity turned
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out to be the thing on which our prominent psychologists focused their
attention as early as in the Soviet Union days. Things just turned out to be
this way” (p. 50). This historical circumstance has given rise to the promi-
nence of activity theory in psychology. Today, however, activity theory is
redefining itself and proving its generative potential across a wide range of
disciplines and fields of social practice.

Davydov (1999a, 1999b) argues that the generative potential of activ-
ity theory is based on its nature as a monistic theory. Activity theory is a
theory of the activity structure and of the content of the activity germ cell.
The content of the activity germ cell stems from the interaction between
individual and collective activities within an ontogenetic and historical
perspective. As Scribner (1997), Engestrom, and others (Engestrom, 1987;
Engestrom, Miettinen, & Punamaki, 1999) have pointed out, activity the-
ory addresses the foundational theoretical issue of activity as the primary
unit of analysis and, thus, provides both a theory of human activity and a
productive method for its study.

In Perspectives on Activity Theory, Engestrom (1999a) acknowledges the
risk of activity theory’s becoming “an eclectic combination of ideas before
it has a chance to redefine its own core” (p. 20). However, Engestrom envi-
sions a different future for the field, proposing that “the current expansive
reconstruction of activity theory will actually lead to a new type of the-
ory. Essential to this emerging theory is multivoicedness coexisting with
monism” (Engestrom, 1999a, p. 20). One distinctive theoretical feature of
activity theory, for example, concerns the issue of change. As Minnis and
John-Steiner (2001) argue, “The delineating factor [between activity theory
and the theories dominant in Western psychology and sociology] is that
activity theory requires a systematic examination of change. This can be
done by provoking, facilitating, and documenting change” (p. 308).

This chapter contributes to these discussions on activity theory as a legit-
imate theory, unified by scientific contributions to its object of study, that
is, activity. Activity theory is grounded in the lineage of Leont’ev’s works
and recognizes a unifying thread between the works of Leont’ev and other
Russian scholars, such as Vygotsky, Luria, Meshcheryakov, and Davydov.
This thread may be articulated as follows: Not only is activity an abstract
principle of explanation or a general theoretical notion; it is a concept that
denotes the basic unit of concrete human life.

THE CONCEPT OF ACTIVITY AS THE CORE

From an activity-theoretical perspective, human life is fundamen-
tally rooted in participation in human activities that are oriented
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toward objects. Thus, human beings are seen as situated in a collective
life perspective, in which they are driven by purposes that lie beyond a
particular goal. Object-oriented activities, then, are the core of activity
theory and distinguish it from other approaches. Sociocultural theories,
for instance, focus on action rather than on activity (Wertsch, 1991).
Here we wish to highlight an important difference between sociocultural
approaches and activity theory. As a unit of analysis, a focus on action
does not account for the historical continuity and longevity of human
life. Activity theory conceptualizes actions in the broader perspective of
their systemic and motivational context and, thus, aims at going beyond a
given situation. The emphasis on action alone does not fulfill the research
agenda in activity theory, according to which actions are studied in
historically evolving collective activities.

Further, the boundaries of the field of activity theory are defined by two
distinctive features. First, activity theory is a practice-based theory. Second,
it is a historical and future-oriented theory. We argue that there are meth-
odological issues that distinguish an activity-theoretical approach from
traditional approaches to research. Activity theory involves the researcher
throughout the course of the development, stagnation, or regression of the
activities under scrutiny, as well as in the activities of the research sub-
jects. This deep involvement in everyday human life is a crucial resource
of activity theory.

We elaborate these issues in the following sections of the chapter. We
first take up the issue of dialogue between theory and practice. Then we
focus on dialogue between the past, the present, and the future. Finally,
we trace the work of Yrjo Engestrom, one of the most representative con-
temporary activity theorists, whose work has promoted dialogues between
theory and practice, on the one hand, and between the past, the present,
and the future, on the other.

ON THE DIALOGUE BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE

In recent years, scholars have declared a practice turn in social sciences
(Schatzki, Knorr Cetina, & von Savigny, 2000). This proclaimed prac-
tice turn can be traced back to Marx’s idea of revolutionary practice, in
which theory is not only meant to analyze and explain the world, but also
to facilitate practices and promote changes. However, the social turn in
activity theory is already found in the early work of Vygotsky, who drew
on Marx’s ideas 80 years ago. Since Vygotsky’s work with children who
were affected by the Russian Civil War, this practice-based approach has
persisted. We see this approach in the work of many of the founders of
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cultural-historical activity theory, including Luria, Leont’ev, Galperin,
Zaporozhets, Meshcheryakov, and Davydov, who engaged in various
kinds of interventions in multiple settings. This dialogue between the-
ory and practice is an essential component of activity theory and war-
rants discussion and exemplification. We begin with a discussion of how
the dialogue between theory and practice was originally conducted. We
will provide examples of concrete research inquiries by these and other
scholars - research that met specific practical needs of people and that led
to material changes in the lives of the subjects.

According to Yaroshevsky (1989), there is a clear connection between
the works of Vygotsky during the Gomel period in the early 1920s and
his practice as a teacher of literature. In the same period, Vygotsky estab-
lished a psychological laboratory at the Gomel Teacher Training School.
During these years, the country was actively concerned with the challenge
of providing infrastructures for homeless children and for children with
special needs. Vygotsky’s laboratory aimed at carrying out experiments
with schoolchildren and children with multisensory impairment living
in state-run children’s homes. Luria (2005), reflecting on Vygotsky’s work
in this period, wrote, “Vygotsky’s work at the teachers college brought
him in contact with the problems of children who suffered from congeni-
tal defects — blindness, deafness, mental retardation — and with the need
to discover ways to help such children fulfill their individual potentials”
(p. 39). Vygotsky’s intellectual work was driven by these practical concerns
of his time.

The connection to practice was later explicitly presented as a central
component within Vygotsky’s (1997a) discussion of overcoming the crisis
in psychology:

Confrontation [with a highly developed - industrial, educational, politi-
cal, or military - practice] compels psychology to reform its principles
so that they may withstand the highest test of practice. It forces us to
accommodate and introduce into our science the supply of practi-
cal psychological experiences and skills which has been gathered over
thousands of years. ... The importance of the new practical psychology
for the whole science cannot be exaggerated. The psychologist might
dedicate a hymn to it.

... Practice pervades the deepest foundations of the scientific opera-
tion and reforms it from beginning to end. Practice sets the tasks and
serves as the supreme judge, as its truth criterion. It dictates how to
construct the concepts and how to formulate the laws. (pp. 305-306,
emphasis in original)



Activity Theory Between Historical Engagement 5

Even before meeting Vygotsky, Luria and Leont’ev shared an intensive
period of research on emotions during which they “decided that one way
to overcome ... inadequacy in our own and others’ previous research was to
work directly with people who were experiencing strong emotions in real life
situations. The people we chose were actual or suspected criminals. ... This
work turned out to be of practical value to criminologists, providing them
with an early model of a lie detector” (Luria, 2005, pp. 34-36). Luria’s sub-
sequent academic work from the late 1920s on is indivisible from his prac-
tice as a medical doctor. He developed new methods of neuropsychological
examination of patients with brain damage through his medical practice at
the Burdenko Institute of Neurosurgery. In addition to diagnoses, Luria’s
work resulted in the development of a number of treatments for restoring
speech in patients who had experienced trauma or suffered from aphasia.

Leont’ev also worked actively with injured solders to rehabilitate their
movement functions. Gal’perin, Zaporozhets, and Rubinshtein were
among a group of prominent scientists who collaborated with him in this
endeavor. As underscored by Levitin (1982), this work led to theoretical
results and concrete innovations that were strongly practice based: “It was
shown that the rehabilitation of lost movement essentially depends on the
general character of the patient’s activity and the motives, goals, and means
of this activity. The research data thus obtained was used to develop new
effective methods of labor therapy and therapeutic exercises which were
widely used at military hospitals” (p. 106). In a volume that reports the
numerous results of this work, Leont’ev and Zaporozhets (1960) explicitly
refer to the role of rehabilitation practice in understanding the symptoms
connected to injured limbs: “It is difficult to over-estimate the importance
of a correct understanding of these symptoms in the practice of rehabilita-
tion. The most direct way to understand them is by careful observation of
motor manifestations” (p. 194).

Similarly, Meshcheryakov devoted his life to the education of children
with multisensory impairment. His book Awakening to Life (1979) is a thor-
ough report of the development and implementation of Meshcheryakov’s
method in the Zagorsk boarding school. This method consisted of progres-
sively guiding the child with multisensory impairment to perform inde-
pendent actions. First, the child carries out the action with the help of the
teacher, who directs the child’s hand. Progressively the child recognizes
a particular touch by the teacher as a sign to perform the learned action.
Finally, the child learns to autonomously contribute to collective produc-
tive activities. At a time when children with multisensory impairment were
relegated to the category of retarded subjects, Meshcheryakov’s work led
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to generations of children with multisensory impairment who not only
learned to move independently in their environment, but also became fully
integrated in the society and obtained the highest academic degrees.

Within activity theory, even the most theoretically oriented represen-
tative — the philosopher Il'enkov - grounded his philosophy in the edu-
cational practices in the boarding school directed by Meshcheryakov in
Zagorsk for children with multisensory impairment. Il'enkov (quoted by
Levitin, 1982) publicly affirmed the following: “The enormous work being
carried out by Meshcheryakov, while it is important for the study of the
handicapped and for education, is above all important and necessary for
those of us who study philosophy. The problems posed by the education
of children with multisensory impairment are epistemological problems.
The neurophysiologist deciphering mechanisms of the brain inaccessible
to direct analysis, the astronomer describing remote galaxies, and the
physicist studying invisible particles — all of them, in the final analysis, are
exploring the world hidden from the sense organs at our disposal” (Levitin,
1982, p. 298).

Davydov’s (1990) book, Types of Generalization in Instruction, is a
careful analysis and a harsh critique of contemporary school instructional
practices in the Soviet Union. According to the author, teaching in Soviet
schools was based on anachronistic concepts and methods that facilitated
mainly empirical thinking and neglected more effective forms of ratio-
nal cognition, that is, scientific and theoretical thinking. Davydov’s work
comprises an impressive set of large-scale, long-term interventions of
developmental teaching in schools. These inquiries were aimed at promot-
ing scientific and theoretical forms of thinking through new methods of
designing school subjects in line with the dialectical method of ascending
from the abstract to the concrete.

For Davydov (1990), “study of the principles governing mental activity
occurs on the basis of and in the form of experimental instruction (p. 373,
emphasis in original). Moreover, Davydov (1988) connects the practice
of experimental teaching with the nature itself of the method of forma-
tive experiments initiated by Vygotsky and developed further within his
tradition:

The essence of that method consists in having psychologists draw up
a project of a new type of activity for children that is in line with a
meaningful social mandate to be analyzed in the more or less distant
future. Then they join forces with educators to shape that type of activ-
ity in schoolchildren. ... The original elaboration and testing of this
project (model) is done under experimental conditions. But when
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the appropriate effect has been achieved in the sphere of children’s
consciousness, the shaping in them of a new type of activity can be
transferred to a broader range of practice. (p. 73)

Transformation is a key theoretical notion for Davydov (1999b), who
distinguishes the concept from the notion of change as used in everyday
language. “Many changes of natural and social reality carried out by people
affect the object externally without changing it internally. Such changes
can hardly be called transformations. Transformation means changing
an object internally, making evident its essence and altering it” (Davydov,
1999b, p. 42). For Davydov, the philosophical roots of activity theory found
in the works of Hegel and Marx imply a particular type of activism. This
activism does not coincide with technicist activism. Quoting Davydov
(1999b): “Technicist activism ... has no humanistic origins. Instead of
developing the essence of reality according to its own laws it disfigures it,
mutilates it, and changes it without taking into account the historical inter-
ests of humans and realistic possibilities of the reality itself. Such activism
does not coincide with the activity theory of Marx and Hegel, according to
which people dealing with an object may only use the measure that belongs
to that object” (p. 43). Thus, a humanist activism is grounded in historical
realities.

Activity theory, as a practice-based theory, is grounded in practice both
theoretically and concretely. On this basis, we argue that the very nature of
activity theory relies on establishing a bridge between theory and practice.
On the one hand, as previously addressed in the works by the founders,
the study of higher mental functions was made possible by turning to the
observation of concrete life situations. On the other hand, transformations
of real practices are promoted while research within activity theory is per-
formed. In this sense, we identify a dual role of practice in the works of
the founders. From a theoretical point of view, practice is the epistemo-
logical source of knowledge, and it is their very concrete involvement in
practice and activism that characterizes the lives and contributions of the
founders.

ON THE DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE PAST, THE PRESENT,
AND THE FUTURE

Activity theory is based on the collective heritage of the founders, in partic-
ular Vygotsky, Luria, and Leont’ev. With the collective foundational work
of the troika, activity theory is unique in human and social sciences. This
collective contribution stands in contrast to other approaches typically
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based on a single individual’s endeavors - for example, psychoanalysis on
Freud’s works and genetic epistemology on Piaget’s works. Also, activity
theory has the distinctive characteristic of developing as an integral part
of the periods of historical turmoil in which activity theorists have lived.
We recollect two such periods in the development of activity theory: first,
the Russian Revolution, which triggered the engagement of the founders,
and the European student movement of the 1960s, through which activity
theory was rediscovered and further developed in Europe 50 years later.

The Russian Revolution was the consequence of extenuating and
continuous conflicts during which the country experienced unsustain-
able conditions of inequality. The Bolsheviks, under the leadership of
Lenin, were able to read the population’s need for a radical political and
social change. In November 1917, organized masses of workers and soldiers
marched in the streets and took over Petrograd, where power had been in
the hands of the Russian Provisional Government since the czar’s abdica-
tion. John Reed’s (1935) book, Ten Days That Shook the World, is a con-
densed diary that vividly captures the spreading fervor in the ten days when
the actual insurrection happened. Far from bringing peace to the country,
these events led to a civil war that lasted until 1922. Officers with monar-
chistideals organized a loose army of counterrevolutionary forces aimed at
opposing Lenin’s power. The fact that Lenin was running a state during a
civil war did not prevent new positive energy from spreading throughout
the country.

Although Russia was taking only the first steps as a new type of society,
the period immediately after the revolution was simultaneously a period of
creative turmoil and one of great enthusiasm for the arts and sciences. And
there was a lot of experimentation in cultural and political life. These years
established the conditions for the growth of extraordinary creative efforts
in all domains of cultural and social life. During the years when Vygotsky
lived in Gomel after completing his legal studies, the whole society was dis-
placed and considerable political attention was focused on homeless and
pedagogically neglected children. A few years later, Luria and Leont’ev met
Vygotsky, who represented a new psychology that they could collectively
pursue.

What triggered this lifetime engagement under extremely difficult
post-revolution conditions? Russia had been ruled for centuries by despots,
and thus the revolution was a unique historical turn for the country. For
a large number of artists, intellectuals, and academics, it meant a unique
opportunity to build a new society. They became completely involved in
this cause, exhilarated that they were sharing the vision of a better world for
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all. A. A. Leont’ev (2005) writes that his father, A. N. Leont’ev, decided to
study psychology because “as a witness of the events of the Revolution and
the Civil War ... Leont’ev developed a desire — as he recalled in old age - to
philosophically understand and make sense of what was happening” (p. 13,
emphasis in original). A. A. Leont’ev, sketching his father’s autobiography,
cites Leont’ev’s shift from a desire to become an engineer to a commitment
to studying psychology: “Then technical interests somehow disappeared on
their own, and philosophical problems emerged. It was these problems that
led me one fine day to the Institute of Psychology, where I asked: where
does one study to be a psychologist?” (A. A. Leont’ev, 2005, p. 13). A need
to make sense of historical turmoil was the driving force behind the forma-
tion of what was to become activity theory.

The revolution served as a catalyst for these scientists to come together
and work collectively in the development of activity theory. Luria cites
the influence of the fervor of the post-revolution years on him and his col-
leagues that lingered throughout their lives, including the period of the
Second World War.

“The unity of purpose of the Soviet people so clearly felt during the great
revolution and the subsequent years reemerged in new forms. A sense of
common responsibility and common purpose gripped the country. Each
of us knew we had an obligation to work together with our countrymen to
meet the challenge” (Luria, 2005, p. 138).

When Stalin succeeded Lenin in 1924, the Soviet Union gradually
transformed into a dictatorship. This led to a 30-year period of stagnation
during which intellectuals and academics who deviated from the Stalinist
ideology were politically attacked for their work and eventually physically
threatened, marginalized, or killed. Vygotsky and his colleagues had to flee
to the Ukraine for safety. A. A. Leont’ev (2005) refers to these years when
Vygotsky and his colleagues were all in Moscow as a dangerous time: “The
position of Vygotsky and his team at the Institute of psychology became
less and less secure with each year” (p. 27). From this time on, it became
increasingly difficult for these scholars to pursue their work. The pedologist
movement in which Vygotsky was involved was condemned, and even after
Vygotsky’s death, his books were removed from his archives.

However, Stalinism was not immediately seen as a reactionary and
inhumane regime. The communist ideals in the Soviet Union were largely
humanistic, and millions of people believed that in the name of these ideals
they were all building a better future. In those years with Stalin in power,
few in the West could understand the extent of the internal terror in the
Soviet Union. Great intellectuals like Jean-Paul Sartre and prominent
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artists like Pablo Picasso were supporters of Soviet communism, which
they considered to be a viable alternative to capitalism and U.S. imperial-
ism. Only in the late 1950s did the horrors of Stalinism gradually begin
to come to light. The realization of what actually happened in the Soviet
Union during the regime of Stalin led numerous scholars from all over the
world to turn their attention to banned or previously unknown works pro-
duced by Russian academics.

A few years after Stalin’s death, Leont’ev received the Lenin Prize. This
wasanimportant sign that the newkind of psychology initiated by Vygotsky
was finally acceptable. This event, however, was not a sign of a consistently
positive atmosphere with regard to the work of these scholars. As late as
the 1980s, scholars such as Davydov were prevented at times from travel-
ing abroad. Until 1990, when the Soviet Union ceased to exist, the legacy of
Stalinism continued and the state system Stalin built continued to be based
on coercion and extreme control. Activity theory, then, must necessarily be
understood in the context of this complex historical framework.

The student movement in Europe in the 1960s gave rise to a renewed
interest in activity theory. Our decision to discuss the general history of
activity theory and its connections to the events and the consequences of
both the Russian Revolution and the student movement is not arbitrary.
Authoritative historical analysis also refers contextually to both events.
In the well-known book Age of Extremes, the historian Eric Hobsbawm
(1995) writes, “If there was a single moment in the golden years after 1945
which corresponds to the world simultaneous upheaval of which the rev-
olutionaries had dreamed after 1917, it was surely 1968, when students
rebelled.. ., largely stimulated by the extraordinary outbreak of May 1968
in Paris, epicenter of a Continent-wide student uprising” (p. 298). The
year 1968 is merely emblematic; it actually represents a period of about
10 years of social and political awakening of young generations until the
mid-1970s.

In these years between the late 1960s and 1970s, activity theory was
introduced in the West. Progressive academics like Urie Bronfenbrenner,
Jerome Bruner, and Michael Cole brought the works of the founders to
American academic circles. In the same years, a number of politically moti-
vated activists from Italy, Germany, Holland, and Japan went to Russia to
study with Luria, Leont’ev, and their colleagues. Because of its split society,
Germany, in particular, became a crucial entry point for activity theory in
the West. East Germany was an official part of Marxist ideology and pub-
lished German translations of the work of Leont’ev, Luria, Davydov, and
others. These translations made their way to the West, exposing a larger
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number of people to these foundational works. At the same time, Nordic
countries were also experiencing a similar political and social awakening
of a new generation of both students and young scientists.

Again, activity theory is one that develops as an integral part of the
historical turmoil in which activity theorists live. Perhaps today’s move-
ments advocating global justice, the rights of ethnic minorities, and eco-
logical sustainability will be the ground for the next generation of activity
theorists. The identity of activity theory stands on the ability of those who
work within this framework to establish fruitful connections between the
classic heritage of the theory, present societal challenges, and orientations
toward the future. As Engestrom wrote (1999a), “Activity theory has the
conceptual and methodological potential to be a pathbreaker in studies
that help humans gain control over their own artifacts and thus over their
future” (p. 29).

ENGESTROM’S WORK AS A PROMOTER
OF THESE DIALOGUES

We identify four main phases in Engestrom’s development as an activity
theorist.! These cycles are interrelated and their historical boundaries are
not well defined: (1) the European student movement of the 1960s and the
discovery of activity theory; (2) the study of instruction and the turn from
school learning to workplace learning; (3) developmental work research
and the theory of expansive learning; and (4) the formation of activity-
theoretical communities aimed at changing societal practices.

At the end of the 1960s and during most of the 1970s, Engestrom
produced a set of works stemming directly from his participation in the
student movement. In particular, he wrote his first book (Engestrom,
1970), Education in Class Society: Introduction to the Educational Problems
of Capitalism (in Finnish). The book is a strong critique of education in a
capitalist society written from the point of view of a rebellious student, and
there is no reference in it to activity theory. Through these intense years of
the student movement, Engestrom came to the realization that he was not
providing an alternative to what he was criticizing. However, he found an
alternative during this period in the form of activity theory.

! The source of the material in this section is a set of interviews with Yrj6 Engestrom
and other information collected by Annalisa Sannino with the support of a Fulbright
Scholarship in 2002-2003 at the Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition,
University of California, San Diego.
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Engestrom’s search for pedagogical ideas emanated from the Soviet
Union and East Germany, most notably Leont’ev’s Problems of the
Development of the Mind, published in East Germany in 1973 (Leontjew,
1973), and Davydov’s Types of Generalizations in Instruction, which was
available in East Germany in 1977 (Dawydow, 1977). Reading Davydov
led him to I'enkov’s essay on the dialectics of the abstract and the con-
crete, which was published in Germany (Iljenkow, 1975). This first phase
of investigation culminated in Engestrom’s (1979) thesis, The Imagination
and Behavior of School Students Analyzed from the Viewpoint of Education
for Peace (in Finnish), in which he first makes extensive use of activity the-
ory. This empirical study documents the work of nearly 2,000 students who
wrote essays on war and violence. At this historical moment, peace move-
ments were very strong, especially after the Vietnam War, and there was
sense of urgency in articulating the need for disarmament and a change in
the relations between East and West. Engestrom wrote his book with the
conviction that the education of students as promoters of peace requires
a deep understanding of students’ representations of war, peace, and vio-
lence. This study reinforced his initial frustration at not being able to pro-
vide tangible alternatives to the instructional practices of that time.

The second phase of Engestrom’s development as an activity theorist was
an intense period starting at the end of 1970s, in which he devoted his work
to the study of instruction with the explicit aim of promoting changes in
school practices. Specifically, he attempted to change school instruction by
bringing Davydov’s ideas to politically and pedagogically radical Finnish
teachers. A key text in this period is a chapter in the 1984 book Learning
and Teaching on a Scientific Basis, which Enstrom edited with Mariane
Hedegaard and Pentti Hakkarainen. However, this work with teachers and
Davydovian teaching experiments also renewed Engestrom’s original frus-
tration with the difficulty of influencing school practices. The result of one
of these experiments inspired by the work of Davydov was published in
a chapter in Finnish with the title Developing Theoretical Generalization
in Instruction: An Example from History Teaching (Engestrom, 1982). The
paper demonstrates that Davydov’s principles of instruction aimed at
theoretical thinking can be successfully implemented in small-scale exper-
imental curriculum units in Western school practice.

In this period there emerged a new interest in workplace learning and
human resource development in organizations. Teaching aimed at devel-
oping high-level theoretical thinking remained at the core of research
interests, including Engestrom’s studies of work. His first work-related
study was concerned with janitorial cleaning, which was considered to be
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the occupation with the lowest prestige in Finland. The main motivation
for studying the work of cleaners was to demonstrate that this work is cre-
ative and has an intellectual basis, and to show the possibilities of develop-
ment. This study of cleaners (Engestrom & Engestrom, 1984), published in
Finnish, is significant in a number of ways, most notably as the first empiri-
cal interventionist study, which led to the formulation of a methodology of
developmental work research (for a summary of the study in English, see
Engestrom & Engestrom, 1986).

The third phase in Engestrom’s work concerns the birth of developmen-
tal work research, conceived in parallel with the elaboration of the theory
of expansive learning. From 1986 to 1989, Engestrom led a study with the
primary health care practitioners and patients of the city of Espoo, where
patients were facing excessive waiting times before receiving health care and
alack of continuity of care. In this study, Davydov’s ideas that had been origi-
nally applied in experimental schools were used to investigate/implement
radical change at work. When practitioners, with the help of researchers,
transform their own work, a new kind oflearning emerges. This is the type of
learning, brought to fruition, that Davydov (1990) called learning activity —
learning that can rarely be observed in schools. Engestréom’s main argument
in Learning by Expanding (1987) is that this kind of learning can be seen
in full maturity in the transformation of work.

In Learning by Expanding, we also see Il'enkov’s influence on Engestrom
in his adoption of the concept of contradictions. The triangular model of
activity systems (Engestrom, 1987, p. 78), present in embryonic form in
early texts (Engestrom, 1983; Engestrom, Hakkarainen, & Hedegaard,
1984), was further theorized within the development of the theory of
expansive learning. The visual representation of the triangle was a way to
condense and convey theory in research collaborations with practitioners.
Thus, the triangle emerged as a tool designed to destroy the myth of direct-
ness in learning and teaching, and to overcome the dualism in existing
traditional theories based on subject-object, learner-knowledge, and indi-
vidual-environment relations. Significantly, the triangular representation
isadirect result of the researcher’s dialogue with practice. It is important to
note that in Engestrom’s study of cleaners (Engestrom & Engestrom, 1984),
Vygotsky’s simple triangular representation was successfully used as a basis
for making the distinction between object and tool. This use of the basic tri-
angle was possible because the cleaners Engestrom studied worked mainly
alone in the evenings in offices. Issues of community, rules, and division
of labor in their work were all but nonexistent. In health care settings, in
contrast, these issues appeared to be dominant.
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A fourth phase of Engestrom’s work can be characterized as an ongoing
effort to initiate communities into the use and development of activity the-
ory for changing societal practices. By 1982, an informal group of activist
researcherswhoworkedinvariouskindsof practicesrelated tohumanresource
development was established in Finland. In addition to Engestrom, members
of this group included Ritva Engestrom, Kirsti Launis, Rejio Miettinen, Kari
Toikka, and Jaakko Virkkunen. The group continued to exist informally
until 1994, when the Center for Activity Theory and Developmental Work
Research was founded at the University of Helsinki.

Beginning in 1989, Engestrom also collaborated with Michael Cole,
who directed the Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition (LCHC)
at the University of California, San Diego. His experience at LCHC as well
as his efforts to bring together scholars who worked within activity theory
inspired the creation of the research center in Helsinki. Engestrom trav-
eled extensively in the 1980s, especially in Germany, where he met Georg
Riickriem, who was working on the translations of Leontev’s works.
Engestrom suggested the idea of a conference in which scholars within
Germany and elsewhere could gather to discuss ways of influencing human
practices on the basis of activity theory. Subsequently, Riickriem started
organizing the first conference of the International Society for Cultural
Research and Activity Theory (ISCRAT), which took place in 1986. In an
effort to disseminate research work and to create a forum for scholarship on
cultural-historical activity theory, Engestrom suggested the creation of the
journal Mind, Culture, and Activity, which was originally published as the
Quarterly Newsletter of the Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition
by Michael Cole and colleagues.

In 1995, Finland was struggling to overcome an economic recession, as
were many other countries. The problems of the Finnish economy, however,
were also connected with the collapse of the Soviet Union, which had been
Finland’s main trading partner. Companies were under economic pres-
sure and needed to find short-term solutions to the crisis. Developmental
work research was formulated in terms of a long developmental cycle
of interventionist work lasting 3 to 5 years (Engestrom & Engestrom,
1986). Companies in these years could not afford to engage in this kind
of transformative venture. The intervention methodology of the Change
Laboratory, as compressed cycles of transformation within the broader
frame of developmental work research, was elaborated to meet the needs of
these institutions.

The maininfluence of Engestrom’s work on society has occurred through
the research projects and partnerships of the Center for Activity Theory and
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Developmental Work Research. The center initiated direct partnerships
with organizations in, for example, heath care, occupational health, and
vocational education. The work performed at the center inspired the emer-
gence of similar institutions, such as the Centre for Sociocultural and
Activity Theory Research at the University of Bath in the United Kingdom,
the Centre for Sociocultural and Activity Theory Research at the University
of Oxford in the United Kingdom, and the Center for Human Activity
Theory at the University of Kansai in Osaka, Japan.

This brief historical account of Yrjo Engestrom’s work illustrates the
development and application of activity theory through the life of an
activity theorist. For Engestrom, as for the founders of activity theory,
theoretical developments require activist involvement in concrete human
practices. In constant dialogue with the activity-theoretical classic heri-
tage — in particular that of Vygotsky, Leont’ev, Ilyenkov, and Davydov —
Engestrom’s work addresses the pressing societal challenges of change and
learning in work activities.






PART ONE

UNITS OF ANALYSIS






Cultural-Historical Activity Theory and
Organization Studies

FRANK BLACKLER

What is the appropriate way to evaluate a significant corpus of work in the
applied social sciences? One way of considering Engestréom’s contribu-
tion would be to review his version of activity theory, his methodological
approach, and his research studies, and to compare his work with related
contributions. Such an approach is generally thought to be the essence of
academic commentary, and in what follows I will include some comments
of that kind. I shall argue, however, that Engestrom’s work should also be
considered in a broader context. Cherns (1979) first pointed out that devel-
opments in the applied social sciences are only partly driven by advances in
theory and methods; developments are influenced also by changing social
priorities and shifting values. Extending Cherns’s point, I take the view
that applied social science work needs not only to be responsive to emer-
ging concerns but also to contribute to the ways in which issues are under-
stood and addressed.

ORGANIZATION STUDIES

I'workin the field of organization studies, also known as organization theory
and organization behavior, and it is from this perspective that I approach
Engestrom’s work. Formal organizations are a distinctive feature of mod-
ern societies, and it is impossible to understand the nature of contemporary
human activity without some appreciation of them. The field of organiza-
tion studies has developed in a very different way than activity theory, and
to introduce my comments I need to say something about this field and to
sketch out its achievements and shortcomings as I understand them.
Organization studies emerged as a specialist field as a result of the explo-
sion of interest in “management” that has occurred in recent decades. As I
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comment later in the chapter, early research in the subject was concerned
with the changing nature of work and the relationship of bureaucratic struc-
tures to organizational effectiveness. Although the range of issues associ-
ated with the subject has grown considerably in recent years, the topic of
change has once again been attracting a lot of interest. A recent overview of
relevant research, The Oxford Handbook of Work and Organization, edited
by Ackroyd, Batt, Thompson, and Tolbert (2005), illustrates the point. The
book includes sections on the changing nature of organizations, technolo-
gies, and the division of labor, contemporary issues in management theory,
and the changing nature of occupations. Along with many other com-
mentators, including Engestrom, writers contributing to the Ackroyd et al.
collection are agreed: Within developed economies, work organizations
are changing. As I note later, the research they review suggests that such
changes are indeed significant, although it suggests also that the extent and
rate of change have been less dramatic than some journalistic commentar-
ies would have us believe.

Organization studies have attracted researchers from many traditions -
positivism, social constructionism, critical realism, action research, and
ethnomethodology among them - and also researchers who have had
very different interests and agendas, from those who wish simply to dis-
cover what is happening in organizations, to managers and management
researchers who want to find out how they might be run more effectively,
and to self-styled critical theorists who are seeking to develop a more
detached analysis of the role of organizations in contemporary societies.
Organization studies do not, certainly, constitute a unified discipline. The
field’s short history has been characterized by profound disagreements
about what the appropriate foci of the subject should be, and how they
should be researched and theorized.

Another collection of essays recently published, The Oxford Handbook
of Organizational Theory, edited by Tsoukas and Knudsen (2003), explicitly
set out to review such debates and assess the general status of organiza-
tion theory given the high levels of disagreement within it. This collection
includes, among others, groups of essays on organization theory as science,
on the ways scholars have theorized organizations, on policy matters, and
on the future of organization theory.

Readers of the Tsoukas and Knudsen volume could be forgiven if, per-
haps, they found themselves wondering whether organization studies have
become terminally self-absorbed. However, ever since Burrell and Morgan’s
(1979) assertion that organization theory is underpinned by competing and
incommensurate paradigms, workers in this field have been acutely aware
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of the relevance of broader epistemological debates in the social sciences to
their field. Not that everyone has agreed with Burrell and Morgan’s view
that fundamental disputes are inevitable; Pfeffer (1993, 1995), for example,
famously lamented the lack of a shared focus and suggested that exagger-
ated disagreements were both delaying progress and diminishing respect
for the subject area. Yet despite his intervention, it is clear that the area of
organization studies continues to be highly contested. Czarniawska (2003)
neatly summarized what has been happening. She pointed to the various
rhetorical styles associated with leading contributors: the “scientistic” (her
example was James Thompson), the “poetic” (Karl Weick), the “revolu-
tionary” (Gibson Burrell), the “philosophical” (James March), the “edu-
cational” (David Silverman), and the “ethnographic” (John Van Maanen).
Czarniawska did not lament such diversity of style in principle but con-
cluded that style has, for some people, become the message. In that event
it is no wonder that discussions between different “schools” have so often
degenerated into argument.

Organization studies are certainly not unique in having strong internal
disagreements. Relevant to a discussion of the relevance of Engestrom’s
work is the question: How did this particular field become so fractious?
Barley and Kunda’s (2001) discussion of the history of work studies and
Starbuck’s (2003) discussion of the history of organization theory both
make similar points about this: that at the time when the area was grow-
ing rapidly, important foundational issues became obscured. Barley and
Kunda made the point by noting how early studies of work and organiza-
tion, such as those of Dalton (1950), Walker and Guest (1952), Gouldner
(1954), and Blau (1955), were all tightly linked to the study of work prac-
tices that were emerging in the postwar years. These detailed studies were
very well done. Because of that, and because the nature of work was to
remain relatively stable through the 1960s and 1970s, later researchers
found that they had the freedom to move away from concrete, situational
studies of work to more abstract analysis. Survey methods and systems
analysis became popular during this period, and organizations as (it was
assumed) rational, bounded, purposeful, and sovereign entities became
the main unit of analysis, with management considered to be the foun-
dation of effective organization. Starbuck’s commentary focused on
how it was that social scientists who had been interested in the theory
of bureaucracy were to become involved in the study of organizational
effectiveness. Economic and social changes in the first half of the 20th
century stimulated a coming together of these themes, he showed. But
when, in the late 1960s and beyond, management schools expanded and
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the number of organizational academics increased, researchers found
that it was advantageous for their careers if they decided for themselves
what was important, perhaps proposing a new approach or opening up
a new area of inquiry. Through the 1980s and 1990s subtopics prolifer-
ated, as did specialized journals, professional subdivisions, and theoreti-
cal schisms. As a result, during this period many academics turned away
from the practical issues that had stimulated the development of their
subject in the first place.

The drift to abstract theorization and specialized areas of interest
has had its downside for sure, but nonetheless organizational research-
ers have produced some good work in recent years. This is illustrated
by Ackroyd et al.’s handbook, mentioned earlier, which reviews research
on the changing nature of work and organizations. Overall the volume
suggests that although variations across countries exist, nonetheless a
broad convergence has developed about the way organizations should
be managed. For example, across the world a heavy emphasis is now
placed on the doctrine of “shareholder value.” Such a development has
been accompanied by moves toward deregulation and heightened levels
of competition, and many employers have adopted practices intended to
foster employee commitment by introducing flatter hierarchies, internal
teamworking, and external networking. Interestingly, however, there
has also been a contrasting trend. There has been a marked increase in
the use of outsourcing contracts and of techniques to monitor employee
performance; the autonomy of professionals has been eroded; and many
employers are investing less in employee training. Job insecurity has
grown, the power of trade unions has declined, and new inequalities
have developed.

The epistemological debates that were the starting point for Tsoukas and
Knudsen’s handbook have produced some interesting outcomes as well. In
his conclusion to that volume, Tsoukas (2003) offers an assessment that, I
would estimate, echoes the views of many involved in the field. Organization
theory, he concluded, has limited its focus by concentrating too much on
formal organizations and by falsely assuming that these are both solid and
enduring. As an alternative, he suggested, organizing processes should be
placed center stage. An individualistic bias in the subject, present in much
Western thought, has led to an underestimation of the sociality of orga-
nizing. Dichotomies that have been common in management theory (e.g.,
structure vs. process, routines vs. creativity, stability versus change) have not
proved helpful either. Above all, Tsoukas emphasized, it is a mistake to con-
ceptualize formal organizations as abstract systems; rather than engaging
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in a fruitless search for the abstract, the timeless, and the universal, orga-
nizational research should turn once again to the concrete, the timely, and
the local.

ENGESTROM AND ORGANIZATION STUDIES

In recent years activity theory has received some attention in organization
studies, but it remains poorly understood and is still a specialized, mar-
ginal area of interest in this field. Nonetheless, Engestrom’s work is clearly
relevant to the subject. Regarding research on the changing nature of work,
through references to Victor and Boynton (1998) especially, Engestrom has
repeatedly emphasized the growing importance of nonhierarchical ways of
working. His occasional comments on, for example, Sennett’s (1999b) con-
cerns about the personal and social disruptions associated with contem-
porary capitalism and Giddens’s (2000) “runaway objects” demonstrate a
concern with the ways in which periods of change can overwhelm those
involved. Unusual for a social theorist, Engestrém is concerned not only
to describe but also to intervene. His interest in collective development has
involved him in detailed studies of particular activities and the tensions
they embrace, and the use of such data to support a process of reflection and
experimentation. In this he and his colleagues have produced an impres-
sive corpus of detailed studies highlighting various unfamiliar organiza-
tional processes, which he has variously dubbed “the horizontal dimension
of expansive learning,” “knotworking,” “mycorrhizae activities,” and “col-
laborative intentionality capital.” The relevance of Engestrom’s work to
important theoretical controversies in the field is also clear. For example,
his version of activity theory provides a strong account of agency by featur-
ing the dynamics of relations between individuals, collectivities, objects,
and language. This has enabled him to develop powerful critiques of con-
temporary approaches as diverse as actor network theory and discourse
analysis. Indeed, his general approach is very much in accord with sugges-
tions, touched on earlier, that rather than the abstract organization being
taken as the central unit of analysis in organization studies, the detail of
situated practices should be featured.

The significance of Engestrom’s work for organization studies is
summarized, [ suggest, in the following three points:

» <«

1. His approach suggests that in place of the assumption that the objec-
tives of an organization are the key to understanding it, it is more
useful to prioritize the notion of objects of activity.
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2. His approach suggests that rather than working with organizations
as the core unit of analysis, it is more helpful to work with the idea of
the activity system as the core unit.

3. Engestrom’s theory of collective learning emphasizes the signifi-
cance of a situated approach for intervention and the role that social
science research can play in turning ideas into practice.

In the following three subsections I develop each of these points.

The Object of Activity

In introducing a discussion of the relevance of Engestrom’s work to organi-
zation studies, it is interesting to compare his approach with the approach
associated with the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in London.
Unlike universities in Britain, the Tavistock Institute receives no earmarked
funds from government to support its scholarly work; since its foundation
shortly after the Second World War, the Tavistock has supported itself
mainly from income generated by consultancy work in organizations. The
ideas that members of the institute developed to support this work were
unusual in a number of respects. First, their interest in organization theory
began in the 1950s, many years before the growth of academic university
departments with an interest in this area and many years before the huge
growth in the consultancy industry. Second, the package of ideas they pio-
neered has continued to be developed to the present day. In certain respects
their approach is very different from Engestrom’s — most obviously in the
central part that psychodynamic theory plays in their thinking. But in
other respects there is a commonality of interest between the two orienta-
tions. Like Engestrom, workers from the Tavistock Institute place heavy
emphasis on the transformative nature of work, the need to conceptualize
how social and technical factors interact, and the centrality of interven-
tion research. Nonetheless, examination of how their approach differs from
Engestrom’s goes a long way toward illustrating what is distinctive about
his approach.

The notion of “the primary task” in Tavistock thinking is the nearest
term in organization studies to activity theory’s “object of activity.” The
idea of an organization’s primary task was first proposed by workers at the
institute in the late 1950s. As discussed by Miller (1993), the principles that
guided their work then were, first, the analysis of organizations as “open-
systems,” taking inputs from their environment, transforming them, and
exporting back finished products or services, and second, the application of
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psychoanalytically informed approaches to group behavior, in particular
Bion’s (1961) insight that as a workgroup addresses its overt tasks it is, at the
same time, dealing with related anxieties. Hirschhorn (1999) explained:

In the Tavistock tradition we understand an organization by first
identifying its primary task. We ask, what is this organization set up to do,
how is it organized to accomplish this objective, and what unconscious
dynamics limit or distort its members” abilities to do their work? (p. 5)

Surprisingly perhaps, given the centrality of the notion of the primary task
to the Tavistock’s approach, ambiguity and controversy have been associ-
ated with the term since it was first proposed. Though it was initially defined
by Rice (1958) as “the task an organization was created to perform,” Rice
was soon to modify his approach to suggest that the primary task was “the
task an organization must perform to survive” (Rice, 1965). Some sociolo-
gists of the period thought the term was poorly thought through anyway,
suggesting that it encouraged the “reification” of organizations and that it
was overly prescriptive (Silverman, 1968, 1970). However, issues of defini-
tion were not the main concern for the Tavistock workers. What mattered
to them was how useful the notion could be in helping their organizational
clients reflect on what they were doing in new and productive ways. As
Miller and Rice (1967) explained, the notion of an organization’s primary
task is

essentially a heuristic concept, which allows us to explore the ordering
of multiple activities (and of constituent systems of activity where these
exist). It makes it possible to construct and compare different organiza-
tion models of an enterprise based on different definitions of its primary
task; and to compare the organizations of different enterprises with the
same or different primary task. (p. 25)

Lawrence and Robinson (1975) distinguished between an organization’s
“normative” primary task, that is, its formal or official task; its “existential”
primary task, that is, the task people in the organization believe they are
carrying out; and finally its “phenomenological” primary task, that is, the
task that can be inferred from organizational practices and of which people
may not be fully aware. More recently Zagier Roberts (1994) and Obholzer
(2001) related the idea of the primary task to the notions of “strategy” and
“mission,” very popular terms in management circles at the present time.
Zagier Roberts argued that when an organization’s external environment
changes, it may become necessary for its primary task to be redefined, and
Obholzer (2001) argued that it was critical that senior leaders keep the
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concept “uppermost in the minds of all members of the organization” and
ensure that it is “constantly reviewed in the light of the external environ-
ment,” with the “functioning, structure and staffing of the organization”
being changed as the primary task is changed (p. 199).

I mentioned earlier that workers at the Tavistock Institute incorporated
psychodynamic ideas in their general approach, and a brief comment on
this side of their work will be helpful. Their insight was that an organiza-
tion’s primary task may itself generate anxieties and that the way people
cope with such feelings can systematically divert their efforts from the task.
Miller and Gwynne’s (1974) intervention in a home for incurables illus-
trates the approach. In studying what the primary task of the care home
mightbe, they discovered that the professionals working there held different
views. Some believed that their work should be guided by what Miller and
Gwynne called a “warehousing” approach; that is, they should “look after
patients and prolong their lives.” Others, however, favored what Miller and
Gwynne called a “horticultural” approach; that is, they should “encourage
patients’ personal development and independence.” Miller and Gwynne
concluded that each of these approaches oversimplified a difficult situation
and was functioning to protect the caregivers in the home from the inher-
ent anxieties of their work. Thus, the “warehousing” rational allowed work-
ers to deny the distress their patients might feel from a sense of helplessness
and futility, whereas the “horticultural” rational allowed them to deny the
distress patients might experience as a result of their declining physical and
mental states. They suggested how a new, more complex but more realistic
primary task could be articulated.

AsThope these comments demonstrate, workers at the Tavistock devel-
oped quite a sophisticated and pragmatic package of ideas to guide their
intervention work. Their notion of primary task provided a way of debating
core objectives; their emphasis on systems thinking was ahead of its time;
their interest in how task anxieties can distract people from their priori-
ties remains distinctive. But it needs to be said, too, that in other respects
their approach is somewhat conventional: They take the organization as the
central unit for analysis; goals and objectives are thought to be relatively
malleable; and they anticipate a key role for managers in reviewing estab-
lished objectives in the light of changing circumstances and deciding what
changes to the organization should be made.

Like the Tavistock workers, Engestrom emphasizes the practical, trans-
forming nature of work, but because he does not start from either an orga-
nizational or a managerial perspective, his approach differs significantly
from theirs. Uniquely, activity theory prioritizes the thing or project that
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people are working to transform. Outcomes, too, are featured, but unlike
the Tavistock’s approach, practices are not divorced from objectives.
Indeed, the notion of the object of activity invites a situated analysis of the
activity that is under way - a level of analysis that, as we have seen, is often
overlooked in more abstract studies of organizations. Note that whereas the
Tavistock workers can assume there is or should be a reasonably straight-
forward relationship between the primary task of an organization and the
values it expresses, Engestrom’s theory maintains that the values embedded
in the object of activity are a contradictory unity of use value and exchange
value. Others in organization studies have recognized that tensions in
organizations are inevitable. Engestrom, however, does not focus just on
how different points of view or interpretations can be resolved or tolerated;
his approach features how contradictions are at the heart of human activity
and invites inquiry into how, in the past, these have been resolved through
practices and how, in the future, they may be addressed anew.

For newcomers to activity theory, the notion of the object of activity is
unfamiliar and may not be easy to understand. Indeed, the term is complex;
objects of activity need to be understood as simultaneously given, socially
constructed, contested, and emergent. Objects of activity also provide the
basis for theorizing motivation, a point clearly captured by Engestrom
when he noted that objects of activity are best regarded as

a project under construction, moving from potential raw material to a
meaningful shape and to a result or outcome. In this sense the object
determines the horizon of possible goals and actions. But it is truly a
horizon: as soon as an intermediate goal is reached, the object escapes
and must be reconstructed by means of new intermediate goals and
actions. (Engestrom 1999c, p. 65)

The complexity of the term should not be thought of as a shortcoming of
activity theory, however. Rather, it both reflects and reveals the complexity
of human activity. When it is applied to organizational analysis, it can be
said that organizations coalesce around objects of activity that are partly
shared, partly fragmented, possibly contested, and certainly emergent, and
because objects of activity are likely to be rooted in multiple activity sys-
tems, they may not be at all easy to change in the short term. Engestrom’s
message to organization studies is: Take objects of activity seriously. Rather
than follow the organization and its prescribed objectives, he urges, “follow
the object,” “give objects a voice,” “expand the object.” These suggestions are
made in an article I discuss later (Engestrém, Engestrom, & Kerosuo, 2003)
and in other publications (Engestrom, 1999d; Engestrom & Blackler, 2005;

» «
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Engestrom, Puonti, & Seppinen, 2003) where he discusses, respectively,
the relevance of the object of activity to analyzing teamwork, examples of
expanding objects, and the life history of objects.

It is interesting that, in recent years, a number of commentators who
are closely associated with the Tavistock’s approach have voiced criticisms
about the way theidea of the primary task has been used. Dartington (1998),
for example, objected to the way that both Zagier Roberts and Obholzer
equate the term with the idea of an organization’s “mission.” In organiza-
tions that are founded on a moral purpose, he argued, there will be strict
limits on the changes that can be made to the primary task. Accordingly, the
primary task should be defined as the task an organization needs to address
“if it is to continue as itself, and not be transformed into something quite
different” (p. 1497). Hirschhorn (1999) accepted that, in times of change,
many organizations need to confront choices about their primary task, but
he pointed out that the stress and uncertainty involved in devising new
strategies had been overlooked by Tavistock workers. Difficult choices of
this kind can lead to vacillation, denial, and a failure to decide; accordingly,
he suggests that rather than placing the notion of primary task center stage,
interventionists should encourage their clients to focus on the primary risk
they must confront. Finally, Armstrong (2005) noted also that the primary
task is an instrumental notion based on a conception of external goals and
that it does not capture “the journeying” toward them; rather “the journey-
ing is simply read back from the end result, as if, for example, the object of
a game were only to win” (p. 129). Armstrong maintained, however, that
it is practice that “breathes life into the organization” (p. 131). Leaders, he
argued, should encourage people to recognize the internal goods of their
practices. From the sense of identity this can provide, people are likely to be
“less fearful of the risk of discovering something new” (p. 116).

Notethat, in various ways, these more recent debates within the Tavistock
community all focus on the relevance of emotional issues — anxiety around
the challenges of the primary task; the importance of established values; the
worry associated with fundamental choices; the importance of a “secure
base” from which new uncertainties can be approached. A consistent
theme in the Tavistock work is to find ways of helping clients understand
how feelings can hinder effective action even without those involved being
aware of the problem. Engestrom’s priorities are emancipatory as well, but
his approach is very different. Although there has been some discussion
in activity theory circles recently about the emotional aspects of objects
of activity, Engestrom himself has not explored such matters. As I note
later, he has continued to emphasize activity theory’s insight that behavior
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is influenced “from the outside” by tools, signs, and cultural, social, and
organizational factors, and to explore what might be done to help people
“re-mediate” their activities for themselves.

The Activity System

Perhaps Engestrom’s most important contribution to activity theory has
been his suggestion that rather than the socially mediated individual
being taken as the basic unit of analysis, the historically located activity
system should be the fundamental unit. While featuring the crucial link
between subject and object, this approach features the essentially social
nature of activity and the centrality to it of durable cultural artifacts. The
object of activity as a “horizon of possibility” is, in Engestrom’s approach,
theorized as a collective project that is stabilized by shared tools, signs,
and procedures. Particular actions need to be analyzed in the context of
this longer-term historical dynamic. Further, as noted already, Engestrom
emphasizes the tensions between use value and exchange value, and he
stresses that activity systems not only are stabilizing but also produce
disturbance.

Not everyone interested in activity theory accepts Engestrom’s theory
of activity systems (compare Engestrom, 2000a, with Bedny & Karwowski,
2004a). Nonetheless, the criticism leveled by Thompson (2004), that
Engestrom’s approach in general, and my use of it in organizational analy-
sis in particular, involves a “drift” away from the immediacy of particular
co-constituting relationships toward detached, abstract representations
of experience, is mistaken. Engestrom’s general model includes the terms
“community” and “system” certainly, but its purpose is not to support a
general and abstracted account of organizations. Engestrom locates agency
in a mix of relationships centered on objects of activity and, true to the
origins of activity theory, he features the ever-present tensions that are at
the heart of this dynamic. Note also that central to Engestrom’s orientation
is the insight that although it is individuals who experience the dilemmas,
contradictions, and performance shortcomings of the systems of activity
they work within, solutions can be developed only collectively. Moreover,
his model of activity systems does not accept the traditional lines that are
drawn between event and context. One of the major achievements of his
empirical work is, I believe, his explorations of how agency is distributed
and his demonstrations of how, through relevant mediating factors, agency
can be variously located in individuals, in formally appointed functional
groups, as well as in the spontaneous communications and improvisations
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that can occur in loose networks of concerned people. The approach is
highly relevant to the analysis of formal organizations: Agency is distrib-
uted across the sometimes overlapping and sometimes distinct activities of
individuals, departments, organizations, networks, and institutions.

It seems to me that, from an organizational perspective, important
points of interest and debate concerning Engestrom’s account of activity
systems are as follows:

1. The emphasis on practices. Engestrom’s focus on the detail of purpose-
ful activity resonates with the suggestion that organizational researchers
need to move away from a search for the abstract so that they can, as Barley
and Kunda (2001) put it, “bring work back in.” As I have already noted,
Engestrom himselfis very interested in the changing nature of work, in par-
ticular in the dynamics of fluid, informal, object-centered interactions. In
Engestrom (2006¢) he speculates that important, if not dramatic, changes
are afoot; developments are taking place, he suggests, that require a shift
away from terms such as “control,” “occupational communities,” “latent
dilemmas,” and “stories” and their replacement by notions of swarming,
“mycorrhizae” associations, dynamic contradictions, and multiple instru-
mentalities. There is much that is interesting here, but it is difficult to gauge
how widespread such trends really are. I suspect that Engestréom’s approach
has been steered more by a wish to explore exciting new forms of human
agency and to demonstrate the relevance of his style of analysis to these
than by a serious intention to chart the changing nature of work and orga-
nizations. Drawing as it does from a range of resources relevant to under-
standing the changing nature of work, the Ackroyd et al. (2005) volume
mentioned earlier suggests a more well rounded picture of what appears to
be happening. If Engestrom has tended to feature interesting new develop-
ments in the world of work at the expense of what might be described as the
more dismal continuities that are to be found there, he is by no means alone
in that. In principle, however, there is no reason that, applied to the study of
work and organizations, activity theory needs to concentrate merely on the
unusual or exotic. In a study I undertook of changes in a high-technology
firm a few years ago, I found Engestrom’s general model very useful as a
way of depicting contrasting epochs of activity in that organization, and
the tensions and uncertainties that had driven their development (Blackler,
Crump, & MacDonald, 1999). Such an approach could be very helpful in
other studies of the changing nature of work.

2. Relations to institution theory. There is a case for suggesting that activ-
ity theorists could extend their analysis of the cultural roots of practices
by contributing to current discussions about organizational institution
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theory. It can be very helpful for analytical purposes to treat organizations,
or subsections of organizations, as activity systems in their own right.
However, practices in an organization need also to be located within their
broader context — the practices of a medical doctor, for example, need to
be analyzed in the broad context of how medical practice has been con-
ceptualized and has been organized in the society he or she is working in,
as well as in an analysis of the particular arrangements that have emerged
in his or her work organization. The branch of organization studies that
explores such matters, institution theory, views organizations as social
entities embedded in “fields” of beliefs and conventions (Scott, 2001). In
recent years there has been growing interest in how institutional frame-
works can be changed. A recent study of my own followed a failing attempt
to introduce a new series of beliefs into services for vulnerable children and
families living in a deprived area of England (Blackler & Regan, 2006). My
conclusion was that theories of institutional change inspired by Foucault
and also by Giddens that are popular within organization studies at the
moment completely failed to anticipate a major feature of this episode,
namely the muddles, misunderstandings, false starts, and loose ends that
accompanied the attempt at change. Conventional theories of institution-
alization emphasize the importance of the internalization of values, but the
problems of this case arose from the difficulties participants had in exter-
nalizing their ideals into new routines and procedures. This aspect of col-
lective learning is a feature of Engestrom’s analysis.

3. Artifact re-mediation. In developing this point, as I have already
noted, Engestrom has placed a strong emphasis on the role of artifacts in
mediating activity. Since the advent of actor network theory (Latour, 2005),
sociologists have shown much interest in the social role of material objects,
but Engestrom does not treat objects as “actants.” In the Vygotsky tradition
his concern has been the instrumentality of mediating artifacts, and he has
demonstrated how mediating artifacts influence behavior. Some time ago
Zubofl’s (1988) landmark commentary on how the skills of “being there”
were being displaced by what she called “informated” work environments
triggered an awareness among organizational scholars of the way new tech-
nologies can change the character of an organization’s activity. It is no acci-
dent, indeed, that activity theory has attracted a strong following in the
area of technology design. But what has been distinctive in Engestrom’s
own work on such matters is the way he has consistently concentrated on
the significance of “bottom-up” re-mediation. Uniquely he has emphasized
how, through their collective development of the tools they use, people can
themselves invest their activities with new meanings.
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4. Linguistic re-mediation. Engestrom has acknowledged that the
accent on artifact mediation in his early studies led to a relative neglect
of social and organizational factors, that is, in the rules, community,
and division of labor shown in his general model of activity (Engestrom,
1996b). Certainly, different means of mediation can be expected to act
in concert, and a change in one may well require changes elsewhere in
the activity system. In recent years, though, the issue that has attracted
more attention has concerned the relative emphasis that should be placed
on material versus linguistic mediation. In his early empirical studies,
Engestrom demonstrated rather little concern with language; in recent
years, however, the relevance of language to organization studies has
attracted widespread interest. In his commentary on the development
of organization studies touched on earlier, for example, Tsoukas (2003)
suggested that a suitable motto for organization studies now should be:
“Don’t search for the logic of organizing; look for the discursive practices
involved in organizing” (p. 619). Taylor and Van Every’s (2000) theory of
communication as organizing has, indeed, pursued exactly that agenda.
Developing their approach, and familiar with activity theory’s notion of
the object of activity, Taylor and Robichaud (2004) have explored how,
through conversations, people “coorient” themselves both to the object
and to each other. It is the way roles and relationships are created as part
of this process that allows Taylor and his co-workers to equate communi-
cating with organizing. Part of Taylor and Robichaud’s analysis explored
how people draw on past meanings to explain current activities and rela-
tionships; analyzing a film of members of a management team meeting to
discuss strategies for their business, they speculated that the interplay of
different systems of meaning in an organization can trigger a process of
change that is, essentially, unpredictable.

In contrast, Engestrom does not equate communicating with organiz-
ing; rather, he equates practice with organizing, and his interest in talk is
subordinate to his interest in practical actions. Nor does he conceive of
change as an essentially random process; his interest in language is subor-
dinate to his interest in how people can participate in the development of
their activities. Although Engestrom has not, as far as I am aware, studied
management teams as they engage in strategy review discussions in quite
the way that Taylor has, nonetheless, drawing from his work in a medical
context (Engestrom, 2004), he has developed a general model that is directly
relevant to such a project. His focus was on what is necessary to turn
plans into practices; managing as designing, he argued, requires a merging
of “paradigmatic language,” “experiential language,” and “interpretative
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narratives.” Exactly how the ambiguities, conflicts, surprises, and frustrations
of such a process might best be dealt with remains, however, the subject of
future research.

Collective Learning

In an introduction to a collection of papers by various researchers at his
Helsinki research center, Engestrom (2005b) commented on how his
approach differs from one recently proposed by Flyvbjerg (2001). Inspired
by Aristotle and Foucault, Flyvbjerg had argued that rather than being
approached in a detached, rationalistic way, social research should be man-
aged as a pragmatic, context-dependent, and ethical activity. Engestrom
acknowledges similarities between activity theory’s approach and the
approaches Flyvbjerg favors. But as he points out, the differences between
his proposals and those Flyvbjerg developed is revealing. Flyvbjerg advises
researchers to ask: Where are we going? Who gains, who looses, by which
mechanisms of power? Is this desirable? What should be done?

Regarding the first of these questions, Engestrom pointed out that in
many situations the direction an organization is taking may be ambigu-
ous or remain contested, so the question “Where are we going?” may be
difficult to answer meaningfully. Flyvbjerg’s second question is clearly
drawn from his emphasis on Foucault’s interest in power and governmen-
tality. Engestrom notes that Flyvbjerg’s third question, like the first, may
be either difficult to answer or premature; certainly this will be the case
when there is some uncertainty regarding the direction of development.
Finally, judging by Flyvbjerg’s own research of a town planning project,
Engestrom comments that his fourth question appears to be an invitation
to the researcher to feed back his or her research findings to those involved.
That idea is clearly a good one and can stimulate informed discussion of
important issues; yet, Engestrom pointed out, Flyvbjerg appears to over-
look the point that in many situations what should be done may not be the
same as what actually can and will be done.

Engestrom’s alternative questions are: Where do we come from? What
are the tools and signs that are available for different participants, and how
are they used to construct the object of activity? What are the inner contra-
dictions of the activity? What can and will be done?

These questions draw their inspiration from activity theory’s emphasis
on historicity, its emphasis on the power of instrumentality,and the driving
dynamic of internal contradictions. Critically also, note how Engestréom’s
understanding of the researcher’s role extends beyond Flyvbjerg’s. He
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does not accept the distinctions that are normally drawn between pure
and applied research or consultancy. Engestrom’s view is that it is essential
that researchers not rest content merely to pass their research findings
back to those who are affected by them, but that they remain active in help-
ing to turn new ideas into practices. His disagreement with Flyvbjerg on
this point echoes criticisms he has made of Argyris, Putnam, and Smith’s
(1985) “action science” — another approach that is very familiar to organi-
zation scholars. Argyris’s approach, he pointed out, encourages research-
ers to help people recognize basic, but unquestioned assumptions that
guide their practices, but it fails completely to explore how people do, or
do not, turn such insights into new practices (Engestrom, Engestrom, &
Kerosuo, 2003).

In organization studies there has been extensive discussion about
the “relevance” of organizational research in recent years. For example,
there has been a strong advocacy of the importance of “evidence based
management” (Pfeffer, 2007), a perspective that has been sharply coun-
tered by objections that the approach is misconceived (Learmonth &
Harding, 2006). Others have called for an independent and “critical”
field of organization studies (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992), an outlook
that has, in turn, been severely criticized because of its antiperformative
stance (Fournier & Grey, 2000). Engestrom’s theory provides a highly
challenging, well-worked-out alternative to both such approaches.
Pointing out that solutions imported to an organization from outside
or imposed from above are unlikely to work, he grounds his approach
in detailed studies of situated practices backed by a clear appreciation of
the driving significance of the object of their activities for those involved
(Engestrém, 2000c¢).

The project discussed in Engestrom, Engestrom, and Kerosuo (2003)
(see also Kerosuo, 2006) provides a clear example of his approach to
intervention research. The project was intended to overcome the difficul-
ties of providing coordinated care for chronically ill patients with mul-
tiple illnesses. It drew from an earlier project by Engestrom in a hospital
for children where attempts had been made to address similar problems
of coordination by the introduction of a “care agreement” — a record
of the overall plan of care for each patient and a statement of how dif-
ferent care providers would contribute to it (Engestrom, Engestrom, &
Vihdaho, 1999). The hope in that case had been that, as a result of the care
agreement, medical practitioners would constantly be reminded that they
were interacting with patients who had multiple problems and that their
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contributions had to be conceived within this broader context. Referring
to the care agreement Engestrom noted:

The new instrumentality was supposed to become a germ cell for a
new kind of collaborative care in which no single party would have a
permanent dominating position and in which no party could evade
taking responsibility over the entire care trajectory. The model implied
a radical expansion of the object of activity: from singular illness epi-
sodes or care visits to a long-term trajectory (temporal expansion), and
from relationships between the patient and singular practitioner to the
joint monitoring of the entire network of care involved with the patient
(socio-spatial expansion). (Engestrom, Engestréom, & Kerosuo, 2003,
pp- 290-291)

As Engestrom et al. go on to discuss, their work on services for chroni-
cally ill people with multiple ailments adopted the same approach. Early
research on this project assembled data that were to act as the foundation
for a Change Laboratory intervention, following the general format that
has become associated with Engestrom’s work (Engestrom, Virkkunen,
Helle, Pihlaja, & Poikela, 1996). A series of such workshops was arranged
for a core group of practitioners, plus other health care professionals who
were directly responsible for the care of patients whose experiences were to
be discussed at the meetings. One or two health care managers also usually
attended, as did the patients whose cases were to be discussed.

Engestrom noted that a typical workshop would start with a video
presentation prepared by the researchers that included extracts from an
interview with the patient, clips from recordings of the patient’s medical
consultations, and extracts from interviews with health care professionals
responsible for the patient’s treatment. Next the doctor mainly responsible
for his or her care would introduce the patient to the group and outline
the treatment regime and timetable. Discussions then followed about how
the patient’s problems should be interpreted, about the flow of informa-
tion relevant to his or her case, and about the division of care responsibil-
ity. Problems were noted. The relevant doctor would introduce the care
agreement that had been formulated with the patient, and Engestrom
reports that sometimes quite detailed changes were made regarding both
plans for the specific case and more general issues. Finally, the research-
ers asked those present to summarize what had been achieved and agreed
upon. Over the course of the project, the researchers and core workshop
members redesigned the care agreement form and relevant supporting
documentation.



36 Frank Blackler

The workshops were videotaped, and analysis suggested that, typically,
four types of talk took place within them: a jointly told story about the case
under review; joint decisions about actions that needed to be taken quite
soon; summaries to model the patient’s overall situation and any general
implications it might suggest; and the emergence of the patient’s perspec-
tive as a voice in its own right alongside those of the medical profession-
als. Engestrom, Engestrom, and Kerosuo (2003) present some examples of
conversations to illustrate each of these aspects. The examples they provide
of the modeling stage illustrate how involved they, the researchers, were in
developing a workable version of the care agreement. Indeed, at the conclu-
sion of the article they observe how, in studies of this kind,

researcher-interventionists make themselves contestable and fallible
participants of the discourse, which means that their actions also become
objects of data collection and critical analysis. (Engestrom, Engestrom, &
Kerosuo, 2003)

After the project was completed, senior managers in the health service
resolved to introduce the new care agreement forms throughout the whole
health care system in Helsinki. However, Kerosuo (2006) reported that this
had not actually been done. She does not detail exactly why. She does note,
though, that a major outcome of the workshop series was that participants
were both willing and able to produce ideas about how the discontinuities
of care they were discussing could be overcome. Nonetheless, she says:

Their suggestions remained captive at the local practice level because the
link between developing health care practices and inter-organizational
intervention remained weak. Repairing the disjunctions in inter-
organizational health care is a complex challenge, requiring solutions
that involve multiple providers and high levels of organizational and
professional involvement and learning. No doubt these challenges
necessitate new approaches to organizational development and new
approaches to educating health care providers. (Kerosuo, 2006)

Reflecting on this case, I propose that points of particular interest and
debate for organization studies suggested by Engestrom’s approach to
intervention research include the following:

1. Re-mediation for system change. The terms under which any research
projectiscommissioned arelikely tolimit whatis possible,and one does what
one can, given the opportunities that can be arranged. However, it seems to
me that if, in this case, it really was hoped that established practices would
be transformed by the introduction of a new approach to recording treat-
ment plans, the expectation was unrealistic. There are multiple mediations
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in all complex systems of activity, a point that Engestrdm has emphasized
himself. The point resonates with an observation that organization change
theorists have long emphasized: Fundamental shifts in practices must be
encouraged over time and in multiple ways. Discussions between profes-
sionals at the form-filling-in stage would have been an important occasion
for learning certainly; this was the case at the workshops. But how power-
ful a written agreement about such discussions might subsequently be is
another question altogether.

Indeed, it would be very interesting to learn more about how Engestrom
and his colleagues would retrospectively assess their learning from this
project. As already noted, some years ago in reviewing some of his early
projects, Engestrom (1996b) noted how a heavy emphasis on instrumental
mediation had led him to neglect social and organizational factors. In a
presentation of a later project (Engestrom, 1999¢), he reflected back on the
point, noting that when new procedures are integrated with a new division
of labor, the resulting development is far more robust than would other-
wise have been possible. Kerosuo’s comments, noted earlier, on the case
discussed here suggest that the key lesson of this project might be that in
complex organizational settings, integration of that kind can be very dif-
ficult to achieve.

Itis interesting that in a recent paper Engestrom, Kerosuo, and Kajamaa
(2007) compared the long-term change trajectories of two other health ser-
vice organizations in Finland over a period of years. Their findings echo the
insights of classic longitudinal studies of organizational change well known
to organization theorists: Periods of organizational change are likely to be
punctuated by periods of stability; discontinuities can occur over time, but
continuity is possible (Child & Smith, 1987; Hinings & Greenwood, 1988;
Pettigrew, 1985). Not all expansive learning will take place through the
adaptation of existing organizations and institutions; sometimes old orga-
nizations need to go and new ones developed. But to the extent that expan-
sive learning can and does happen in such settings, my suggestion is that
the theory of expansive learning needs to be extended to help people better
anticipate and manage the complex dynamics of organizational change. To
pick up a point I made earlier, activity-theoretical studies of senior man-
agement teams would be of considerable interest in this respect.

2. Content versus process in intervention research. Engestrom’s Change
Laboratories involve the simultaneous use of video recordings of actual
practices, interviews, and other relevant data, historical analysis, the mod-
eling of the activity system, and an exploration of its inner contradictions.
I have no doubt that they provide a uniquely powerful forum for collective
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reflection and development. The approach is quite structured, though,
dependent as it is on well-crafted research input and the active involvement
of researchers during the meetings. These aspects of the approach may, I
suspect, limit the effectiveness of this form of intervention. In the case dis-
cussed here it may well have been that the researchers had obtained such a
high degree of insight into the problems of cross-agency working that their
input to the design of the care agreement form was indispensable. Or per-
haps the researchers were hired explicitly to design the form; these things
are not altogether clear. However, much of the literature on planned orga-
nizational change suggests that rather than seeking to provide clients with
technical solutions to the problems they face, interventionists can reap
long-term advantages by standing back from the detail and setting out to
help clients manage the development process for themselves.

It would also be interesting to know whether in the case discussed here
participants were encouraged to begin mobilizing themselves to address
notjust specific ideas for change stimulated by their reviews of patient expe-
riences, but also the organizational development and educational issues
that, looking back, seem necessary. One wonders what those involved in
the workshops currently think could have been done then, or might be done
now, to move their suggestions for change forward. The re-mediation of
social and organizational factors can challenge institutionalized power
structures; perhaps that is why the process can stretch the imaginations of
researcher and client alike.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

At the start of this chapter I suggested that one way of evaluating a signif-
icant corpus of work in the applied social sciences is to compare it with
related approaches. I began by outlining the field of organizational stud-
ies, commented on some of its strengths and weaknesses, and noted how
Engestrom’s approach resonates with calls for organizational theorists to
stand back from abstracted theory and to feature the concrete, the situated,
and the timely. I compared Engestrom’s orientation with the approach
associated with the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations. Through the
notions of “object of activity” and “activity systems,” his approach pro-
vides a conceptual toolkit that is especially helpful in analyzing both the
overall character and the details of practices. His emphasis on the object
of activity provides a way of conceptualizing collective intent. His idea of
the activity system provides a way of conceptualizing distributed agency.
His emphasis on internal contradictions offers an account of the pressures
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and opportunities for collective development. His approach to research
envisages a role for the social researcher not only in problem analysis but
also in problem solving, solution implementation, and change evaluation.

At the beginning of the chapter I also suggested that it was important
that applied social scientists both respond to changing perceptions of
social problems and seek to influence debates about what is important.
Engestrom’s empirical work is outstanding in the contribution it makes to
an understanding of unfamiliar but perhaps increasingly important forms
of object-oriented activity. My own view, however, is that it is less in such
specifics and more in its general orientation that Engestrom’s work may
have its greatest impact. His work is a reminder of the Marxist ambition for
the self-determination of human history. Engestrém’s theory is unique in
the analysis it offers of how groups, organizations, and institutions might
more actively influence their own social forms. There is a great deal that
can be done to develop and extend these ideas. Points I would especially
emphasize from my earlier comments are the need to develop an agenda for
intervention work that is driven by a recognition of the realities of hierarchy
and disadvantage as much as by a vision of dynamic new forms of work-
ing; the need to explore more extensively the nature of social and organi-
zational mediation from an activity theory point of view; and the need to
develop forms of intervention that do not require the social scientist to act
as expert adviser. The achievement of Engestrom’s theory, indeed, is the
strength of the foundations it has provided for further analysis, research,
and intervention.



Uses of Activity Theory in Written

Communication Research

DAVID R. RUSSELL

Documents largely organize the activity of the modern world and - a
forteriori — the postmodern world, with its reliance on hypertextual
networks. Writing is arguably the most powerful mediational means for
organizations and institutions, and writing-in-use in organizations has
become an object of research in the past 25 years in North America, with
applications in a number of fields, primarily organizational (business, tech-
nical, and scientific) communication and education (Bazerman & Russell,
2003). In these fields, analysis of writing-in-use is often crucial for plan-
ning interventions to improve students’ literacy, at all levels, or to improve
organizations’ communication, through document design and document
management, or what has come to be called information design and infor-
mation management.

This tradition is largely separate from literary or, indeed, applied lin-
guistic research, though both have influenced it (Bazerman, 1997; Russell,
1997b). Instead, it grows out of a U.S. tradition of rhetorical analysis applied
to texts, particularly the concept of genre as social action (Miller, 1984,
1994), with deep roots in Schutz’s phenomenological analysis of typifica-
tion (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). I will refer to it as writing, activity, and
genre research (WAGR). Sociological studies of science and technology
were the original impetus (Latour & Woolgar, 1979; Merton, 1968), along
with studies of orality and literacy, particularly studies based on Vygotsky’s
theory (most importantly, Scribner & Cole, 1981).

Empirical and historical research on written communication in this
tradition has from its inception in the early 1980s found cultural-historical
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activity theory (CHAT) useful. CHAT, in various versions, has been
influential because other approaches to written communication (e.g.,
cognitive psychology, applied linguistics, and cultural studies) have deep
theoretical and methodological limitations in studies on writing-in-use
within - and among - organizations and institutions. In CHAT, broadly
conceived, context is not separated from activity, or from texts, which are
seen as tools for the mediation of activity. In this sense, CHAT allows for
wider levels of analysis than the dyad, common in much conversation anal-
ysis research, or reader—writer interactions per se, as in reader response
criticism and critical discourse analysis. And it eschews the Cartesian split
between mind and world, texts and context, which is common in cognitive
research on written communication (Russell, 1995, 1997a; Russell & Yafiez,
2003). CHAT, in principle, does not privilege one medium over another, as
all are viewed as mediational tools. Because of this, it is possible to discern
the relationship among tools in various media within and among organiza-
tions and their subjects.

Finally, CHAT provides for a mesolevel of analysis between microlevel
phenomena (including discourse) and macrolevel generalizations com-
mon in the ideological analysis of cultural studies and many forms of
sociological analysis (e.g., Parsonian social forces). This allows for a more
nuanced analysis of organizations and practical interventions to improve
organizational communication or pedagogy. Many CHAT and WAGR
studies do so through ethnographic and case study methods, as both are
interested in looking at change over time rather than developing a theory
of language-in-use.

CHAT-influenced WAGR goes on in a very wide range of areas, but in
this chapter I will not try to represent that range of theorizing and research
on writing, activity, and genre. Instead, I will focus on work closest to my
own: that in higher education, workplace studies of organizational com-
munication, and relations between the two. I will pass over a huge num-
ber of studies of elementary and secondary education, well represented,
for example, by Lee and Smagorinsky (2000) and many who do workplace
and higher-education studies that take other approaches to CHAT, many of
whom are discussed in Bazerman and Russell (2003).

While CHAT approaches have in general been highly influential,
Engestrom’s systems version of CHAT, using an expanded version of
Vygotsky’s mediational triangle as a unit of analysis, has not been widely
taken up by WAGR research, and where it has, it has usually been as
another way of theorizing the social dimensions of activity, along with
distributed cognition, community of practice, and so on (Dias, Freedman,
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Medway, & Paré, 1999). This perhaps springs from the importance of genre
in WAGR. Genre in WAGR is an overarching theoretical concept, a unit
of analysis in its own right, conceived as genre as social action. By look-
ing at genres as intertextual and hypertextual systems, WAGR constructs
a concrete analysis of writing-in-use not only as tools and rules, in actions
and operations that stabilize-for-now (Schryer, 1993) behavior in far-flung
organizations and help explain institutional change and collective learn-
ing, butalso as systems, at the level of activity. And particularly in its theory
of genre, WAGR has over the past 25 years made a contribution to CHAT
approaches to studying organizations ( Bazerman & Russell, 2003; Russell &
Bazerman, 1997).

My own work, like that of others whom I'll refer to, has used Engestrom’s
expanded version of Vygotsky’s mediational triangle as a unit of analysis
alongside genre as social action to put the two in productive tension, to seek
a synthesis - certainly not yet achieved, perhaps not possible, but neverthe-
less useful. I offer this chapter not as a resolution but as a way to identify
influences, clarify issues, and continue to engage in dialogue.

Beginning in the mid-1990s, Engestrom’s (1987) elaboration of
Leont’ev’s (1978) activity system gave some of us doing WAGR a way to
articulate the social systematics of textual circulation networks and their
contributing role in accomplishing communal work - as well as imped-
ing or transforming work through dialectical contradictions. Indeed, in
the concept of dialectical contradictions, Engestrom’s approach to CHAT
also offered fresh elaborations of Marxian notions of work and learning.
Engestrom’s developmental approach suggested ways to trace how people
and their writing practices change, individually and collectively, as they
move within and among various social practices, theorized in terms of
activity systems. Perhaps most importantly, this unit of analysis has been
developed recently in terms of multiple and interpenetrating contexts,
polycontextual systems of activity — the “third generation” of activity the-
ory research, as Engestrom (2001) has called it. This has proved helpful for
understanding written communication in modern organizations, because
they are so often linked intertextually in interdisciplinary and interorgani-
zational networks or, more recently, “knotworks” (Engestrom, Engestrom, &
Vihidaho, 1999).

I have found that Engestrom’s systems version of activity theory offers
insight into the central problematic of my research: how university students
learn to write specialized discourse and write to learn specialized knowl-
edge. This involves several disciplines and requires a theory that will cross
disciplinary lines to answer a fundamental question: How can one analyze
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in a principled and systematic way the macrolevel social and political struc-
tures (cultural studies) that affect the microlevel actions of the teaching and
learning (educational psychology) that students and teachers do with texts
(applied linguistics) in education systems — and vice versa? The activity sys-
tem offers a useful heuristic for explaining how doing school, doing work,
and doing the other things (political, familial, recreational, etc.) our lives
are made of are woven together through genre as social action.

GENRE AS A UNIT OF ANALYSIS

Since the mid-1980s, WAGR has developed the concept of genre as social
action in order to analyze the role of documents and artifacts in various
media in organizational change and learning. The WAGR concept of genre
as social action began not with Bakhtin’s notion of genre, though this has
proved very influential, but with Alfred Schutz’s phenomenological con-
cept of typification (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). Carolyn Miller (1984,
1994) introduced the concept of genre as “typified rhetorical actions based
in recurrent situations” (1994, p. 31). Genre is seen not as formal features or
as packeted speech (Wertsch, 1994), but as typified actions that over time
have been routinized, “stabilized-for-now” (Schryer, 1993) in ways that
have proved useful in the activity system. Put simply, a genre is the ongoing
use of certain material tools (marks, in the case of written genres) in cer-
tain ways that worked once and might work again, a typified, tool-mediated
response to conditions recognized by participants as recurring. Discursive
actions are not seen, in Bakhtin’s metaphor, as voices ventriloquized from
and contributing to social languages, but rather as speech acts (Austin,
1962; Searle, 1969), utterances that perform actions in practical activity
(Bazerman, 2004).

Thus, genres are more than categories of tools classified according to
formal features. They are traditions of using a tool or tools, “forms of
life, ways of being, frames for social action” (Bazerman, 1994, p. 79). A
genre conveys a worldview — not explicitly, but by “developing concrete
examples” that allow participants “to experience the world in the genre’s
way” (Morson & Emerson, 1990, p. 282; Spinuzzi, 2003, p. 42). Genres
allow subjects to recognize the activity and the appropriate actions in
the presence of certain constellations of tools — marks on surfaces and
other material phenomena. And genres make it possible to act with oth-
ers over time in more or less but never entirely predictable ways, indi-
vidually, collectively, and institutionally. Thus, the theoretical concept
has proved useful in written communication studies at the level of the



44 David R. Russell

activity system(s), as well as the levels of actions and operations, to use
Leont’ev’s (1978) terms.

This formulation of genre as social action differs in important ways
from the concept of genre that Engestrom’s group developed in the mid-
1990s. Engestrom takes issue with the fact that major linguistic approaches
to discourse-in-use separate discourse from object-oriented productive
activity (a critique that WAGR largely shares). He and his group devel-
oped a framework for analyzing discourse-in-use (Engestrom, 1999b).
R. Engestrom (1995) in particular has synthesized Bakhtin’s (1987) lan-
guage theory and Leontev’s (1978) three-level analysis of joint activ-
ity. Bakhtin’s concept of “social languages” corresponds to the level of
collective activity, analyzed in terms of activity systems. Bakhtin’s “voice”
corresponds to the level of specific action. Bakhtin’s “speech genre” cor-
responds to the level of unconscious operations.

In WAGR research, by contrast, genre can be analyzed historically at the
level of the activity system, as well as at the level of operations. Bazerman’s
(1988) study of the “genre and activity of the experimental article in sci-
ence” over two centuries is perhaps the most obvious example. He shows
how the activity of science shaped and was shaped by the primary genre
that scientists evolved, through their discursive and practical actions, for
sharing and verifying their findings. Similarly, Bazerman’s (1999) study
of written communication in Edison’s long career and beyond analyzes
the development of institutions to create and extend worldwide the tech-
nology of the electric light. Other relevant examples include Russell’s
(2002) study of the evolution of genres of student writing in U.S. higher
education, Yates’s (1989) study of industrial communication in the 19th
and early 20th centuries, and Spinuzzi’s (2003) study of 30 years of traffic
mapping.

Genre as social action can be analyzed not only at the level of uncon-
scious operations or activity system(s), but also at the level of conscious
action, as an array of strategies or tactics from which participants may
“consciously select, interpret, produce and use” in goal-directed actions
(Spinuzzi, 2003, p. 46). Studies of tools-in-use show actors consciously
selecting, rejecting, and abandoning genres in the course of their work,
individual and collective (Schryer, 1993; Spinuzzi, 2003). Moreover, genres
must be learned, potentially passing from the level of action to operation
and back. Newcomers to an activity must come to perceive how others are
using the tools and use them in similar ways in order to perform actions
that coordinate with others” actions. In time newcomers may - or may
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not — operationalize those actions. The ways of writing of experienced
insiders in a profession, for example, may become so routine that they come
to seem natural. In this sense, genre helps account for social-psychological
stability, identity, and predictability in organizations or, indeed, broader
social formations as unconscious operationalized actions.

Genres are also central to object formation, transformation, and main-
tenance of activity systems. As Engestrom (1999b) says, “The object is an
enduring, constantly reproduced purpose of a collective activity system
that motivates and defines the horizon of possible goals and actions” (p. 170).
But the object of activity can be seen to attain its stability, reproduction,
and continuity through genres, the mutual recognition necessary for joint
action to occur over time. And when the object is contested (offering poten-
tial for change), it is against the landscape of existing genres.

Genres are also deeply involved in the construction of motives. Genres
are, in a sense, classifications of artifacts-plus-intentions. They enact social
intentions, offering ways of using tools to accomplish collective activity.
As Miller (1984) argues, “What we learn when we learn a genre is not just
a pattern of forms or a means of achieving our own ends. We learn, more
importantly, what ends we may have” (p. 165) in collective activity. A genre
offers not only a landscape of possible action, but also a horizon of poten-
tial motives or direction (Bazerman, 1994; Bazerman, Little, & Chavkin,
2003). In this sense, genre provides a way of including motives in the anal-
ysis of activity. As such, genres are crucial links between subjects, tools,
and objects. In this way, WAGR addresses motive directly, where it is only
implied in Engestrom’s unit of analysis, though it is central to Wertsch’s
(1994) version of activity theory.

To take a contemporary example, when one recognizes a document
as a U.S. Internal Revenue Service tax form (Bazerman, 2000), it is clear
that one is defined within a bureaucratic identity of financial calculations,
obligations, specific deadlines, and places for submission - and ultimately
complex regulations, legal sanctions, and enforcement procedures. It is also
clear what actions and tools are salient and irrelevant within the time-space
landscape the genre invokes. Yet “no matter how constrained by forms,
conventions, regulations and sanctions, the tax form becomes the scene of
struggle between compliance and each individual’s desire to protect per-
sonal financial interests,” a way of aligning or contesting motives in rela-
tion to the activity system of U.S. government tax collections (Bazerman
et al,, 2003, p. 459). A genre, particularly a written genre, crystallizes the
motives of participants and makes possible certain kinds of interactions
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while making others more difficult, though never impossible. A genre calls
forth certain actions or, for some participants, operations with certain tools
at certain times and places.

“In short genre recognition attunes us in deep and complex ways as
to what to make of the utterance” (Bazerman et al., 2003, p. 456). In this
sense, WAGR differs from other theories of genre in emphasizing the posi-
tive valence of genre, as a landscape for action, rather than its limitations
or regulation of actions, and calls attention to the strategic agency of par-
ticipants, who further their interests through mutually recognized, genred
action within moments of utterance, though always constrained by the
degree of congruence in their understandings and always open to differ-
ence. Indeed, genres facilitate improvisation and innovation, marking out
the expectations against which innovation is perceived as such and not as
meaningless nonsense, in much the way the chordal and melodic struc-
ture of a tune facilitates jazz improvisation (Schryer, Lingard, & Spatford,
2003). And even when, or perhaps especially when, participants are at odds,
they must have or develop a socially shared repertoire of genred actions to
achieve understanding, coordination, and cooperation - to meaningfully
disagree over time. As Bazerman (2006) puts it, genres are

ways of seeing what acts are available that are appropriate to the moment
as you see it — what you can do, what you might want to do. For example,
you may perceive a moment in a disagreement as offering possibilities
of either a rejoinder or an apology. Your motives, goals, plans will take
shape within those two constructions of potential action. You would
not even consider appropriate filing a legal brief — and if somehow you
found a motive and means to pursue that path, that would radically
change the nature of the situation and your counterpart’s set of genred
options. (p. 221)

Organizational change - as distinct from organizational drift or chaos -
involves the construction and mutual construal of new routines, norms,
interactional rules, and the operationalizing of actions in new genres or
old genres appropriated for new purposes. Organizational learning does
as well, and it might be thought of as the development by participants of
genre knowledge (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995). Genres provide mutual
recognition of the object in both its concrete and abstract manifestations
and orient participants to it. As such, genre can be an important unit of
analysis for understanding how organizations change or remain stable.
Voices arise more immediately from genres than from the broader social
languages; and genres are what structure the cooperation/co-construction
of communication through mutual recognition.
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ACTIVITY SYSTEMS AND GENRE SYSTEMS

In complex activity systems, there are typically many written genres,
which participants use together to structure and change their interac-
tions. WAGR has developed the concept of genre systems, or, in Spunuzzi’s
(2003) formulation, genre ecologies, to understand how genres, particu-
larly written ones, work in and between complex organizations. Bazerman
(1994) defines a genre system as “interrelated genres that interact with each
other in specific settings” (p. 80). In a genre system, “only a limited range
of genres may appropriately follow upon another,” because the conditions
for successful coordinated action are conditioned - but never finally deter-
mined - by their history of previous actions (p. 80). For participants, these
written genre systems are more salient than social languages or particular
voices, because they are more permanent over time and mobile through
space. Beyond a particular moment analyzed, multivoicedness is more
than voices; it depends on texts that mobilize actors across activity systems
in mutually recognized and acted-upon genres. For example, IRS tax form
1040 is intertextually linked to other documents in other genres, in a tax-
payer’s files, employers’ files, bank records, government regulations, tax
laws, accounting standards, addresses, calendars, and so on, and to material
property (real estate, factories, farms, etc.) and concrete actions (buying,
selling, renting, theft, gambling losses, etc.) that those documents in vari-
ous genres represent.

What Engestrom’s unit of analysis has done for WAGR is offer, first of
all, a heuristic for describing the social systematics of textual circulation
networks and their contributing role in accomplishing communal work.
His seven-part triangle diagram of the activity system allows for an ana-
lysis of fundamental elements of interaction among people and their tools
that organize the joint activity.

Because of the division of labor within and particularly among activity
systems, not all of the participants must appropriate (learn to read/write)
all of the written genres. Participants at some more or less stable positions
within the systems interact in ways that make it more likely they will use
certain genres and not others at certain times. Participants from different
activity systems or different locations within the division of labor do not
have to learn one another’s social languages to achieve coordination when
the interactions are mediated by tools in genres that they come to mutually
recognize. Indeed, participants are not typically aware of social languages, as
R. Engestrom (1995) points out. But to achieve coordination across bound-
aries, participants must recognize the genres that shape the co-construction
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of meaning. Again, in research on interactions among activity systems, it is
not the social languages through which either moment-to-moment coordi-
nation or historical development goes on. It is through the genre systems.

Second, Engestrom’s (1987) intermediate theoretical tool of dialectical
contradictions has been useful in understanding genre systems. It provides
a fresh elaboration of Marxian notions of work and learning, connecting
alienation produced by contradictions to psychological double binds.
Moreover, it provides a way to connect immediate microlevel disturbances,
breakdowns, and conflicts with macrolevel, historically developed con-
tradictions and the potential of such disturbances to produce new forms
of activity. It is in relation to genres that disturbances and breakdowns
in communication are manifest: Someone has violated or bent the com-
municative norms; some condition has exposed the genres as needing
attention — promoted them to the level of action, in Leont’ev’s (1978) terms.
Indeed, what is most interesting and important about genres always only
stabilized-for-now is this positive, agentive aspect: that subjects recognize
disturbance and change in relation to them. Genres’ potential for change is
as crucial to understanding organizations as is their structuring of actions
and activity systems over time.

Systems of typified written communication allow participants in one or
more activity systems to coordinate activity through mutual recognition
of the possibilities for action. Through these stabilized-for-now genres, the
boundaries and interactions between social practices — social structures -
are in part maintained and power exerted. But genre systems also reveal
loci of discoordinations, breakdowns, power asymmetries, and sharing,
and so on, within and among activity systems.

Third, what Engestrom (2001) calls the “third generation” of activity-
theoretical research theorizes multiple interacting activity systems and
boundary crossing and the related concepts of polycontextuality and
knotworking. This notion of interlocking activity systems suggests the
particular importance of textually mediated interactions, as these tend
to be crucial to coordinating disparate activity systems over time and
space (Engestrom, Engestrom, & Karkkédinen, 1995). Organizations that
interact over time and at a distance are ordinarily accomplished in large
part through interlocking systems of written communication: printed
forms, records, genres of e-mail, and so on. Boundary crossing occurs in
more than isolated moments; it tends toward systematicity, toward mutu-
ally intelligible communication at a distance in longer timescales, where
boundary crossing is more than a foray. By understanding the system-
aticity of written communication, we can make sense of communication
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across boundaries, not only how boundaries emerge in zones of proximal
development, but also how they are sustained, evolve, or collapse. WAGR
has grappled particularly with this problem, and Engestrom’s theory of
multiple, interacting activity systems has often been useful.

Fourth, Engestrom’s concept of learning by expanding (1987) can be
seen in terms of expanding involvement in a system of genres. Students
or newcomers to an organization learn new genres as they widen their
communicative interactions. In my reading of the literature on writing-
to-learn in higher education (Russell, 1997a), for example, I chart the genre
system of university cell biology as it intersects with other activity systems
and then trace the developmental pathways of students in the activity
systems of specific courses in cell biology discussed in the literature on
writing-to-learn. Similarly, Spinuzzi (2003) traces genres through orga-
nizations to understand organizational learning. Engestrom’s notions of
polycontextuality lie behind both analyses.

These four influences of Engestrom’s activity system are evident in some
recent WAGR studies of genre systems of higher education, which connect
the work of formal schooling to the work of researchers and practitioners in
the disciplines and professions toward which students are at least officially
headed. In a series of studies (Russell & Yanez, 2003; Yanez & Russell, in
press) we traced how students in a history course came to recognize and
appropriate, or not, genres of academic history in relation to genres of
other activity systems, such as journalism and popular history. These stud-
ies draw not only on classroom discourse, interviews with students, and
teachers and the written documents that mediate classroom interactions,
but also on genres of other activity systems — departmental and institu-
tional discourse within formal schooling and genres of historical writing
beyond it, scholarly and popular. These studies aim at understanding the
contradictions within and between the activity systems of professional his-
tory and higher education, as well as the ways students experience these as
double binds within the activity system of the specific classroom. Genre
systems analysis traces the historical origins of the contradictions between
schooling and professional work and between disciplines, and the discoor-
dinations and disturbances in specific classroom learning owing to them.
Genre systems shape the motives and identities of participants, as well as
their texts, and mark out the dimensions of expansive learning, for both
students and teachers, showing possibilities for re-mediating teaching and
learning.

Another problem in WAGR and in many of Engestrom’s developmen-
tal work research studies involves the breakdowns and discoordinations
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within or among participants in different organizational locations acting in
different timescales. Engestrom, Puonti, and Seppdnen (2003), for exam-
ple, in their study of the spatial and temporal expansion of the object in
postmodern work in organic farming, white-collar crime, and medical
care systems, examine “subjects moving in space from one space to another
and establishing trails that could be followed again, both by those subjects
and others. Trails make an emergent knowable terrain” and call for “looking
closely at the formation of such terrains” (p. 184). What Engestrém, Puonti,
and Seppénen call for is very much like what WAGR does, though WAGR
theorizes those “trails” as stabilized-for-now written genre systems, inter-
textually linked. This genre system marks out the landscape of action and
links the nodes of the knotworking. Such genre analysis looks not only at
the formation of these trails but at their development or degeneration over
time. It charts horizons into which the object has expanded already though
existing genres and the territory into which it may expand. For literate
organizations, the expansive reach of the actual or potential object can be
traced by following the written genres. Genre systems provide the skeleton
of the structure of modern activity systems, visible through genre systems
analysis.

For example, Spinuzzi (2003) develops the concept of genre systems as
genre ecologies to understand the activity of traffic workers using a database
of accident records over 30 years, as it changed from paper maps to web-
based GPS databases, and involved a range of stakeholders from different
activity systems. He traces breakdowns and discoordinations using the
activity system as a top-level unit of analysis, but then uses genre systems
or ecologies to analyze the meso- and microlevel interactions. By tracing
connections among genres, Spinuzzi shows how differences in the par-
ent activities “manifest themselves through destabilizations at all levels”
(p. 50). Macrolevel contradictions (and the activities in which they evolved)
“engendered mesolevel discoordinations between specific genres originat-
ing in different activities. Since the genres retained their orientation to
their originating activities, [workers] conflicted in their problem-solving
strategies, cultural assumptions, and ideologies. Workers thus encountered
micro-level breakdowns as they attempted to use these discoordinated
genres to meditate their work” (p. 50). Similarly, a reciprocal discoordi-
nation from micro- to macrolevels is possible, putting activity systems in
a constant state of flux or disequilibrium “as systematic destabilizations
at each level reverberate across the other levels” (p. 50). Other examples
include Winsor’s (2003) study of engineers, technicians, machinists, and
managers writing in a heavy-machinery engineering center over 5 years,
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and Smart’s (2006) study of the genre systems coordinating work in a
central bank over a decade.

CONCLUSION

Engestrom’s unit of analysis, the activity system, then, has been useful in
someresearchin WAGR - not surprising, perhaps, as much of Engestrom’s
research, like WAGR, takes organizations as its primary research object
and attempts to explain change and stability in these dynamic contexts
historically and developmentally. Moreover, both traditions of research
share the motive of producing well-running organizations (and ethical,
socially responsible, and humane ones), where effective learning occurs.
But Engestrom’s activity system plays out rather differently when itis used
with the unit of analysis of genre as social action to trace how documents
come to be and come to be used in organizations. This theoretical differ-
ence is perhaps not unrelated to the difference between Vygotsky’s recom-
mendation of the word - discourse - as a unit of analysis and Leont’ev’s
(1978) use of activity as a unit of analysis. Engestrom’s theory and meth-
ods continue to poses challenges and possibilities. Writing research in
professional communication and education often resembles developmen-
tal work research in that a consultant-researcher takes an active role and
includes a range of stakeholders in developing re-mediated activity. User
testing has moved from a cognitive theoretical set and laboratory meth-
ods to new, more collaborative versions of user-centered design, with
analysis of problems in situ over a more extended time frame. The goal
is to avoid the “victimhood trope” of much user-centered research and
to empower a wider range of participants by providing useful theoretical
tools and developing them for re-mediating work practices and organiza-
tions (Spinuzzi, 2003).

Similarly, in educational research, interventions to improve student
writing and learning in the disciplines increasingly involve teachers and
departments collaborating with writing researchers to change pedagogi-
cal practice by re-mediating instruction and curriculum (Russell, 2007).
For example, in the field of chemistry, Carter (2004) and his collaborators
used activity theory to develop Labwrite, an online tool to help students
understand scientific method by connecting laboratory practice and lab
report writing. In addition, Engestrom’s activity systems analysis is being
taught directly as a theoretical tool for helping students understand the
circulation of discourse in genres of professional communication (Kain &
Wardle, 2005).
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Engestrom has for nearly two decades provided a number of us
doing WAGR with a robust, flexible, and ever-evolving theory of social-
psychological and cultural activity. His vision of research that is responsive
to the complexities of human life — practical and ethical - in its immense
diversity has driven written communication research to seek new solu-
tions to problems that were not addressed previously. That vision is not of
a magic formula for decoding behavior but a challenge to engage theory
with human problems over time, to mark out expansive possibilities, to test
them, and to critically evaluate them in ways that cannot be generalized in
neat ways but that generate new theories and new solutions.



On the Inclusion of Emotions, Identity, and
Ethico-Moral Dimensions of Actions

WOLFF-MICHAEL ROTH

With Learning by Expanding (Engestrém, 1987), the development of
cultural-historical activity theory entered a new phase. The book articu-
lated a variety of structural aspects that researchers using cultural-historical
activity theory might look for when attempting to analyze concrete human
praxis. These aspects are captured emblematically by a triangular repre-
sentation that has been a main scaffold for many scholars in their effort
to understand a theory quite alien, in its dialectical foundations, to that
of Western theorizing. Yet some elements of it have not yet come to be
appreciated. Thus, to understand practical activity and the participative
thinking that accompanies it requires understanding “the regulating effect
of emotion” (Leont’ev, 1978, p. 27), because the “objectivity of activity is
responsible not only for the objective character of images but also for the
objectivity of needs, emotions, and feelings” (p. 54).

Many scholars have focused only on the structural aspects of activ-
ity, its systemic dimensions (Roth & Lee, 2007). These scholars have not
taken into account the agentive dimensions of activity, including identity,
emotion, ethics, and morality, or derivative concepts, such as motivation,
identification, responsibility, and solidarity - all of which are integral to
concrete praxis and its singular nature. These “sensuous” aspects of activ-
ity come into focus only if the whole activity — not only its structural but
also its agentive dimensions - is analyzed. Theorizing the sensuous aspects
of human labor was central to Karl Marx and to the sociocultural and
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having allowed me to do this research in their midst.
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cultural-historical psychological work done in his wake by Lev S. Vygotsky,
Alexander Luria, and Alexei N. Leont’ev, among others.

I was encouraged by Yrj6 Engestrom during a recent workshop to con-
sider integral aspects of human activity such as emotion; hence, much of
my recent work has focused on the question of how relevant aspects of
activity can be included in the theory he offered and promoted during
his career. In this chapter, I provide an extended case study to make the
case for including in activity-theoretical studies these sensuous aspects of
human activity and to exemplify how researchers can obtain relevant data.
I do so as a way of encouraging researchers to include in their research
dimensions that are not salient in the triangular representation devel-
oped so far, such as identity, emotion, and ethico-moral aspects. This then
allows us to draw on Engestrom’s work in new ways, that is, as an inclusive
framework.

ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE WORKPLACE

My study of fish hatcheries was part of a larger project concerned with the
economic difficulties experienced by the inhabitants of single-industry
villages and towns on the Canadian East and West Coasts. These single-
industry communities - focusing as they do on fishing, forestry, and
mining - have been subject to enormous changes as a function of changes
in the economy and the accelerating depletion of the natural resource on
which their economies are based. My part of the larger project was focused
on salmon hatcheries. The federally funded Salmon Enhancement Program
has been created to boost salmon stocks through the breeding and release
of several species, including chinook, coho, and steelhead. As a result,
salmon stocks are thought to have increased or at least to have maintained
their current levels and thereby provide economic opportunities for com-
mercial fishermen, aboriginal tribes, sports fishers, and the various spin-off
service industries (e.g., outfitters, hotels, restaurants, and boat rental busi-
nesses). Salmon enhancement, therefore, is a major form of activity on the
Canadian West Coast, closely tied to other systems that depend on its pro-
duction. Over a 5-year period, I conducted, together with several graduate
students, a study of one salmon hatchery and the associated scientific labo-
ratories. We used apprenticeship as an ethnographic method by engaging
in the work process, which allowed us to come to know and understand this
activity system in a concrete way.

Work in the hatchery is determined by the seasonal patterns of the
salmon species’ growth during the early life stages and the return of the
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adult salmon, after between 2 and 5 years in the ocean, to spawn and die.
Some time in the fall, the salmon return and enter the hatchery, where the
females are killed and opened to remove the eggs; the males are bent back-
ward (“cracked”) so that the milt squirts out to be gathered in small con-
tainers. Batches of eggs are mixed with batches of milt and then placed on
incubation trays. Once hatched, the alevins live off their yolk sacks until
these are used up, at which point the animals enter the fry stage and are
transferred to ponds (Fig. 4.1), where they are fed until they are ready for
release into the wild. The period of outdoor rearing differs among the spe-
cies, ranging from 2 months for chinook (raised to about 5 g) to 12 months
for coho (raised to about 20 g) and steelhead (raised to about 80 g). Each fish
culturist is in charge of a brood from the very beginning (“egg take”) to the
release date.

Located in a valley near a pondlike widening of the river, with a view
of the surrounding mountains, the hatchery is situated in a forest open-
ing (Fig. 4.1) cleared for the hatchery when it was established in its cur-
rent place in the 1970s. Much of the piscicultural work takes place outside,
though each fish culturist has an office, where records are kept, books and
other work-related resources are stored, a computer with an Internet con-
nection is available, and so on. The fish culturists, managers, and tempo-
rary workers enjoy working here and indicate —in both formal and informal

Figure 4.1. The outdoor setting of the work in the hatchery.
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situations - that they would not want to work elsewhere. They always point
to the outdoor environment and contrast it with what they consider the
unbearable nature of “nine-to-five office work.”

In the course of this 5-year study, I collected data both as a contribut-
ing participant in the major daily and seasonal tasks at the site and as a
mere observer of events. As part of my research agreement with the hatch-
ery, I helped with various tasks that had to be done on a daily, weekly,
monthly, and even yearly basis. By working as an apprentice in the hatch-
ery and thereby contributing to the realization of its object/motive, I got to
know the hatchery activity system from the inside, including the sensuous
aspects of the work not detectable through observation alone. As a helper,
my goals were therefore defined by the task and the motive for an activity;
in this case, reflecting on a day’s work constituted a means of collecting
informational sources. At other moments, I engaged in observation and
recording. In this mode, the data sources include observational field notes,
videotapes of everyday activities, recorded and transcribed formal inter-
views, photographs, documents, scientific and mathematical representa-
tions, and various other notes and reports created and used as part of the
daily work in the study site. The two forms of ethnographic work - that of
participant-observer and that of observing participant — provided different
perspectives on, and constitute complementary ways of experiencing the
productive work in the study site.

As part of my participant-observer role, I recorded people at work or
while they explained aspects of their tasks, sometimes in their offices,
sometimes in other locations, such as the wet laboratory or during a break
from fieldwork (e.g., sampling dead fish, catching salmon in other river
systems, sampling in the estuary). As emotional states expressed them-
selves in their voices (Johnstone & Scherer, 2000), I digitized the sound
tracks to make them available to prosodic analysis, that is, to the analy-
sis of speech dimensions such as intensity, pitch, and speech rates. The
PRAAT software, which is available for a variety of platforms, can be
used to plot and calculate average parameters, including pitch, speech
intensity, energy and power, and spectral distributions; speech rates can
be determined from changes in the temporal distribution of syllables
(Fig. 4.2). For example, the articulation of “if you look at” corresponds to
the averaged values of speech intensity and pitch (Fig. 4.2, right). On the
other hand, the utterance “way low” (Fig. 4.2, left) is much lower in speech
intensity (each 3 dB is a doubling of intensity) and pitch, which is heard
as disappointment.
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Figure 4.2. Disappointment co-expressed by pitch levels.

SENSUOUS ASPECTS OF WORK

Although Learning by Expanding clearly highlights the sensuous nature
of human activities, much of the literature does not include this aspect
in its analyses. This is also, and perhaps especially, the case in workplaces
such as fish hatcheries. The work in the hatchery is sensuous in that, in the
production of releasable coho smolt, the fish culturists have to exert them-
selves in a form of work that frequently is very physical. Thus, fish cul-
turists and temporary workers expend a lot of physical energy even when
they use machines and tractors - for example, for transferring coho at the
alevin or fry stage to a concrete raceway or holding pond (Fig. 4.3a) or
while feeding the fish in the earthen ponds (Fig. 4.3b). Especially toward
the end of the rearing period, the person responsible for feeding coho has
to finely scatter 200 kg of feed per day, temporally distributed so that none
of the feed sinks to the pond bottom, where it would spoil and become a
cause of disease. It is hard and time-consuming labor, so that the hatchery
managers normally hire additional temporary workers, freeing up regular
staff members to complete other required jobs. Nevertheless, those who
work in the hatchery enjoy both its physical aspect and the beauty of the
surrounding landscape; they do so to such an extent that they are willing
to put up with tensions and a variety of problems (“crap”) in exchange for
being able to work there.

The nature of the work generally has a positive emotional valence - a
concept central to Holzkamp’s (1983) categorical reconstruction of the
human psyche. Otheraspectsarising, for example, from thelabor situation -
layofs, relations with managers — may have the converse effect, mediating
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Figure 4.3. The physical nature of the work in the hatchery.

the emotional valence of the work in a negative way. Thus, there were times
in the hatchery when the general mood expressed during gatherings - for
example, during breaks, at lunch, or in the course of work requiring larger
groups of individuals — clearly was negative, as expressed in the conver-
sational topics and in voice parameters (Roth, 2007a). The poor relations
between the two managers and some of the employees began to affect the
emotions of other employees as well and thereby mediated the collective
work in the hatchery. That is, an increasingly negative collective mood
mediated the emotions of others, who thereby further lowered the collec-
tive mood. One of the five fish culturists in particular was resigned to sim-
ply completing his eight-hour day, during which he located himself as far
away as possible from the places frequented by the managers. For example,
he collected data on fish away from the hatchery or did enhancement work
on some lake or in a different river system. He also arrived much earlier in
the morning than others, thereby avoiding those contacts that lowered his
emotional state. As a consequence of the negative emotional valence of his
work, he stopped conducting experiments, for which he had become well
known, and thinking up innovations as he had done in the past and for
which he was recognized at a national award ceremony. He had gone from
giving “300 percent” to the hatchery, and realizing himself in his work, to
“doing my eight hours.”

Pisciculture has many other sensuous aspects. For example, fish cultur-
ists closely observe fish behavior when they feed the animals, looking out
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Figure 4.4. Erica’s careful inspection of each fish.

for signs that the fish are swimming sluggishly or not feeding as much as
they ought to. Experienced fish culturists develop almost personal rela-
tionships with their fish populations and frequently talk about what the
fish tell them (“T listen to the fish™ “The fish tell me when they have had
enough”). When fish culturists such as Erica take samples to measure mean
weight and mean length, they handle and inspect each fish from all sides
(Fig. 4.4), looking for abrasions, diseases, or signs of aggression among fish
(e.g., “nibbles”). Because of this close work with individual fish, the fish cul-
turists can, merely by inspecting a fish, determine with great accuracy its
condition coefficient. The condition coeflicient K_ is calculated by means of
formula (1), which Erica uses in her spreadsheet:

_ w*100
CIlrl

*1000 1

The literature indicates that a value of K, = 1.00 corresponds to a healthy
salmon, apparently independent of the species; in a normally distributed
population, this value varies for individual fish. The fish culturists have
developed such an understanding of and eye for their species that they can
determine immediately whether a particular fish is below or above the ideal
value and, in fact, determine the K within 1 or 2% accuracy.

Throughout my ethnographic study, it was evident that emotions were
integral to the work. For example, fish culturists always worry about the
brood or population in their charge. They tend to talk about the fish as
if these were their children. Fish culturists closely monitor the number
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of dead fish (“morts”) collected and counted each day. They monitor the
amount of feed they spread per day and week to determine whether the fish
are hungry. The timing of release of the fish population may be crucial, but
there are no “hard” data on when precisely to release the fish; each year, the
differences between the assessments of correct timing made by fish cul-
turists and managers have stirred emotions. Fish culturists have developed
a sense of when this should be, based, for example, on the movement of
fish populations toward the lower parts of the pond, on the increased sil-
very aspect of their scales, which has thus far been dark, and sometimes on
increased mortality. Although fish culturists are responsible for all aspects
of a particular population until its release, the hatchery managers make the
decision about the precise release date. In general, they use scientific publi-
cations or reports as resources.

With regard to the timing of the release of the coho that Erica had taken
care of for several years, the managers used the results of a study conducted
in a very different river system and selected a particular month and day
independent of the recommendations of the responsible fish culturist,
often supported by several other colleagues. One year during my stay, all of
the fish culturists were upset because the mortality among the three coho
populations (totaling about 900,000 fish) had increased to 2,000 deaths per
day. Although other indicators pointed toward release — the fish were sil-
very and gathering at the pond outlet - the hatchery managers maintained
the a priori fixed release date, which ultimately resulted in the deaths of
nearly 30,000 fish over a 2-week period. Most fish culturists, even though
they were not responsible for the coho, were angry with the managers for
not releasing the fish despite the signs and high mortality. This emotion, in
turn, mediated the workers’ participation in the hatchery work.

EMOTIONS IN ACTION

Erica was afraid that she had not reached the target of 20 g average weight
per coho. She was taking a final sample before the official, management-
ordered release date. Erica did not like sampling, because each time the
fish are removed from the earthen pond (Fig. 4.1) with the dip net, they are
stressed. The fish are stressed even more when handled physically (Fig. 4.4)
or when one of their lateral fins is cut for identification purposes. The fish
are especially stressed during the sedation procedure, which requires their
placement in a holding container with water in which a certain amount of
carbon dioxide has been dissolved. There are other methods for sedating
fish, but these are even more intrusive and stressful; furthermore, the fish
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culturists do notlike using the most widely used sedative, MS-222, because
of possible carcinogenic effects on both fish and humans, who grab the fish
from their container. As the veterinarian explained, stress is camulative at
both the individual and collective levels of a fish population. Each time a
fish is handled, its chance of survival is lowered and, with it, the survival of
the population as a whole. This knowledge mediated Erica’s emotions dur-
ing this work. On the one hand, she continuously improved her practical
understanding of the fish and fish culture, as well as her model of the fish
population, with each sampling episode and each population she raised.
On the other hand, she felt bad about having to stress the fish.

Throughout the sampling episode, during which Erica handled 100 fish,
she looked at groups of about 20 collectively and inspected each fish indi-
vidually (e.g., for cataracts) in addition to measuring its length and weight.
Leanna, a member of my research team, joined the sampling process, tak-
ing on the jobs of reading the weights off the digital scale of the electronic
balance and entering the data (length, weight, abrasion to left [L], right [R],
or both eyes [LR]) on the spreadsheet. The spreadsheet was already set up to
calculate average values in the course of data entry.

Erica frequently glanced at subsamples of fish collectively (Fig. 4.4);
watching in this way and looking at the distributions of weights and
lengths of a sample enabled her to develop highly evolved interpretive
skills. She could now look at a distribution and understand what a par-
ticular sample looked like on average (e.g., “There are long skinny ones
and short fat ones, but few in the middle”). Thinking aloud while observ-
ing the current subsample (Fig. 4.5), she reminded herself and the oth-
ers present that the veterinarian had recently described the population as
“looking good.” Erica generally expressed sadness and disappointment
when a subsample seemed below target, and expressed joy and excitement
when the sample met or exceeded expectations. She expressed emotions
as she measured the length of each fish, inspecting it closely (Fig. 4.4),
and placed it in the water-filled dish on the scale. For example, when she
had measured a particularly short specimen of low weight, Erica (E) com-
mented, with low voice intensity, much lower than normal, “Way low”
(Fig. 4.2), and then added almost inaudibly, “Darned” (Episode 1).! This

1 n the transcriptions, I use the following conventions:

[ beginning of overlapping talk or gesture;

| end of overlapping talk or gesture;

= equal sign at the end of one turn and at the beginning of the next indicates latching
turns; that is, there is no gap between the two speakers;

(1.32) elapsed time in hundreth of a second;
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Figure 4.5. Erica articulating the veterinarian’s positive assessment of the coho
salmon.

was an expression of her anxiety that the fish population might be short
of the target weight:

EPISODE 1
01.E: <<p>lAway Alow>. (1.08) <<pp>darned>.

Throughout the sampling episode, pitch and speech intensity are consis-
tently down when any fish are below the target value but are in the normal

i lengthening of the preceding phoneme, approximately one-tenth of a second for each
colon used;

;¢ punctuation marks that indicate characteristics of speech production, such as into-
nation, rather than grammatical units of language;

T shifts to higher or lower pitch in the immediately following utterance part;

A" movement of pitch (FO0) in subsequent word downward, up-down, down-up, and
upward;

<<p> >, <<pp> > changes in speech parameters: piano (low volume) and pianissimo
(very low volume).

WELL upper case is used to indicate sounds louder than the surrounding talk;

.hhh inbreath; without the dot, hhh indicates outbreath;

(stay?) word(s) within parentheses followed by a question mark indicate uncertain but
possible hearings;

(()) comments and descriptions;

84 dB speech intensity in decibels (dB);

320 Hz pitch (FO0) in Hertz.
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range for other fish. On the other hand, there are expressions of joy -
indicated by such parameters as descending pitch contour, increased mean
pitch, wider pitch range, increase in high-frequency energy, and greater
speech intensity (New, Foo, & De Silva, 2003). The changes in emotion
expressions are exemplified in Episode 2, which begins when Erica com-
ments on one fish looking “okay” (turn 01), which can be heard as “okay,
but not great” (see lower than normal pitch), and then continues when she
bursts out with an expression of joy when she sees the measurement results
of a specimen meeting expectations (turn 05). Other participants are the
researcher-helpers Leanna (L) and I (M).

EPISODE 2

01.e:  this size looks okay. ((188-172 Hz))

02. (0.91)

03. one “twenty nine ((72-77 dB, 187-268 Hz))

04. (4.68) ((E inspects fish, puts it on scale; L enters data))

05. HEHA:::. ((85.8 dB, 465-277 Hz)) (0.25) WHOO:: ((86 dB, 600 Hz))
06. (0.94)

07.1:  heha

08. 1.22)

09.M:  is this what you want? twenty grams?
10.E:  Ai=want ((196-229 Hz)) twenty ((211-229 Hz)) grams ((220-
194 Hz)).

The changes in pitch level are dramatic between turn 03, which represents
normal range, to turn 05, in which the joy is expressed. Here, the pitch
level doubles and even triples, curbing downward toward the end, and the
speech intensity increases more than eightfold, all of which are indications
of joy, which any culturally competent person can hear in Erica’s voice.
The power-in-the-air produced during the utterance of turn 03 (2.41 10°-
W/m?) increases to about sixfold (14.0 10°—~ W/m?) and sevenfold (17.9 10°-
Watt/m?) in turn 05 for the “HEHA:::” and “WHOO::,” respectively.

In Episode 3 Erica and Leanna had finished a batch of about 20 coho and
were waiting for a second batch to be tranquilized in the carbon dioxide
bath. Erica was eager to know the average weight and asked Leanna, who
had been entering the data on the spreadsheet, to read off the requested
value. Leanna cackled and then turned toward the monitor to seek the
value. Erica read a value, 18.75 cm, and then produced a loud and high-
pitched “No,” which expressed her disappointment and fear (turn 05); she
then addressed the computer, database, and values, asking them to “go over
[the 20 g target value].”
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EPISODE 3

0l. E: ‘whts the average. ((80 dB))

02. (0.97)

03.L: uh HA haHA .h

04. (0.81)

06. VR B

05. E: [eighteen point seven five]? (84 dB, 320-400 Hz)) u ANO:[::: ]((85
dB, 560 Hz))

06. L: [<<p>some][what less>]

07. Mm: [no that’s | because of the outlier, fifteen

08. (0.16)

09. E: go:: (bi:s?) O:Ve:R.

10. (0.79)

11. L: <<p>ya know> lots to go. he ha he.

The disappointment and fear are detectable to the other two individuals
present, who attempt to mediate the impact this fact had on Erica. Thus,
both Leanna and I attempt to mediate the “bad” intermediate value that
is considerably below the desired target value, thought to provide the best
survival conditions for the coho on their journey through the river and
estuary and into the ocean. In my utterance, there is one explanation for
the low value — one fish in particular, weighing only 15 g, pulls the average
down (turn 07). Leanna, too, suggested that there are many more speci-
mens to come (“lots to go” [turn 11]), implying that the larger number of
specimens will mediate the overall effect the one measurement will have on
the average. Both utterances are spoken at the lower ends of normal pitch
ranges and with subdued intensity, both speech features that have a calm-
ing effect on individual and collective emotion and express empathy and
solidarity.

AN INCLUSIVE WAY OF THINKING ABOUT
ACTIVITY THEORY

In the two preceding sections, I provided some case material on the
sensuous nature of activity generally and on the emotions that arise at
work particularly. Yet the emotional aspects of work are seldom captured
in activity-theoretical studies. Whereas some scholars have developed
A. N. Leont’ev’s work toward an understanding of individual subjectiv-
ity and consciousness (Holzkamp, 1983), most Western researchers have
not concerned themselves with Engestrom’s discussion of this aspect of
work and have largely studied the structural dimensions of activity. I do
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think of human activities in terms of the mediational triangle Engestrom
proposed, but think about it together with the sensuous nature, emotive,
identity-related, and ethico-moral dimensions of human actions and activ-
ities that currently are not highlighted in this representation. If we do not
think about these dimensions together with the triangle, then we lose the
link between emotion and emotional valence and participation in activity,
concretely realized in and through specific goals. That is, neither the col-
lective dimensions of motive setting nor the individual dimensions of goal
setting and conditioning of operations are linked to emotional valence, the
ultimate mediating moment of an activity system.

Clarifications

To use cultural-historical activity theory to analyze the productive work
in the fish hatchery, different levels have to be distinguished: activity (e.g.,
“enhancing salmon stocks”), action (e.g., “feeding fish”), and operation
(e.g., “flicking hand to get the feed to spread”). Following Leont’ev (1978),
activity theorists explicitly have written about the dual existence of the
object. But it is not only the object that exists in two ways : the activity
system as a whole both embodies material aspects and exists in conscious-
ness. The subject, the conscious means of production, community, divi-
sion of labor, rules, and object, exist as objectively experienced societal
and material structures in the world that other actors can use as resources
in their actions. But all of these also are moments of consciousness.
Thus, the activity system represented in Figure 4.6 not only refers to the

means

facility, computers, wet lab
subject PRODUCTION object outcome
hatchery .- CONSUMPTION - eggs, milk, smolt,
6‘,,,0& water adult salmon
N
rules community division of labor

traditions, labor laws fishermen, anglers, maintenance of

First Nations, city salmon populations,

coho production

Figure 4.6. Representation of one concrete realization of the activity of salmon
enhancement.
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material aspects of the different moments but also, on a second level, refers
to consciousness — the subject is the subject of consciousness just as the
object is the object of consciousness.

The generalized structure of the activity of fish hatching is represented
by the standard mediational triangle (Engestrom, 1987, p.178). This activ-
ity (Fig. 4.6) can be realized in various ways - in fact, my research shows
that there are different species raised in federally funded fish hatcheries
in British Columbia. The practices differ among hatcheries, too; and so do
the means of production and even the community. At a collective level,
the products of the labor in the hatchery are exchanged with others in the
community, where the products of labor come to be accumulated and dis-
tributed differentially as a function of the division of labor.

In my study of the fish hatchery, I specifically investigated one concrete
activity system, that is, one concrete realization of a general possibility of
contributing to the maintenance of society and its relations to the natural
world. To get the work done in this activity system, specific individuals for-
mulate and accomplish goals such as feeding; the action feeding realizes this
goal, and the realization depends on a choice Erica makes between using
the scoop and using the mechanical sprayer (Fig. 4.7). Observing the per-
son in Figure 4.3b even from afar, everyone in the hatchery - in fact, every
fish culturist and anyone else knowledgeable about fish culture - knows not
only what is happening but also what goals are realized in the process. That
is, the action observable is a patterned behavior specific to the community;
it is a practice. The mediational triangle for concrete actions exhibits both
mediations: the means (scoop, sprayer) are characteristic of the community
in which everyone recognizes an action as something he or she might be
doing as well. “Thus the action has double significance not only because

means
scoop or sprayer
subject ACTION = FEEDING object outcome
Erica hungry fry satiated fry
feed
community

fish culturists

Figure 4.7. Erica’s action of feeding depending on a choice between the use of a
scoop and the use of a sprayer.
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it is directed against itself as well as against the other, but also because it is
indivisibly the action of one as well of the other” (Hegel, 1977, p. 112).

Actions are important for further theorizing in cultural-historical activ-
ity theory. The level of actions is precisely the one at which other moments
of activity, including emotions, identity, and the ethico-moral dimensions
of work, can be linked to the existing framework.

Emotions

Something unique about human agents is that they do not exist merely
as bodies among bodies: as phenomenological philosophers have shown,
human beings exist in sensuous flesh and blood. Only because human
bodies are endowed with senses do they have the capacity to make sense.
Thus, conscious goals are set because of the payoffs they promise; positive
outcomes — successes, expansions of action possibilities and control, and
goal realization — have positive emotional valence; failures — decreasing
action possibilities and loss of control — have negative emotional valence
that human agents consciously avoid. Thus, we can understand why the fish
culturist resigned himself to doing an eight-hour job and sought out tasks
that decreased the possibility of interactions with the managers, something
associated with negative valence. Every face-to-face meeting between him
and the mangers in fact further lowered his emotional state.

Both levels of emotion also mediate Erica’s intermediate and long-term
goals. For example, she frequently chooses to feed with the sprayer, a device
she had traded for fish feed with another hatchery. She does so because of
health considerations: using the device decreases stress and strain on the
throwing arm and therefore the risk of injury, which, as a prospective by-
product of her work, has a negative valence. Others in her hatchery look at
the machine with suspicion; rather than use it, they continue to throw feed;
they consciously choose the scoop as their tool.

The object of this activity system is the production of a healthy popula-
tion without losses; a measure of health is the average condition coefficient,
a variable that is calculated using the size and weight of the fish. A healthy
population at release time is associated with positive emotional valence,
whereas an unhealthy, underweight, or fat population is undesirable and
has negative emotional valence. Erica frets when she takes the last sample,
because she considers the outcome a measure of her success in having met
the target. Other aspects of the activity that have negative valence are forms
of waste (money, feed) or injury, disease, and other stresses on the fish pop-
ulation. Sometimes multiple goals compete: Knowing more about the fish
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population has a positive valence, but sampling the coho population has a
negative valence, because it constitutes a stress factor that decreases health
and survival. Here, the former goal wins out because in the long run it is
expected to lead to better understanding and ultimately greater success.

Sense mediates the long-term payofts that might be expected from the
conscious evaluation of goals. But human beings also are subject to a com-
plex mix of bodily states — physical, biochemical, and physiological - that
mediate and condition goal setting and goal realization in operations. These
bodily states are experienced, in part, as emotions (Damasio, 2000). Being
in a serene setting, having a positive relationship with nature, and work-
ing outdoors have positive valence, which mediated the choice of all full-
time and part-time staff members to work at the fish hatchery; and working
there mediated the emotive states in a positive way.

At the lowest level of analysis, unconscious or nonconscious operations,
emotions also mediate what a person does. That is, the same bodily states
that a person experiences as emotions also, by their very nature, consti-
tute the context that determines the form of the operations that the body
produces. On days when a person feels elated and “emotionally charged,”
what she does in the hatchery and how she does it are different than when a
person feels emotionally drained. These emotional states also, and impor-
tantly, mediate face-to-face interpersonal transactions; and these transac-
tions mediate current emotional states (Turner, 2002).

During my stay in the hatchery, Erica was laid off. Erica’s layoff and the
effectithad on her mediated the transactions during breaks and over lunch;
as a result, the general mood among the fish culturists generally declined.
The face-to-face meetings between Erica and her managers became more
difficult as a result of the way she felt; and each time she met with one of
them, her emotions were negatively affected. More and more so, meetings
with the managers had come to have negative emotional valence, as Erica
“knew” beforehand that she would feel worse.

Identity

We are what we do. Or rather, in and at work, human beings concretely
realize their goals in outcomes or products, which therefore come to
embody an aspect of the person - the agents exteriorize and estrange
themselves in the products of their labor. Watching Erica from afar, other
fish culturists know that this is an accomplished and knowledgeable per-
son feeding the fish. On the other hand, time and again, knowledgeable
fish culturists have pointed out to me that this or that temporary worker
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does not knowledgeably feed the fish, a fact for which they can give specific
evidence upon inspecting the pond - for example, unused feed on the bot-
tom. Therefore, just from the way a person feeds, established fish culturists
can identify the person as either a knowledgeable or not so knowledge-
able fish culturist. Here, aspects of identity are constructed on the basis
of the actions of feeding and outcomes - feed on the bottom of the pond,
too much or too little feed used. Thus, Erica is known beyond the imme-
diate boundaries of the hatchery as a very knowledgeable fish culturist.
Moreover, every knowledgeable fish culturist can see in her actions a
“300% committed” and “motivated” fish culturist. That is, from the mate-
rial relationship between the subject and object in Figure 4.7, others in
the fish culturist community can make attributions about the identity of
Erica.

Erica was laid off because she had filled a position temporarily vacated
by a person with tenure. When budget cuts forced the tenured person to
return to his original workplace in the hatchery, he displaced Erica. This
had a tremendous impact on her emotions, as the workers in her husband’s
company had simultaneously gone on strike. Erica and her husbsand were
considering selling their house because of the lack of income. These threats
influenced what Erica was doing and how she was doing it. Thus, whereas
she normally was a highly conscientious fish culturist who apparently
attended to everything, there were repeated instances when she forgot to
feed the fish or to take care of other aspects of her work. Others could see
how distraught she was in the way she did her job. Erica frequently was on
the edge, expressed in sudden shifts in pitch levels, and she spoke in a higher
key, expressed in the overall shift of her base pitch by nearly 40 Hz (Roth,
2007a). Others in the hatchery attributed these changes to Erica’s identity,
allowing them to make statements about who she is and how she feels. That
is, actions and outcomes make apparent to others both their goals and
emotional states; and these actions and the outcomes in which the acting
subject concretizes an aspect of herself are used in turn to construct aspects
of the agent’s identity.

Ethico-Moral Dimensions of Actions

The model represented in Figure 4.7 also allows us to think about and
theorize ethico-moral dimensions of work that generally remain unartic-
ulated and undertheorized because researchers focus on the epistemic and
technical aspects of actions and not on their effects (Roth, 2007b). This
restriction to the epistemic and technical dimensions of actions detaches
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answerability from the richness of life attested to in praxis: “I cannot
include my actual self and my life (qua movement) in the world constituted
by the constructions of theoretical consciousness in abstraction from the
answerable and individual historical act” (Bakhtin, 1993, pp. 8-9). A theo-
retical world of conceptual knowledge and technical skills thereby comes
to exist separate from my unique being and from the ethico-moral sense
of acting. As a result, people generally become indifferent and fundamen-
tally predetermined and determinate beings.

If, however, actions are theorized together with their effects, such as
in speech act theory (Austin, 1962), then the ethico-moral dimensions of
work can be theorized within third-generation cultural-historical activity
theory. The intentions a fish culturist expresses in and through her actions
can be compared with stated or unstated ethico-moral principles, such as
the principles of stewardship and care. Thus, Erica’s peers recognize her as
amorally principled person, because she has not slacked off, despite having
received a layoff notice and despite her strained relations with the manag-
ers, who apparently favored less experienced and knowledgeable persons.
Others, too, recognized the ethical principle of care and stewardship con-
cerning the fish population that had been assigned to her. That is, every
competent fish culturist could see that she “did the best for the fish” and
“gave 300%,” and this even after she had received the layoft notice.

TOWARD AN INCLUSIVE UNIT OF ANALYSIS

In this chapter, I have presented an extensive case study that shows the
emotional, identity-related, and ethico-moral aspects of human activities
that often are not addressed in activity-theoretical studies. Needs, emo-
tions, and feelings — which exist at both the individual and collective level
and, in fact, stand in a constitutive relation - mediate the goals and frame
the operation-determining conditions. That is, in a strong sense, without
articulating and theorizing needs, emotions, and feelings, we are hard
pressed to arrive at more than a reductionist image of activity generally,
and concrete activity systems such as the hatchery I studied particularly.
Only by including these needs, emotions, and feelings do we capture the
activity system as a whole, that is, as intended by cultural-historical activ-
ity theory since its inception. In writing this chapter, I hope to encourage
others to include emotional, identity-related, and ethico-moral aspects
of activity in their studies. The clear distinction between the activity and
action levels allows us to link collective needs and emotions to the former,
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and individual needs, emotions, and feelings to the latter. The two levels of
study are articulated in Figures 4.6 and 4.7, respectively. The study of goals,
actions, and concretely achieved outcomes provides us with the resources
for articulating and theorizing emotions, identity, and the ethico-moral
moment of human praxis. In some activities, such as environmentalism or
“charitable work,” the ethico-moral dimensions are already available at the
collective level, because the explicit motives and goals of the activities have
to do with assisting others and humanity as a whole.
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Mediation as a Means of Collective Activity

VLADISLAV A. LEKTORSKY

Yrjo Engestrom has elaborated a very interesting and fruitful variant of
cultural-historical activity theory, which he and his collaborators success-
fully use in analyzing and solving concrete problems in developmental
work research. The activity approach and activity theory in different forms
have been very popular among Russian psychologists and philosophers for
many decades. Although in Russia a lot of research in different human sci-
ences has been carried out in the framework of cultural-historical activity
theory, many of its key ideas continue to be insufficiently elaborated, it is
given different interpretations, and there are discussions about the mean-
ing of its basic tenets.

In recent times some scholars in Russia and other countries have begun
to criticize the activity approach and its results. I think that the results of
Engestrom’s research are important in the context of contemporary dis-
cussions about the possibilities of activity theory. In this chapter, I will try
to analyze the place of Engestrom’s variant of activity theory among other
variants. In this connection, I will try to elucidate some key notions of the
activity approach, first of all those of mediation and subject. Specifically,
I will analyze reflective mediation as a means of changing collective
activity.

ACTIVITY

It is important to stress that the idea of activity was first introduced in phi-
losophy and subsequently in the human sciences as a means of overcoming
the Cartesian opposition between the subject and the object, between the
“inner” world of consciousness and the “outer” world. This became possible
in the context of the projective-constructive attitude, which has been spe-
cific to European civilization since the 17th century. In the ancient Greek
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picture of the world, technical activity, producing artificial objects, did not
have any relationship to the cognition of natural objects, because natural
and artificial processes were considered to be different. The rise of mod-
ern science eliminated the principal difference between these processes.
The idea that human beings could have genuine knowledge of only those
objects that they themselves had made became popular. The German ideal-
ist philosophy of the early 19th century (Fichte, Hegel) espoused the idea of
activity as creation of the world of objects by the Transcendental Subject,
Absolute Ego, or Absolute Spirit. These philosophers accepted Kant’s idea
about the construction of the world of experience by the Transcendental
Subject and at same time rejected his idea concerning the existence of an
outer reality as the “thing in itself.” According to Fichte and Hegel, there
is nothing immediately “given,” not only in the sphere of “outer” objects,
but also in the sphere of empirical consciousness. All phenomena, objective
and subjective, are constructed, mediated by spiritual (cognitive or men-
tal) activity. It is senseless to speak about reality beyond the system of such
activity.

Marx, who was a genuine heir of this tradition, managed to overcome
its subjectivism. The starting point in understanding a human being for
Marx was not the activity of consciousness — empirical or transcendental,
individual or absolute - but real empirical activity, practice, transform-
ing real natural and social surroundings. It is not individual, but collective
social activity. The activity of an individual and individual consciousness
derive from collective activity. The latter presupposes interindividual rela-
tions, interaction, and communication - hence the very important role of
human-made things, which mediate all human relations and, in this pro-
cess of mediation, participate in creating specific human features.

Nevertheless, the opposition between the “inner” and the “outer” worlds,
between “immediately given” and mediated phenomena, remains a prob-
lem for many philosophers and scholars. The understanding of the phe-
nomena of consciousness as something immediately given in the acts of
introspection is shared not only by phenomenologists but also by some
representatives of contemporary philosophy of mind and cognitive science
(Searle, 1990). Different philosophers and scholars (pragmatists, operation-
alists, epistemological constructivists, social constructionists, etc.) used
the activity approach as a means of overcoming this opposition, but it was
given different interpretations, and at the same time it could not resolve
some problems and created other ones.

It was Lev Vygotsky (1978) who elaborated the theory of the cultural
mediation of higher psychic functions, using some principal ideas of Marx.
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Communication between the child and the adult, using such human-made
things as language signs and creating intrapsychic processes, was at the
center of his studies. Many scholars think that it is possible to consider
Vygotsky’s conception as the first variant of cultural-historical activity the-
ory. But Vygotsky himself did not speak about activity theory. Moreover,
some of his pupils (A. N. Leont’ev, P. I. Zinchenko, and P. J. Gal’perin)
and other psychologists (S. L. Rubinstein) criticized him for not tak-
ing into account the role of practical activity in the process of mediation.
Nevertheless, there is no doubt that Vygotsky’s ideas are at the base of all
contemporary variants of activity theory.

The first variant of psychological activity theory was elaborated by the
famous Soviet psychologist A. N. Leont’ev, who was a pupil of Vygotsky.
According to Leont’ev (1978), activity consists of actions, the latter of oper-
ations. Activity presupposes a corresponding motive, which coincides with
an object of activity; actions are aimed at concrete goals; and operations
are connected to certain tasks. These relations are flexible: An action can
become an activity, a goal can transform into a motive, a task can become an
operation, and so on. According to Leont’ev, it is important to understand
actions as deriving from the whole process of activity, because a meaning
of an action is dependent on its role in activity. A lot of research was carried
out within this framework by Leont’ev himself and by his pupils. Leont’ev
stressed that activity should be understood as a collective formation. But at
the same time the problems of activity as a collective process, presupposing
interactions and communication between different participants with dif-
ferent positions, were not investigated in a practical way in the framework
of Leont’ev’s theory. In reality, the activity of an individual and individual
actions and operations were at the center of this research. Vygotsky under-
stood the importance of the problems of collective activity and stressed
the collective character of the primary forms of psychological processes.
But he studied mainly the process of communication between adults and
children.

The group of Russian psychologists who were disciples of A. N. Leont’ev,
headed by V. V. Davydov, began to study collective activity in different
forms (Davydov, 1988, 1996). They have showed that to understand col-
lective activity in terms of actions, operations, motives, goals, and tasks
is not enough. It is also necessary to take into account the values and
norms of activity. According to Davydov, internalization can be under-
stood as a mode of individual appropriation of forms of collective activity.
Davydov and his followers, notably V. V. Rubtsov (1991), have discovered
several types of collective subjects of learning activity on the basis of their
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psychological and pedagogical experiments. But collective activity can also
presuppose constant communication between participants as a necessary
condition. This case is especially interesting. In a series of experiments it
was shown that the abilities of self-control and self-reflection in the pro-
cess of learning activity can arise only if children extract themselves from
the situation of interaction with an adult (in this case with a teacher) and
begin to cooperate with each other. The latter presupposes the distribution
of different positions, an agreement among them, the discovery of their
differences, and by such means the discovery by a pupil of the existence of a
position for him- or herself.

Another variant of activity theory was formulated by the Soviet phi-
losopher and methodologist G. P. Shchedrovitsky (1995). It is distinct from
Leont’ev’s theory and from the work of Davydov and his followers. For
Leont’ev and Davydov, activity was a means of understanding psychic
phenomena and creating some of them, for understanding a personality.
For Shchedrovitsky, activity was to be understood as a collective process,
and an individual subject was interesting only as a function of collective
activity. According to Shchedrovitsky, collective activity is a definite sys-
tem that in particular includes a goal, tasks, methods, procedures, initial
material, and outcomes. He was not interested in what processes are going
on in the “inner world” of consciousness, what personality is, or what an
individual subject is. In other words, his theory is not psychological. Its aim
is to understand collective processes and to project new kinds of activity.
The General Theory of Activity (the name Shchedrovitsky gave to his the-
ory) has been adopted by a number of specialists in the spheres of projective
organizational games and design, and has created a whole movement that
continues to develop in Russia and is connected to the solution of concrete
problems (Rotkirch, 1996).

Yrj6 Engestrom says that he himself uses Vygotsky’s principal ideas and
proceeds from the theory of Leont’ev. I agree with him on that point. At
the same time I would stress that Engestrom’s ideas are essentially origi-
nal. They contain a new conception of activity, a new understanding of its
structure, and they are used to solve new problems (Engestrom, 2005a).
For Engestrom, activity is a collective process. Building on collectivity
as the main feature of activity, Engestrom offers a new model of activ-
ity. The important components of the structure of activity are division of
labor, community, rules, subject, and object. Mediating artifacts are also
an important component — their role is emphasized not only by Leontev
but also in the work of Davydov and in Shchedrovitsky’s scheme of collec-
tive activity. Engestrom interprets collective activity as a system, as does
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Shchedrovitsky. But for Engestrom this system should be seen in relation to
other activity systems and interpreted as multivoiced, including a com-
munity of multiple points of view, traditions, interests, and interactions
between participants. Engestrom’s idea of the central role of contradictions
as sources of change and development of activity systems is very important
and fruitful. I find also that the idea of the possibility of expansive transfor-
mations in activity systems is very stimulating. Engestrom has been elabo-
rating his theory in connection with its application to concrete problems in
the field of developmental work research. I think that this indicates that the
theory is promising.

In this context I will take up two notions that are important for the
elaboration of activity theory, used by Engestrom and discussed by phi-
losophers and psychologists in Russia and other countries. I refer to the
notions of subject and mediation.

SUBJECT

It has been argued that the notion of subject is not necessary for activity
theory. This was, for example, the opinion of Shchedrovitsky, who wrote
about activity without a subject. I cannot agree with this idea. Activity has
its bearer. If it is a collective activity, there is a collective subject. If it is
activity of an individual, there is an individual subject. In both cases, a sub-
ject is not something that generates activity from the outside. The subject is
activity itself, considered from a certain point of view.

Without the activity of individuals, a collective activity is impossible.
Activity is a specific kind of entity that can be understood with the help of an
analogy. If we study, for example, a water wave, we should take into account
that its movement is possible only owing to the movements of separate par-
ticles interacting with each other and transferring movement from some
particles to others. But the interactions of these particles are not the same as
the wave movement. Similarly, collective activity cannot exist without indi-
viduals participating in it. An individual can influence collective activity, but
only by connecting with it and participating in it. Individual actions are not
completely determined by collective activity. An individual is a free being,
pursues his or her own goals, forms his or her life projects, can cease to follow
existing norms and rules and suggest some other ones. To predict the behav-
ior of an individual is more difficult than to predict the behavior of a social
group; indeed, sometimes individuals cannot predict their own behavior.
But they cannot have norms and rules of activity that are only theirs. These
norms and rules will always be shared by a number of people.
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Collective activity and mediation are crucial for understanding an
individual subject. Mediational means exist in a field that is, on the one
hand, external to each individual and, on the other hand, presupposes the
activity of individuals. It is beyond the border of mine and not-mine. There
is a lot of interesting research in Russia on how conscious individual pro-
cesses are generated in the processes of activity. Nevertheless, I think that
many problems in this field have not been solved. An individual subject
cannot be dissolved into the system of collective activity. The individual is
a specific system of its own. The problems of the relationship between con-
scious and unconscious processes, of the existence of free will, and of the
nature of the ego continue to be discussed in philosophy, psychology, and
cognitive science. Activity theory suggests an interesting way to approach
these problems. But it does not have a ready and easy solution.

For classical philosophy and the human sciences, the existence of
the subject and “the inner world” is an immediate and indubitable fact.
The existence of the outer world and another subject is a problem. How
is the outer world possible? How are other minds possible? How can we
know the outer world? How can we know other minds? How can one’s
inner ideas be known by another? These questions have been discussed
for several centuries. From the point of view of activity theory, conscious-
ness and “the inner” are social and cultural constructions and exist first
of all in forms of collective activity. For activity theory there is another
question: How is the subject possible?

The classical philosophical opposition of “the inner” and “the outer” has
been overcome from the point of view of activity approach. Nevertheless,
the idea of “the inner world” is very important in cultural and social con-
texts. The subject as the unity of consciousness, the unity of an individual
biography, and the center of making decisions can exist only as the center
of “the inner world.” But the appearance of “the inner world” is possible
only when the idea of “the inner” arises in culture, in other words, when it
is realized in forms of collective activity. This means that there may exist
cultures and forms of activity, including forms of communication, where
the subjects have no feelings of the ego and “the inner world.”

The ego of an individual subject may be understood to be a compli-
cated, changing, and somewhat problematic formation. It has different
layers, which sometimes are interpreted as different egos, engaged in com-
munication with each other and formed in different kinds of activity and
in different relations with other people. Ego identity can be confused and
fragmented. Thus, an individual subject can be understood to be a col-
lective entity, as a kind of collective subject. A specific feature of such a
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collective subject is that it is embodied in a single physical body, and has a
unity of consciousness and a central ego, regulating activities of different
subegos. In cases of multiple personalities, a central ego is absent, so several
egos coexist in the same body. In philosophical literature, the possibility
that the same ego may exist in different bodies is being discussed. In any
case it is clear that the traditional understanding of an individual subject
should be revised. This is an urgent challenge, particularly with respect to
popular ideas of the practical transformation of individual bodies through
genetic engineering and electronic devices. Activity theory has not dealt
with the latter ideas until now.

Thereisalso anidea that the notion of a collective subject can be avoided.
Some people think that even if one accepts collective activity, one does not
need to agree with the existence of a collective subject. For example, Karl
Popper wrote that it is impossible to understand the process of the develop-
ment of scientific ideas if one analyzes the processes in the mental sphere
of an individual subject. The development of these ideas goes beyond the
minds of single individuals. It is not a subjective process, but an objective
one. So according to Popper it is not necessary to refer to individual subjects
when one investigates the development of scientific thinking. He concludes
that it is necessary to eliminate the notion of a subject in the analysis of
cognitive processes. In this connection, he formulates his project of “episte-
mology without a cognizing subject” (Popper, 1975).

In reality, analysis of such a specific kind of collective activity as cog-
nition is impossible if one does not use the idea of a collective subject.
Cognition as a collective process can be understood only if one takes into
consideration specific features of a collective subject that is the bearer of
scientific cognition. In such a case it is a scientific community adhering to
a certain scientific paradigm, or research program, or research tradition.
Different collective subjects in science have different programs of collective
cognitive activity. The development of scientific ideas can be understood as
the development of relations between these collective subjects, including
their competition and struggle, but not as relations between pure objective
ideas, as Popper thought. The same can be said about other kinds of collec-
tive activity.

It is important to stress that a collective subject is an active agent. It
is similar to an individual subject in certain respects: It has its own aims,
interests, memory, and norms. Individual subjects, participating in collec-
tive activity, feel that they belong to a collective entity with which they iden-
tify themselves. Thus, collective responsibility becomes possible. Specific
“we” feelings arise. Engestrom (2005a, pp. 89-117) presents an interesting
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analysis of collective intentionality. There are reasons to think that the
“ego” feeling arises later than the “we” feeling, as the former derives from
the latter (Searle, 1990). This concerns both phylogenesis and ontogenesis.
For example, relations between a baby and a mother are not those of two
individual subjects but of a specific dyad, a kind of a collective subject.

On the other hand, there are differences between an individual subject
and a collective one. A collective subject is normally not embodied in a
single body. It cannot be considered an ego or a superego, although some
writers think that it can be understood as a kind of a person. The “we” feel-
ing exists only in the minds of individual subjects, participating in a certain
kind of activity. Because a collective subject cannot exist independently of
individual actions, it can disappear if individuals decide to stop fulfilling a
collective activity that is connected to a certain collective subject.

Collective subjects can be very different. They can be social institutions
or more or less constant social groups. They can be organizations or tem-
porary groups that have definite goals and that disappear when these goals
are achieved. They can be associations of several groups. Relations between
individual subjects participating in collective activity can also be different.
Individual subjects can adhere to strict rules or can imitate some patterns
of activity. They occupy different positions, have different individual life
projects, different plans for fulfilling certain common tasks.

Engestrom (2005a, pp. 97-100) has analyzed interesting kinds of collec-
tive activity systems that exist without a center. One may think that in such
cases it is senseless to speak about collective subjects. I think that collective
subjects exist in any and every case of collective activity. It is important to
take into account that a collective subject is not necessarily a center that
governs activity. It is a bearer of rules and norms of activity, of its object and
means of mediation. In contemporary cognitive science some researchers
have begun to elaborate ideas about the so-called extended subject, which
includes various artifacts. These researchers try to understand cognition
as a collective process of interaction among individual subjects. These
attempts may be interpreted as steps toward the idea of a collective subject
(Clark, 1998, p. 49; Clark & Chalmers, 1998, pp. 7-19).

MEDIATION

In Russia some philosophers and psychologists (Rubinstein, Brushlinsky,
and Slavskaja, among others) have criticized Vygotsky and Leontev’s
activity theory for a narrow and one-sided understanding of relations
between activity and inner psychic processes. The critics target the idea of
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the generation of inner psychic processes through internalization of outer
actions and activities. They stress that the idea of internalization does not
take into consideration the creative nature of human activity. According to
them, internalization can explain only the learning of some simple habits,
but it does not help us to understand genuine relations between the “inner
world” of a subject and outer activity. I agree with this criticism. In real-
ity, internalization and externalization presuppose each other and are
two sides of activity, as has been shown by Engestrém (2005a, pp. 25-26).
Internalization or externalization can prevail in different phases of the
process of activity. But they constantly accompany each other.

If internalization is assimilation by an individual subject of certain
kinds of activity, it can be realized only by means of some external medi-
ated actions. Some followers of activity theory (e.g., Gal’perin) interpreted
the forming of specific human psychic mechanisms as the result of the
internalization of outer actions, their transfer into “an inner space.” But
it is not clear how, according to this conception, “an inner space” arises,
because the process of transfer presupposes the existence of the latter. In
reality, the “inner space” of consciousness is a result of individual appro-
priation of certain kinds of external collective activity. So we may say that
the so-called inner space first exists in outer, external actions as a part of
collective activity. Internalization is impossible without participation in
external mediated activity.

There are different kinds of externalization. It can comprise simple
reproductive actions, and it can involve the creation of new products,
new ideas, even new standards, rules, and norms of activity. But as some
researchers (in particular, Zinchenko, 2006a) have shown, simple repro-
duction is impossible, because every case of application presupposes taking
into account new circumstances, so it presupposes a kind of creativity. Not
only does every creative action transform something in the outer world, it
at the same time forms new features of personality, in other words, forms
a subject. But if every action presupposes something creative, then every
action of externalization is at the same time a process of internalization.
Such an understanding of human activity corresponds to Marx’s (1976,
p. 4) interpretation of praxis as the co-occurrence of changing the sur-
roundings and changing one’s change.

Some scholars in Russia criticize the idea of mediation because from
their point of view it presupposes the existence of activity. But the point is
that mediation is not something that is imposed on activity from without.
Activity exists only as mediated. This is its specific characteristic. As means
of mediation are human-made things, things that refer to another person,



84 Vladislav A. Lektorsky

communication is foundationally included in the process of activity. If
individual behavior is not mediated, it is not an action understood as a part
of activity. Means of mediation can be different: tools, instruments, domes-
tic utilities, sign systems. When a baby cannot speak, he or she participates
in a shared activity with a mother, and this activity is mediated by different
things, including toys. These things play a role as means of communication,
of a certain “practical language.” So communication exists in every kind of
activity, also before a baby learns a spoken language.

Some contemporary followers of Vygotsky think that it is possible to
study mediating processes without taking activity into consideration. In
reality it is impossible to understand mediation and its different modes if
one does not take into consideration the connection between definite modes
of mediation (e.g., definite signs and sign systems) and the corresponding
activity, as only this activity gives meaning to the means of mediation. The
same thing that is used as a means of mediation has different meanings and
mediates different processes if it is used in different kinds of activity.

REFLECTIVE MEDIATION AS THE CREATION
OF NEW ACTIVITY

Some actions can be re-mediated and as a result become different ones,
generating new actions and even a new kind of activity. This is a process
of re-mediation, of the replacement of an old mediation by a new one.
Re-mediation can be understood as a process of reflection. I would like
to give an example of such a process from the history of science. This
example is borrowed from an article by the Russian philosopher Rozov
(1981, pp. 78-94).

Toward the end of the 18th century, the French physicist Charles
Augustin Coulomb tried to answer questions arising in the theory of
elasticity, in other words, within the framework of a certain collective sci-
entific activity. In his research he managed to discover the dependence of
the angle of a thread’s turn on the quantity of the acting force. But when he
discovered this dependence, he reflected on the results and reinterpreted
them, in other words, re-mediated them. He understood that they can be
interpreted as answering [fundamentally different questions, which did
not initially arise in the process of the collective activity in the framework
of which the results had been obtained]. The new question was: What is
the quantity of force if we know the angle of turning of a thread? In other
words, he discovered a method of measuring force on the basis of which
he made a corresponding device - a turning balance. He began to use the
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device for measuring forces in different fields, including the interaction of
electrical charges. So the discovery of Coulomb’s law was not a result of
searching for an answer to a question about the character of the interac-
tion of electrical charges. This question did not arise in the framework of
the previous collective activity; it was an unexpected consequence of the
solution to a different task. Coulomb’s actions were reinterpreted, in other
words, were given a new mediation, and as a result became other actions,
generating another collective activity: research in the field of the theory
of electricity. Reflection on individual actions as a kind of re-mediation
generated a new kind of collective activity.

In philosophy there are different interpretations of relations between
reflection and its object, understood as individual consciousness and indi-
vidual and collective activity. There is an idea that acts of reflection on the
states of individual consciousness do not change the object of reflection.
This is an old idea concerning the possibility of introspection that was crit-
icized but that nevertheless has followers even now among philosophers,
psychologists, and cognitive scientists. It seems that introspection is simply
a fact of consciousness. But its understanding creates a lot of philosophical
difficulties, as an act of introspection is involved in a state of consciousness
and changes it.

Some philosophers think that reflection cannot be a mode of awareness
of what is there, as it always destroys its object and creates something new.
Sometimes it is suggested that all reflection is a kind of self-deception. This
was the position of Sartre, for example, who described self-reflection as
self-deception (Sartre, 2000, pp. 95-101). I think that there are cases of self-
deception and that this a real philosophical problem, but I cannot agree
with the idea that every reflection is a kind of self-deception.

Finally there is a very popular conception according to which there is no
object of reflection. The followers of this conception, mostly among post-
structuralists and postmodernists, think that in the strict sense of the word
reflection is impossible. What seems to be reflection is really only gener-
ating new activity. From this point of view, reality in any sense does not
exist; it is a construction in the process of communication. According to
this conception, mediation is not a very good term, as it is possible to medi-
ate only something existing. Thus, it would be better to speak simply about
social construction (Gergen, 1999). I think that accepting this point of view
leads to paradoxes. Construction presupposes the existence of some real
matter that can be an object of constructive activity.

In discussing these positions I would like to use the important ideas
Engestrom (2005a, pp. 150-170) puts forward in a chapter entitled “Activity
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Theory and the Social Construction of Knowledge: A Story of Four
Umpires.” Engestrom analyzes three epistemological conceptions - naive
realism, constructivism, and social constructionism — and shows that none
of them can explain a concrete case in a certain collective activity. The need
to change collective activity arises as a result of the existence of inner con-
tradictions in a system, a certain degree of inner tension. Reflection is a
mode of comprehending these contradictions and understanding possibili-
ties of changing activity within the framework of the same system by way of
a new mediation. But it presupposes that reflection takes into account the
history of a system - the principle of historicity is one of the main princi-
ples of cultural-historical activity theory, as emphasized by Engestrém. In
other words, reflection as a new mediation is necessary for changing activ-
ity, for generating and constructing something new. This theory is used by
Engestrom in the elaboration of an interventionist methodology, aimed at
generating new kinds of practice. But such generation is possible only when
reflection can comprehend real contradictions in an activity system and
understand the real possibilities of its changes.

I share this conception, which I call “constructive realism” or “activ-
ity realism.” Constructive realism proceeds from the idea that human rela-
tions with the outer reality are mediated by a system of collective activity.
Objects of activity are not simply real entities, but those real things, pro-
cesses, events, natural and social, that are involved in the system of activity.
At the same time, collective activity is a real system with its own structure,
history, and laws of expansion and transformation. This system cannot
exist without the activity of individuals, their actions and acts of commu-
nication, but it cannot be reduced to the latter, as the principal features of
a system of activity do not depend on them. I think that the conception of
constructive realism is very close to that proposed by Roy Bhaskar (1977)
and also to the ideas of Rom Harré (1984, 1986).

Reflection as an act of individual consciousness does not necessarily
change its object. For example, when individuals reflect on their personal-
ity and as a result do not like themselves, it changes something in them.
Something like an identity crisis may arise. But this does not necessarily
mean that the personality changes. The latter presupposes a new kind of
mediation, a new interpretation, constructing a new project of individual
life and generating new activity. If these do not happen, an individual
identity crisis cannot be solved. It is necessary to stress that a new kind of
mediation can solve an individual identity crisis only if it takes into account
the real life of an individual, his or her real history, his or her past. In psy-
chology, it is a known fact that individuals construct their memory, forget
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things, give a new interpretation to recollections, and so on. They can have
false recollections. But that does not mean that there is no principal differ-
ence between false and true recollections. The invention of the past, a false
memory, can seem to help for a short time, but usually it leads to serious
problems and conflicts, although some followers of social constructionism
among psychologists and psychotherapists assert that all of them are social
constructions, and the real past doesn’t exist (Hacking, 1995).

So research as a kind of reflection on human activity can change its
objects. But this can happen only when there is not only research, but also
a project of changing the existing activity and generating a new one. This
means that human beings who are the object of research, as a kind of reflec-
tion, accept the results of research and suggested modes of transforming
the activity, make a new mediation of their activity, and so change it. If the
results of research are unknown to human beings who are under investi-
gation, or if they do not accept these results, or if a researcher cannot sug-
gest any project for generating new activity, the object of research does not
change. Research as activity is different from the activity that is the object
of investigation. On the other hand, in some cases if people accept the
results of research and suggested projects of changing their life, they may
re-mediate their activity and create something that is not only new, but has
no real connection to their past.

Cultural-historical activity theory has very good prospects. The work of
Yrjo Engestrom has convinced me about that. There are a lot of problems
that have not been investigated with the help of this theory, especially in
the field of the philosophy of mind, cognitive science, and psychology. But
from my point of view it is possible to develop the theory and to generate
new ideas within its framework.



Digital Technology and Mediation:
A Challenge to Activity Theory

GEORG RUCKRIEM

No societal development within the past 50 years or so has been more fierce
or far-reaching than that related to information and telecommunication
technology. The digital technology on which it is based has penetrated
every societal process and every societal activity system. It not only laid the
foundations of the World Wide Web, including its derivations, but built a
new global network of communication systems.

No matter how we may judge the consequences of this technical devel-
opment, we cannot but concede that digital technology has entered most
things in everyday life, and it increasingly determines the activity of people
even if they avoid using it. In more general terms, it has become the basis of
an emerging globalization process that is not only economic but cultural,
not only universal but irreversible. There is nothing outside it. Reality itself
has changed fundamentally.

Amazingly, most of the scholars committed to either cultural-
historical psychology or activity theory do not deal with digitalization. Or
at least they underestimate its revolutionary quality and so fail to prove
their concepts and methodology. Clearly, when Vygotsky, Leont’ev, and
Luria built the foundations of their approach, computers did not exist,
and digitalization was not at stake. But does this fact justify the contem-
porary reserve? I am convinced that digitalization marks a twofold -
methodological and theoretical — problem for activity theory, possibly
the most difficult challenge it has been confronted with. In the following,
I will therefore deal with such questions as the following: Is the current
activity-oriented concept of mediation, with its notions of tool, symbol,
and artifact, still sufficient for an adequate understanding of the soci-
etal and individual importance of digital technology? Is it adequate to
deal with the epistemological quality of a “leading medium” as if it were
just a material object or a tool and to subordinate it to a socioeconomic
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theory with its traditional categories of use value and exchange value?
Can the consideration of mediatedness be restricted to just activity sys-
tems within societies, neglecting the mediatedness of society as a whole?
Is activity theory able to reflect on its own mediatedness and, in particu-
lar, its dependence on what media theorists call “the Gutenberg galaxy”
(McLuhan, 1962)?

I'll try to find answers to these questions by analyzing as an example
the work of one of the best-known activity theorists at present. But my
approach is based on theoretical premises that have to be explained first.
I try to meet this requirement by discussing three hypotheses:

1. We are witnessing a revolutionary transformation without really notic-
ing it. We should therefore put more attention to specific disciplines such
as media theory and history of media, the former investigating the funda-
mental process of mediatization as such, the latter doing concrete research
on which medium is functioning as the determining factor in character-
izing a given epoch (and ours in particular) as a whole. In doing so, media
history is reconceptualizing our historiography, constituting a new his-
tory of societal and cultural formations. From this point of view, global
digitalization and networking represent the specific “leading” and epoch-
making medium of our present time and provide totally new and rather
inexhaustible potentials to human practice, bringing about new notions
and self-identifications to specify an emerging societal formation, such as
information society (Giesecke, 1998), media society (Flusser, 1998), net-
work society (Castells, 1996), knowledge society (Willke, 2001), and mean-
ing society (Bolz, 1993).

2. The solutions of the problem of mediation, developed by Vygotsky and
Leont’ev, are historically determined. They belong to the worldview of the
“Gutenberg galaxy” (McLuhan, 1962); that is, they depend on printing as
medium. This sets limits on the thinking of Vygotsky and Leont’ev. The
way of thinking that corresponds to the medium web in the information
society is neither historically nor theoretically accessible to them.

3. The distinction between medium and means of mediation can be made
only if the problem of mediation is seen historically. The concept of media-
tion, which is fundamental to activity theory, has to be conceived as a his-
torically specific solution to the general problem of mediation, in order to
not only see the potentialities but above all to accept the limitations of this
historical solution. It is “a difference that makes a difference,” as Bateson
(1972, p. 453) put it. But this difference has to be made.

I should once more stress that my point is theoretical, not empirical.
I try to focus on a new theoretical approach — media theory and media
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history - that is suitable for questioning not only the fundamentals of
activity theory but its existence as a whole. And I'll try to point out and
explain a possible interface between media theory and activity theory,
which seems to be the concept of “medium” and which I think is as impor-
tant as it is fruitful.

My questions are: First, what are we talking about? Second, what is
Engestrom’s point of view? Third, what are media theory and media his-
tory about? Fourth, what are the solutions of Vygotsky and Leont’ev about?
Finally, what conclusion is to be reached about the dependency of activity
theory on book culture and its failure to notice that dependency?

WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT?

Clearly, everybody knows about computers, but most people still think of
a computer as that box we can carry around, and find it difficult to under-
stand the Internet as computer because it cannot be seen or touched or
localized. Although itis based on those 13 mighty servers, itis nothing buta
communication system, which has even changed its quality within the past
10 years. In the beginning, the Internet - retroactively called Web 1.0 - was
a sort of one-to-one (e-mail) or one-to-many communication device (Web
pages). Today communication technology has reached the level of many-
to-many communication (blogs, Wikis, and other new interactive media),
now called Web 2.0 or social software, which makes it possible to commu-
nicate and collaborate in networks globally and unlimitedly. There is no
telling how things will turn out. The whole extent and the consequences
of the emerging, globally spreading transformation processes are not yet
known, nor are they even foreseeable in any detail. Clearly, knowledge and
collective knowledge work will be freed from any current technical limits
and normative limitations. There is no doubt that the new social networks
of Web 2.0 not only organize life online but also have a serious impact on
real life, bringing about “ubiquitous computing” and the “disappearance”
of the computer into the background (Weiser, 1991, pp. 94-104). Weiser’s
early vision is even surpassed by the automatic monitoring technology
using transponder chips based on RFID programs (called the “Internet of
things” and already realized by all big shopping centers and supermarkets)
and by its linking up with the NFC technology of mobile telephones devel-
oped through a collaboration of Sony, Philips, and Nokia. In the mean-
time, Tim Berners-Lee published RDF as the first standard of Web 3.0, also
called the “Semantic Web” because it enables machines to “understand”
and to interpret by automatically linking up Web contents with the help of
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special programs for “meta-tagging” semantic data. It can be argued that
the emerging Web is one in which the machines talk as much to each other
as humans talk to machines or other humans.

There are still no perceptible limits on the invention of new forms of
networking, and surprisingly new forms of applications emerge every year.
And if we can believe futurologists and media theorists, these processes
mark just a transitional period. The unbelievable speed of change seems to
indicate that they are right.

Owing to inadequate concepts, activity theory fails to perceive the
material reality of the global networks that make possible these forms of
networking, going far beyond mobile technology and Internet 1. The cor-
rect functioning of those services is controlled by automatically working
protocol systems. They guarantee that all kinds of existing networks, espe-
cially corporate and organizational intranets, can be globally linked and
expanded to extranets of any range, such as the existing global networks
of finance, trade, health, sports, traffic, and standardization, which Willke
(2001, p. 70) calls “lateral world systems.” They have been built and financed
by big players and financially powerful syndicates, but they operate auto-
matically. There is no way to characterize those communication networks
adequately in terms of subject, action, or activity, let alone goal or motive.
They do not link up “things or beings,” but combine “the pure contingency
of possible ways into self-weaving networks of communicative relations”
(Willke, 2001, p. 78), whose rate of emergence, speed of development, and
rate of use increase exponentially (Kelly, 2005). The global networks are
material but not objects; they are media for autonomously communicating
systems but not identifiable tools or artifacts to any individual or collective,
although they are of the utmost importance to every individual activity or
collective activity system.

To me these facts give reason to ask: Can those automatically and
independently functioning technical systems still be called activities or
activity systems? Are they really just tools? And whose tools? Is there any
identifiable individual or collective subject of those systems? Is it adequate
to look for a motive or a goal within automatic processes? Or in more gen-
eral terms: Can activity theory and its methodology still be applied to a
digitalized reality?

WHAT IS ENGESTROM’S POINT OF VIEW?

Looking at the work of Yrjo Engestrom while asking these questions, I must
at first note that among all third-generation activity theorists he clearly is
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one of the most sensible researchers, concerning the perception of current
societal changes, and certainly he is the most productive among them, if we
consider his efforts to bring activity theory up to date. This is reflected in his
numerous proposals for further development of the basic concepts and in
his innovations in the extension of the methodology of activity theory. He
is one of the outstanding representatives of the “multivoicedness” approach
among activity theorists. There is no doubt that Engestrom focuses more
strictly and more concretely on emerging problems in different societal
sectors than most of the activity theorists do, and unquestionably it is he
who made activity theory a successful intervention strategy. In spite of all
this, the idea of the epoch-making global impact of information and tele-
communication technology and its resulting societal transformations is
not included in his interventionist methodology.

To give an example, Engestrom refers in one of his recent publications
(2005a, p. 99) to the description of a spontaneously emerging communi-
cation network (Rafael, 2003), which, being realized only with the help of
mobile technology and without any stabilizing institutional or organiza-
tional background or stable center respectively, nevertheless was aimed
at a common end: the downfall of President Estrada of the Philippines.
Rheingold (2002) used this example to discuss his concept of “smart mobs”
in order to explain their fundamental part in “the next social revolution.”
To Engestrom, however, the existence of “smart mobs” seems to be a single
phenomenon and just a motive for reflecting on the possibility of intro-
ducing new system-like concepts such as “collective intentionality,” “dis-
tributed agency,” and “object-oriented interagency” into his intervention
research without changing his methodology or dealing with Rheingold’s
results. Engestrom no longer refers to the abundance of data or impressive
descriptions of digitalization processes in Rheingold (2002) or to his idea of
an emerging social revolution.

Today, however, “smart mobs” are not a single phenomenon but mold
our everyday life, although the public media report almost exclusively only
the most spectacular political Weblog campaigns. The more than 200 mil-
lion blogs worldwide are able to produce seismic communication waves
whose reverberations not only reach the classic media scene but strongly
affect public opinion in the Internet. Although these networks can hardly
be controlled by a fixed center, they “have actually the power to mobilize at
any time millions of people” (Friebe & Lobo, 2006, p. 171). The new underly-
ing communication system is the most rapidly growing technical system in
human history. It creates a fusion of technique and society and merges those
forms of transformation that Rheingold and so many others write about.
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This argument is also true concerning “smart artifacts” or “smart
environments.” Because of their inherent digital technology, they are
perceived as “knowledge based.” But there is no hidden subject inside,
no motive, no intentionality. It is only their knowledge-based capabil-
ity to function as independent systems that makes them smart, as Willke
(1998) argues. He proposes that digital technology must be understood as
embedded in every product, and even in human labor itself, as a “knowl-
edge foundation.” “Organized knowledge labor” should be considered to be
a totally new force of production whose results are “intelligent” products
and “intelligent organizations,” the latter characterized by a self-increasing
recursiveness in using and generating knowledge, that is, learning. Thus,
knowledge becomes a critical resource and is already the most important
factor in societal reproduction, even more so than land, capital, or labor.
To Willke, “knowledge society” means, therefore, a radical new form of
global socialization, which makes possible new forms of self-creation and
self-definition for individuals.

Most activity theorists are not aware of the importance of these
transformation processes or at least do not assess them adequately. Even
Engestrom deals with them rather as one would with rare, bizarre, or diffi-
cult to comprehend phenomena, although they have long been pervasively
present. Engestrom’s (2005a, pp. 116-117) proposal, to characterize such
smart mobs as “interagency,” is an interesting attempt to capture a system
that demonstrates neither individual, institutional, or organizational con-
tours nor any personal continuity to tie it into any kind of intentionality. It is
a system that does not have any temporal consistency but rather is fluid and
exists only because of the networking of participating individuals. Since
activity theory is basically tied up with the concept of a subject of activity,
it is more than difficult to combine the above-mentioned “very temporary
organizational forms” - as Engestrom (2006b, p. 8) describes those inde-
pendently functioning systems — with a kind of “collective intentionality.”
To Engestrom, these “swarm” or “amoeba” organizations are rather exotic
appearances anyhow. He focuses instead on “partnership” and “alliance
formations” as forms of collaborative work that he calls “knotworking,” the
characterization of which, however, corresponds to a great extent to what is
normally called “networking” (Engestrém, 2005a, p. 98; 2006b, p. 6).

Engestrom speaks of “infrastructural entities,” which “seem to be
utilities rather than utensils, media rather than means” (Engestrom, 2005a,
p- 50), but he does not reflect on the concept of medium. He writes on “co-
configuration work” (Engestrom 2005a, p. 437) in order to find a new
“framework for such a reintegration of organization, work, and learning”
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and “to capture the emerging possibilities and new forms of learning.” He
identifies co-configuration as a historically new type of work, and he defines
it most interestingly using concepts such as “adaptive customer-intelligent
products or services,” “mutual exchange between customer, producer, and
the product/service combinations,” “active customer involvement,” and
“mutual learning from interactions between the parties” (Engestrom,
2005a, pp. 438-439). These concepts, however, show that co-configuration
is possible only on the basis and under the conditions of global digitaliza-
tion. Co-configuration has been produced by digitalization and it is fixed
to it. It first emerged within the computer world in work with beta ver-
sions of software, to configure user-oriented combinations of hardware, or
to shape and adjust software and its applications according to a particular
user’s needs. It was through the experiences of this field that the traditional
concepts of producer and consumer or producer and user lost their fixed
meaning and began to dissolve. The ongoing debate on these concepts is
nowhere more fierce and passionate than within the world of new media.
The dissolution process of those concepts and their traditional norms and
rules - concerning intellectual property, copyright, and authorship - is
increasingly vivid because of the consequences of Web 2.0. It is therefore
actually impossible to analyze adequately the emerging new forms of work
or learning outside digitalization. To discuss co-configuration without
mentioning computers and the Internet is like studying the results without
considering the causes.

Of course, Engestrom is absolutely right, when he - under the rubric
“mediation as a key” - finds it “somewhat amazing that in the recent theo-
retical discussion concerning the concept of activity, very little attention
is paid to the idea of mediation” (Engestrom, 2005a, p. 28). That is a cor-
rect balance, indeed, and therefore Engestrom is also right when he calls
the idea of mediation “the first prerequisite for any fruitful elaboration”
(p. 28). Much more important, however, is the emphasis that characterizes
the underlying theoretical understanding. It ought to be said: Mediation
is the key! Engestrom does not consider the Internet as the key, that is, not
as a medium, but as an instrument. Asked about the importance of new
media, he answered, “The internet is a useful instrument, that’s all. ... It is
useful the same way like books or other means. ... I can’t see any revolu-
tionary impact in it” (Lompscher, 2004, p. 292). In his methodology, the
Internet never appears as an explanatory principle but as a tool or “instru-
mentality” only.

Evenin his recent paper on “mycorrhizae activities,” Engestrom (2006b,
p- 32) refers to digitalization just as “technology” and fails to reflect on the
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mediational relationship between this technology and the mycorrhizae
activities that would not and could not exist without this technology as
their basis. He focuses on mediation by “integrated toolkits,” “tool constel-
lations,” or “configuration technologies,” “which includes fitting together
new and old tools and procedures” (Engestrom, 2007a, p. 33) - that is,
methodologically speaking, nothing radically new, but more of the same.
Consequently, remaining within the boundaries of a traditional world-
view, he seeks an alternative to the “promises of bandwidth revolution”
in the objects only (Engestrom, 2006b, p. 34) and fails to notice that the
object has been changed by a new medium. “Again, digital networking
technologies are important in the formation of these forms of knotwork-
ing and mycorrhizae. ... But they are tools, not the object” (Engestrom,
2006b, p. 37).

Engestrom’s understanding of the problem of mediation remains
within the framework of the classical authors and alternates between
Vygotsky’s and Leont’ev’s version of how to solve the problem of mediation.
In consequence, Engestrom refers to collective activity systems embed-
ded in capitalist societal structures as described by historical materialism.
His methodology does not allow him to interpret the Internet as a basic
transformation factor, let alone as a framework for perceiving our present
reality as a qualitatively new emerging societal formation. Because there
is no theoretical possibility for distinguishing between different dominat-
ing media, Engestrom is hardly able to tell the difference between activ-
ity systems determined by an old medium and those processes formed by
a new medium. That means that he deals with local changes and limited
developments of activity systems within the boundaries of a society coined
by a traditionally perceived dominating medium. In consequence, he ana-
lyzes emerging communication processes in terms of old socioeconomic
concepts. He studies modern Web-based activity systems under pre-Web
conditions, which might have been effective for understanding the epoch
of industrial society, but not for considering the entirely new forms of their
mediation mentioned earlier. His intervention strategy does not provide
him with an adequate instrument to differentiate between traditional
changes and emerging revolutionary transformations and their specific
problem structures.

Relying only on the Vygotskian concept of mediation, activity theory
cannot really approach the historically new and basic societal transforma-
tions that determine the framework of the entire societal reality. When
trying to do it nonetheless, Engestrom encounters difficult problems with
his concepts, because these concepts stem from a time when there were no
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computers and no networks. They cannot be applied to today’s problems
without discontinuities, contradictions, and distortions or without running
the risk of mistaking one’s own contradictions for objective problems. This
does not mean, however, that Engestréom’s numerous projects or his inter-
vention strategy in particular are unproductive efforts. On the contrary, in
times of transformation they are even necessary, as will be shown later in
the chapter, but they fall short of their real possibilities.

WHAT ARE MEDIA THEORY AND MEDIA
HISTORY ABOUT?

One of the most interesting living scholars doing research in the tradition
of McLuhan is the media theorist and media historian Michael Giesecke
(1998,2002,2006). I condense the theoretical guidelines of his voluminous
historical research on media as follows.

1. There is no information between systems without medium. Every
new medium gives rise to a new epistemology, and this again leads to
the discovery of new worlds. New worldviews emerge, and the posi-
tion of humans in relation to the world gets reformulated.

Each epistemology is the epistemology of a period within the
development of media. (Postman, 1988, pp. 36-37)

2. This s true of individual and social systems. They cannot communicate
without a medium, taking communication in a much broader sense
then just interaction.

3. Every medium, necessarily based on a specific technology, determines

the information itself, the information process, and the processors’
communication potentials and possibilities as well.
It would be naive to assume that what had been expressed in a
certain medium could also be expressed in any other medium
without changing considerably its meaning, its structure, and its
value. (Postman, 1988, p. 145)

4. Every culture gives preference to a certain medium to define its own
cultural identity. This medium becomes the dominating medium
integrating every other existing medium into a kind of medium
constellation. Therefore, owing to the preferred medium
to any given culture only very specific types of information are
actually real; all the other information is either not even perceived
or brushed aside as illusions, dreams, fantasies, infernal stuff, or
whatsoever. (Giesecke, 2002, p. 239)
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5. Depending on the given leading medium, the understanding of what
could be an object, a tool, or a helpful instrument changes. Forms and
functions of tools and instruments as well as the social rules of their
application and use depend on the given medium and its information
and communication systems (Giesecke, 2002, p. 290). Every leading
medium constellation produces its own typical practices and prod-
ucts, activities and cooperation forms, its means, tools, and advice as
amedium between humans and the environment. Symbolically gen-
eralized communication media emerge to steer the communication
between individual and social systems, such as power, law, money;,
and knowledge.

Even the defining characteristics of what is human move and slip.
(Giesecke, 2002, p. 290)

6. This basic impact of media on speech and thinking, on feeling and
knowledge, on perception and cognition, esthetics, epistemology,
social rules, and ways of reflecting on the world gave media histori-
ans the impetus to discuss cultural history as a genealogy of leading
media and media formations, such as oral, scriptographic, typo-
graphic, and electronic or digital cultures.

7. The methodological problem of analyzing the presentas determined

by digitalization and networking as leading media is that there is
“no point of view from the outside.” In each case the respective ideas
of description depend on the chosen point of view (Giesecke, 2002,
p. 280). But trying to understand the currently emerging informa-
tion society and its fundamental transformations by analyzing the
current use of computers is like coming to a conclusion about a per-
son’s vocational future from the heartbeat of an unborn child in the
womb of an expectant mother (Giesecke, 2006).
The full understanding of the current technological revolution
would require the discussion of the specificity of new information
technologies vis-a-vis their historical ancestors of equally revolu-
tionary character, such as the discovery of printing in China in the
late seventeenth, and in Europe in the fifteenth century. (Castells,
1996, p. 31)

8. Giesecke’s work centers on this comparison and draws conclusions
concerning our present network society by analogy with book cul-
ture. Analyzing the print medium, he argues that unbelievable obsta-
cles and barriers were cleared away to push through the typographic
communication system. All linguistic conditions were completely
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restructured, Latin lost its monopoly, new standardized national
languages with specific oral and scriptural forms emerged, the status
and function of dialects within the hierarchy of languages changed
fundamentally, age-old religious myths were replaced by new ones,
social norms valid for thousands of years were smashed, even the self-
image of the individual was thoroughly revised (Giesecke, 2006).
New religiousness, enlightenment, democracy, and industrializa-
tion - everything has been given a push, accelerated and perfected
by this medium. Each field of life has been made scriptural and is
controlled by bookish knowledge. (Giesecke, 2002, p. 227)

. For Giesecke, this applies also to production. McLuhan (1962) called

Gutenberg’s invention the basic form of any further mechanization.
Several other historians of technology argue that the principle of
Gutenberg’s mold returns in every machine, up to the modern age.
Giesecke concludes that without the printing machine, indefinitely
producing identical, perfectly fitting pieces, neither industrial mass
production nor the market economy and its distribution mechanisms
would have been possible (Giesecke, 2002, p. 225; 2006). Disagreeing
with historical materialism, he is convinced that

the typographical technology is the prototype of the production
technology of the industrial era. (Giesecke, 2002, p. 229)

10. To make things absolutely clear, Giesecke emphasizes that the privi-

11.

leging and accelerating of a new medium, in those days and as well
as today, depend basically on the potential, viability, and power that
people expect from it in realizing their social utopias. In other words,
amedium is a catalyst, not a cause.

In order to become a catalyst of social transformations a medium has

to draw social attention and to attract social projections. The more
total the demand for those projections is - it could also be said: their
megalomania is - the more important the catalytic effects on societal
transformation will be. (Giesecke, 2002, p. 156)

But there are always different competing technologies with dif-
ferent promises of sense and value. This forces them to initiate a
predatory competition by developing sense-building processes
and forming new semantic systems and ideologies. Because of the
heavy cultural losses that unavoidably accompany a new medium,
cultures are forced to justify their self-definition by depreciating the
old media and glorifying their own aims and goals, and by making
mysteries of their historical outcomes and achievements as if they
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were unchangeable human characteristics and mark the pinnacle of
human development.

The failure to scrutinize the mysteries and ideologies of the book-
printing culture has an adverse effect on the critical analysis and
shaping of the potentialities of the new medium. Giesecke (2002,
pp- 223-257) describes eleven such myths and mystifications. I will
merely mention the most interesting ones concerning my theme:

« The myth of rational linguistic information processing: Logical
thinking and reason are more important and valuable than emo-
tional intelligence.

o The myth of one “true or objective reality.”

o The myth of history being a steady linear process of accumulating
knowledge.

o The myth of early cultures being “natural” and “direct,” that is
“nonmediated” and therefore minor, primitive, or inferior, whereas
books and reason are identified and privileged as “real” culture.

All these myths are specific to book culture and its “imperialistic” medium
and cannot be found in any earlier leading media formation.

13.

14.

In every new media formation, the sheer reproduction of the pro-
grams of a declining formation cannot by any means uphold the
achievements of the old medium; the latter is condemned to fail in
the face of the new challenges (Giesecke, 2002, p. 227, p. 274).

In order to take these challenges we have to see through the myths, to
understand their dependency and to grasp their historical necessity.
That is the only way to get along with the problems of transformation
processes, that is, with the coexistence of different leading media,
such as books and networks, both of which are still competing for
privileged and generalized positions.

WHAT ARE THE SOLUTIONS OF VYGOTSKY
AND LEONT’EV ABOUT?

Looking at cultural-historical psychology from this point of view, I begin
with Vygotsky’s (1997b) solution, which I first describe in his own terms.
His model of mediation is discussed in detail in Engestrom’s (1987)
Learning by Expanding. It is therefore sufficient to recall that Vygotsky put
a third item into the scheme of stimulus-response, an auxiliary stimulus
mediating between subject and object. The third item was still a kind of
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stimulus, but a stimulus of its own, an artificial stimulus, an instrument to
mediate human and nature. Using tools, originally serving to control other
humans, now in order to control themselves, human beings became aware
of themselves, and so freed themselves from the determinism of nature.
That was the meaning of mediation. This intellectualization of behavior
by mediatization marked a difference between “lower” (“natural,” “rudi-
mentary, “primitive,” or “elementary”) and “higher” (“artificial,” “complex,”
or “instrumental”) forms. The deciding factor of the difference is its new,
specific stimulus-response relation (Vygotsky, 1997b, pp. 53-54). While
the lower forms are totally determined by immediate stimulation, the basic
characteristics of higher forms consist in “autostimulation, the creation and
use of artificial stimuli-devices and determining one’s own behavior with
their help” (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 54). In the course of social life, humans
created the most complicated systems of psychic communication with-
out which labor activity would be impossible. Among other psychological
tools, the most adequate means for psychic self-regulation are signs, lan-
guage, and written text in particular. Signs are historical and societal both
in origin and in function. They come from the history of culture and serve
initially as means of communication, means of influencing other humans.

» <«

The means of social contact are thus also basic means for the formation
of the complex psychological links that emerge when these functions
become individual functions and grow into a personal style of behavior
(Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 96).

From this point of view Vygotsky expresses his “basic genetic law of cul-
tural development™

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: First,
on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between peo-
ple (interpsychological), and then inside the child (intrapsychological)
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57)

Considering Engestrom’s reception of Vygotsky’s concept of mediational
means and its transformation into “mediational artifacts,” it should be
added that Vygotsky certainly spoke of “psychological tools,” but most
prominently he used the concept of sign instead. He rejected the identifica-
tion of tool and sign, and even explicitly criticized the subsumption of tools
and signs under the concept of “artifact” (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 61).

The tool serves for conveying man’s activity to the object of his activity, it
is directed outward, it must result in one change or another in the object,
it is the means for man’s external activity directed toward subjugating
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nature. The sign changes nothing in the object of the psychological
operation, it is a means of psychological action on behavior, one’s own or
another’s, a means of internal activity directed toward mastering man
himself; the sign is directed inward. These activities are so different that
even the nature of the devices used cannot be one and the same in both
cases. (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 62)

The basis of any analogy between tool and sign is their mediating
function only. Vygotsky’s point is that tools and artifacts are not psychic
phenomenal

Vygotsky did not explain where the subject’s capacity for self-stimulation
by external stimuli came from. But he was aware of the problem and sharply,
even gruffly, denied the simple attempts of his ideological enemies to walk
off with the problem by sheer deduction from dialectical or historical mate-
rialism or even from the economic categories of Capital:

The direct application of the theory of dialectical materialism to the
problems of natural science and in particular to the group of biological
sciences or psychology is impossible, just as it is impossible to apply it
directly to history and sociology. ... Like history, sociology is in need of
the intermediate special theory of historical materialism which explains
the concrete meaning, for the given group of phenomena, of the abstract
laws of dialectical materialism. In exactly the same way we are in need
of an as yet undeveloped but inevitable theory of biological material-
ism and psychological materialism as an intermediate science which
explains the concrete application of the abstract theses of dialectical
materialism to the given field of phenomena. (Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 330)

Unfortunately, Vygotsky was unable to realize this program of a meta-
theory that possibly could have explained the coevolution of systems and
media. Nevertheless, he seemingly speaks with Giesecke’s words when he
depicts the effects of a leading medium on individual and social systems,
saying that the introduction of psychological tools “modifies the entire
course and structure of mental functions” (Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 85).

Although Vygotsky was sure of this fundamental fact, he acknowledged
only two kinds of media: natural and artificial. This is exactly the pattern
of thought we know from the myths of book culture. Correspondingly,
Vygotsky saw written text as the decisive divide separating the primi-
tive epoch of humankind from that of civilization (Vygotsky, 1997b, pp.
131-148). Lack of contact with the European book society was “primitive.”
This bias is visible also in Luria’s expedition to Uzbekistan and its assess-
ment by Vygotsky (Van der Veer, 1996; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991, pp.
251-253).
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Also, thelast of the aforementioned myths of the book culture, the linear
understanding of history, is typical of Vygotsky, as can be shown with one
more example, namely Vygotsky’s (1994) essay “The Socialist Alteration
of Man.” Vygotsky distinguished between “primitive man” and “modern
type” of man, describing a transition to the formation of a new type of
human being in communist society. According to Vygotsky, the transfor-
mation would finally be realized by mastering not only psychic processes
but all functions determined by human nature, and so finally by learning
to consciously restructure even the “biological organization” of man. The
linearity of thinking is obvious. What is changing is the form of behavior
from direct to mediated, and the volume of conscious behavior from mas-
tering the psychic to even mastering the physical processes. All this was
seen as an effect of mediational means that would remain equal. Their form
was irrelevant; only their function was important.

Vygotsky’s theoretical framework assumes book culture and printing to
be leading media. In this respect, we can describe this model of mediation
as essentially unhistorical. At any rate, because of its dependence on the old
leading medium, it can hardly serve as an adequate instrument for grasp-
ing the emerging new leading medium and for conceptualizing modern
intervention strategies.

LEONT’EV’S SOLUTION OF THE MEDIATION PROBLEM

For Leont’ev, the problem of mediation was not sufficiently solved by
Vygotsky. He clearly followed Vygotsky in supposing that the mediated-
ness of the relationship of humans with the world marks the peculiarity of
being human. He also accepted the mediating function of signs;

The sign mediates the consciousness, because the sign has meaning....
Sign is what matters. (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 451)

On the other hand, Leont’ev criticized Vygotsky — very early indeed -
for taking signs and meanings as means of mediation that could not be
questioned. Leont’ev’s argument was that as long as the origins of signs
and meanings cannot be explained, their emergence and function remain
restricted to the social, more precisely linguistic, communication:

Consciousness is a product of linguistic, actually of mental interaction.
(Leont’ev, 2005, p. 457)

The social mind [determines] the personal and the personal mind
determines the social. (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 325)
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This means, according to Leont’ev, that Vygotsky’s solution to the
problem of mediation ends in circular reasoning, much as in “the
classical circle of French sociologism” (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 459):

The society influences the human being, and the human influences
the society. (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 325)

According to Leont’ev (2005, p. 459), this conclusion meant for psychol-
ogy “an affirmation of exactly that cultural-historical theory” that would
be indefensible from the point of view of historical and philosophical
materialism:

The history of consciousness joins only with the history of the societal
mind, not with the material history of society, only cultural-historical
facts prove to be determinant. (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 459)

Leont’ev preferred an alternative solution. Instead of sticking to linguis-
tic interaction as the only mediating entity and thus considering the word
a “demiurg” of consciousness, he suggested inquiring into “what stands
behind interaction” (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 325). “Behind” the linguistic com-
munication stands only the material activity itself (p. 247):

Vygotsky’s thesis that consciousness is a product of the child’s linguis-
tic communication on the condition of his or her activity in relation to
the surrounding objective reality, thus has to be reversed: The child’s
consciousness is a product of his or her human activity in relation to
the objective reality, which takes place on the condition of speech, of
linguistic communication. (Leont’ev, 2001, p. 304)

Leont’ev’s experiments in Char’kov led to the conclusion that the
appropriation of a meaning resulted not from communication but origi-
nally from the child’s external activity with material objects in coopera-
tive interaction. Thus, Leont’ev replaced the formula subject-sign-object
with the formula subject-activity—object. This had consequences. The
object now appeared twice: first, as a thing and then as a mediational means
of activity. The tool concept lost its special Vygotskian function for four
reasons:

1. Human activity is object oriented from the beginning. “The expres-
sion ‘objectless activity’ is devoid of any meaning” (Leont’ev, 1978,
p. 52).

2. The mediating object appears either as a tool or as a goal or a motive
of activity, according to its status within the system of an activ-
ity. “Objects themselves can become stimuli, goals, or tools only
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in a system of human activity; deprived of connections within this
system they lose their existence as stimuli, goals, or tools” (Leont’ev,
1978, p. 67).

3. The nature of tools is not psychic. “Obviously, a tool is a material
object in which are crystallized methods and operations, not actions
or goals” (Leont’ev, 1978, p. 65). This is true of all human tools; they
are objectifications of operations.

4. Consciousness “is not the only existing, only possible, only imag-
inable form of psychic reflection” (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 443). Every
human activity is mediated by psychic reflection, that is, by internal
activity that has the same structure as external activity. Therefore,
the “activity that is internal in its form, originating from external
practical activity,” cannot be separated from the latter “but contin-
ues to preserve an essential, twofold connection with it” (Leont’ev,
1978, pp. 61-62).

Tracing mediating reflection back to material activity and genetically
explaining reflection by activity itself rendered superfluous the imme-
diate internalization of mediational means by communication and thus
avoided the intellectualization Leont’ev saw in Vygotsky’s work. But this
caused a new form of immediacy between activity and consciousness.
Leont’ev (1981) solved this problem with the help of his strict historical
analysis in Problems of the Development of the Mind. The central outcome
of this book, with respect to our problem, is the difference between “reflec-
tion within activity” and “reflection as activity” (for a logical-systematic
reconstruction of Leont’ev’s theory, see Messmann & Riickriem, 1978,
pp- 80-133):

The animal’s activity, that links it in practice with objective real-
ity, is understandably basic in this complex unity of reflection and
activity; psychic reflection ... is secondary and derivative. (Leont’ev,
1981, p. 160)

On the basis of this assumption, Leont’ev formulated his own “basic
law” of practical activity hurrying ahead and reflection lagging behind:

The evolution of animals’ reflection of their environment ..., as it were,
lags behind the evolution of their activity. ... The development of the
form of psychic reflection is thus ... a step downward shifted in rela-
tion to the evolution of the structure of the animals’ activity, so that
there is never a direct correspondence between them (Leont’ev, 1981,
pp. 195-196).
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He, of course, then faced the same problem as that already pointed out in
Vygotsky’s case: the exigency of a philosophical foundation for his assump-
tions. In an unpublished manuscript, Leont’ev explicated his understand-
ing of Vygotsky’s claim for a psychological materialism:

The philosophical issue of consciousness has to be distinguished from:

A. theissue of societal consciousness and

B. the issue of the consciousness of societal man.

The first is the subject of analysis of the historical sciences, of historical
materialism. The second is the subject of psychology. (Leont’ev, 2005,
p. 443)

And once more he repeats:

This means: The theory of consciousness is necessarily a subject of
psychology, but by no means does it and may it coincide with the theory
of consciousness of diamat [dialectical materialism] or histomat [histor-
ical materialism]. To substitute psychological, that is, concrete scientific
assumptions on consciousness by epistemological assumptions or by
assumptions of historical materialism is grossly erroneous (Leontev,
2005, p. 444)

But Leont’ev held that psychology could achieve its scientific assumptions
within the framework of historical materialism only, because it was the only
way to argue for activity as an explanatory principle.

In reconstructing the genesis of consciousness, Leont’ev resorted to
speech and, in attempting to explain the emergence of speech, harked back
to gesture and “kinetic speech.” He treated both as independent media that
are not identical with labor (Leont’ev, 2005, pp. 241, 251, 263) and actu-
ally develop side by side in coevolution. However, monism forced him to
deny this idea and to eventually subordinate gesture and speech to labor.
Even though he occasionally conceded that “the appearance of phonetic
language was a revolution” (Leont’ev, 2005, pp. 475, 481) and that written
speech “together with book printing” transformed into one of the most
important, even “predominant form[s] of human speech” and thus into
“a capacious creative power” (Leont’ev, 2005, p. 481), such appreciation
remained accidental in the end. Thus, Leont’ev only indirectly affirmed
Giesecke’s argument:

» «

Modern book cultures tied “intrinsic,” “true” information to human
consciousness and gave to linguistic-conceptual knowledge a virtually
absolute power over other, “inferior” forms of information. (Giesecke,
2002, p. 78)
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Leont’ev (2001) focused on a “general psychology” only, which in itself
had no need for a historical observation of itself. In describing the history
of the psyche he therefore inevitably switched to the method of historical
materialism, in other words, to a stance that regards activity and labor
as identical. His periods of historical structures of consciousness match
the well-known periodization of societal labor. The phase of “primitive,
integrated” consciousness (Leont’ev, 1981, p. 245), not yet separated into
external and internal or practical and mental activity (manual and mental
labor), was followed by the phase of “disintegrated,” that is, class, con-
sciousness, characterized by alienation of personal sense from societal
meaning, and finally by the phase of “reintegration” with its new rela-
tion between sense and meaning and with “a new psychological struc-
ture of consciousness” (Leontev, 1981, p. 268), caused by the liberation
of human labor through communist society. But, according to Leont’ev,
“class consciousness” is “societal consciousness” and thus is explicitly
the subject of historical materialism, not of psychology. The reception of
Leont’ev’s work up to now systematically ignores the fact that, according
to Leont’ev, activity and labor are not identical, and all categories of gen-
eral psychology - activity, action, operation or motive, goal, condition or
sense, and meaning- cannot be grouped together with, deduced from, or
replaced by the categories of historical materialism or even the concepts
of political economy:

Due to the existing relations between these sciences, which reflect the
objective relations between their objects, such a substitution would
make the psychology of consciousness not only lacking in substance
[meaningless], but would restrict the potential for a further full
development of the other sciences of consciousness. (Leont’ev, 2005,
pp. 444-445)

Nevertheless, since Yudin’s essential and useful distinction between
activity as an object and as a principle of explanation (Judin, 1984; Yudin,
1978), which has been grotesquely misunderstood by Kozulin (1986) and
taken as a fundamental methodological criticism, it has been rather com-
mon to argue that Leont’ev’s psychology and activity theory are one and
the same. Actually that is by no means correct, and Yudin’s distinction
is very helpful in making that clear. Indeed, the object of psychology is,
according to Leont’ev, activity. But that can be legitimized only within the
framework of a philosophy, using activity as an explanatory principle. This
is exactly Vygotsky’s “psychological materialism” (Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 331;
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see also Keiler, 2002) as a philosophy or worldview, as Leont’ev expresses in
an unmistakably clear way in his famous letter to Vygotsky:

Today the developmental logic of the system of C[ultural] P[sychology]
makes it necessary to focus on the issue of philosophical understand-
ing of its basic concepts and principles (Divergence between the actual
content of analysis and the level of development [degree of under-
standing] of its philos[ophical] foundations, of its underlying world
view. ...)

This task ... cannot be accomplished by adapting the Clultural]
P[sychology] to the “standard”, in other words, it may not be mechanically
squeezed into this or that philos[ophical] context. - It is by itself a philo-
sophical system (a psychological philosophy! - a world view!). (Leont’ev,
2005, p. 224; emphases in original)

In sum, Leont’ev, too, did not get beyond the limits of the leading
medium. He remained - at least in his works before 1960 - within the
boundaries of the book-printing medium.

LEONT’EV’S APPROACH TO INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

In his first publications about the psychological meaning of automati-
cally controlled machines, Leont’ev came to a point of view that even at
the time was much more open to digitalization than are the arguments
of many contemporary scholars (Leont’ev & Panov, 1963). Above all, in
his assessment of the psychological consequences, he freed himself of all
restrictions of historical materialism and focused exclusively on the psy-
chological components of activity and the possibility of their technical
modeling.

According to Leont’ev, tools are externalized operations. This under-
standing lends the tool a conceptual extension far beyond Vygotsky’s
idea. On the one hand, to Leont’ev even computers are “just a technical
means, ... a method to realize the productive activity” or “‘algorithmized’
and ‘automatized’ actions.” On the other hand, he considers computers
to be “objectified human functions” (Leont’ev, 1964, p. 17). In operations
“only those interrelations of the action structure have been retained and
fused which replicate the objective relations of the objective conditions
of their accomplishment” and therefore “as such can be uncoupled from
man.” Thus, “the forming of operations, metaphorically speaking, equals
the death of formerly inventive actions” (Leont’ev, 1964, p. 18). In other
words, such actions may in principle be modeled technically. So Leont’ev
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did not balk at the then-revolutionary consequence that today remains
frightening to many of his colleagues:

What today appears to human thinking as a not-to-be-formalized cre-
ativeaction could tomorrow already be changed into an operation. Thus,
there are no limits to the development of always “smarter” machines.
(Leont’ev, 1964, p, 19)

Hence, according to Leont’ev, all existing barriers to the technical modeling
of actions are temporary. When he was asked to assess the limits of capa-
bility of computers, he always spoke of “presently really existing automatic
machines” (Leont’ev, 1964, p. 5) whose “actual success ... lies ahead in the
near future” (Leontev, 1964, p. 7; see also 1966, pp. 36-43; 1968, pp. 36-322;
1970, pp. 3-12; 1977, pp. 172-181; Leont’ev & Lomov, 1963, pp. 29-37).

Surprisingly, Leont’ev had already in the 1960s enunciated the idea that
is customarily associated with McLuhan, namely that man by means of
tools “by which labor is carried out, generates in a way new organs,” which
“he adds to the vital organs of his body” and thus overcomes “the biologi-
cal idleness of his natural organs, powers and abilities” (Leont’ev, 1964,
pp- 10-11). Very much like McLuhan in his comment on the socialization
process of people by media, Leont’ev writes:

While learning to use tools man subordinates his motions to the soci-
etally evolved system of operations, which is materially ingrained in
them. The tool changes the behavior of people, it builds new abilities in
them. (Leont’ev, 1964, p. 11)

What machines contribute to human activity by their work at the same
time gives rise to the emergence of new abilities of man - of new func-
tional systems of his brain, which appear like the ‘mobile physiological
organs’ (Uhtomski) of those abilities. (Leont’ev, 1964, p. 19)

Leont’ev obviously supposed that with machines - seen as technically
modeled former human operations — quasi-human “organs” are built and
located on the outside - much as the brain today no longer serves the func-
tion of information storage to the extent that it used to because we can
relocate our memory in a computer. Although Leont’ev viewed the state of
affairs of the digitalization development rather skeptically, he anticipated
the technical modeling even of brain functions, which today is available to
anyone who has an Internet account and adequate media skills. Software
developments of Web 2.0, such as social bookmarking and socially interac-
tive memory stores, combine the memories of people concerning a special
class of objects and make the combination available to everybody, much
like a collective brain.
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This characterizes, although only in general and implicitly, the basic
dependence of consciousness as a totality of human potentialities on the
actual social-historical system of human “tools.” Even though the explicit
concept of “medium” is still missing, Leont’ev’s approach to computer-
ization provides us with nothing less than a compatible and extremely
important interface with actual media theory and media history, respec-
tively, despite the understandable lack of concrete ideas of qualitatively new
human abilities coming from the new medium and of their effects on soci-
etal practice. This lack is understandable, inasmuch as these developments
will actually be manifested first by the societally general acquisition of the
operative potentials of Web 2.0.

BACK TO ENGESTROM

Engestrom makes use of both Vygotsky’s and Leont’ev’s models of medi-
ation - more, however, of Vygotsky’s than Leont’ev’s. He does include
in his theorizing some basic concepts of Leont’ev’s activity theory, but
neglects Leont’ev’s distinction between psychology and historical mate-
rialism and the difference between the societal and the social nature of
activity. Because of his special focus on collective activity systems, he
identifies activity and labor - the latter being for him “the mother form
of all human activity” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 66) — and includes the cat-
egories of Marx’s political economy - production, consumption, and
distribution - as components of his psychologically oriented structural
scheme of collective activity (Engestrom, 1987, p. 78). In consequence,
the contradiction between use value and exchange value, concepts of
Marx’s political economy, seems to be more fundamental to Engestréom
than is Leont’ev’s psychological contradiction of societal meaning and
personal sense.

Engestrom seems to fail to take notice of Leont’ev’s explicitly repeated
emphasis on the strictly systemic nature of the components of individual
activity. Instead, he stresses their hierarchical structure and so turns them
into an ontological understanding. The psychological meaning of central
concepts such as “subject” and “intentionality” inevitably slips into a soci-
ological understanding of activity. The same happens with the concepts
of “tool,” as well as with “instrumentality,” understood as a system that
includes multiple cognitive artifacts and semiotic means that form a dense
mediational setting. There is no theoretical understanding of why and how
this complexity has been formed as an independent system and got to be
more than an augmentation of the same.
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Engestrom, like Vygotsky and Leont’ev, comes rather close and much
closer than many other activity theorists to a media-theoretical and
media-historical understanding. But refraining from taking “the last step”
he - like his predecessors - runs into problems with history. Vygotsky and
Leont’ev referred to cultural tools as a specific repertoire and considered
this as a whole. They both failed to conceptualize this wholeness as a con-
sequence of a specific historical medium. Although they clearly saw that
what Vygotsky called higher psychological functions depend on the exis-
tence of school as a societal medium, they did not understand that “low” and
“high” or “primitive” and “advanced” are nothing but assessments based
on the ontological generalization of a given historical medium. Although
Leont’ev sometimes admitted the relative independence of speech from
practical activity (Leont’ev, 2005, pp. 334-335), the consequences of this
admission remained undiscussed.

In terms of political theory, it is ideological thinking to consider one’s
own way of thinking the only truly human way. In terms of media history,
the equivalent is perpetuating and imposing an old medium on new phe-
nomena. Engestrom steers clear of that problem, but only by avoiding the
periodization of societal formations in principle. To him historicity seems
to be just the trajectory of developmental expansive cycles of activity sys-
tems (Engestrom, 2005a, p. 32). But since he cannot acknowledge digital-
ization as a medium of societal transformation, the argument of societal
transformation does not even exist as an idea. So Engestrom is forced to
consider the existing societal formation as the only possible one. At any
rate, there is no discussion of the consequences of Web 2.0 as societally
relevant changes, such as “crowd-sourcing” or the consumer as producer,
the customer as distributor, the client as co-developer, and so on, which are
widely discussed as ongoing processes of a revolutionary transformation,
although, of course, not always in the sense of political economy or histor-
ical materialism.

To understand the limitations and differences of Vygotsky and Leont’ev
concerning the problem of mediation - which are taken up again by
Engestrom himself and by his “third generation of activity theory” - it
seems appropriate to argue that each generation of activity theory has thus
far moved within a closed space of thinking that is finally based on the
same fundamental problem of mediation, whose origin is historically far
beyond the activity theory of the 20th century. This historical constellation
fixed a boundary on the perception of the evolution of media, a boundary
that restricts the attempts of modern activity theory to gain dependence
and to re-adapt its methodology.
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CONCLUSION

Activity theory in its basic structure depends on book culture but does
not notice this dependency because of its lack of adequate instruments.
During the ongoing transformation processes, we are still forced to stick
to the epistemological and theoretical structures of book culture: “Such
an anachronism is rather unavoidable” (Giesecke, 2002, p. 301). Following
the period of “multivoicedness” of activity theory, we are entering a new
phase. What we need now is a boundary crossing between activity theory,
systems theory, and media theory. Activity theory should not stay in its
closed space of thinking and only look “through the window” (Engestrom,
2005a, p. 59) at the societal transformations taking place outside it. Activity
theory should leave behind the conditions of that bygone or at least passing
cultural historical formation and reformulate itself.

Clearly, Vygotsky could not be expected to have considered this issue,
nor possibly did Leont’ev, given the ideological circumstances. But living
activity theorists should very well be able to do so. If they don’t want to lose
touch not only with the ongoing societal transformation but with scientific
research and theoretical developments, they ought to do so.

My conclusion therefore is short: To create a developmental strategy that
is able to analyze and support transformation processes between the old
and the new leading medium, I propose that instead of asking only, “When
is a tool?” (Engestrom, 1990, p. 171), we should ask, “Tool or medium?”



Contextualizing Social Dilemmas in Institutional
Practices: Negotiating Objects of Activity
in Labor Market Organizations

ASA MAKITALO AND ROGER SALJO

In sociocultural and activity-theoretical perspectives, institutions are
understood as communities of practice with intermediary functions;
theyregulate and handle conflicts and dilemmas between individuals and
collectives in society. How institutional actors deal with such dilemmas,
and what consequences their activities will have for the collective as well
as for individuals, are important issues to explore (Engestrom, 2005a;
Engestrom & Toivianen, in press). Through their rules and practices,
institutions act as arbiters of opportunity, making decisions about how
certain situations are to be interpreted in an ambiguous world of complex
social activities (Makitalo & Sdljo, 2002a). One interesting feature of
such communities is how they accommodate the emergence of tensions
and conflicts that challenge the institutional order and established prac-
tices. In this chapter we primarily address the notion of community in
this sense, with a focus on how institutional agency is constituted at the
local level.

A historically significant conflict in society is that between labor and
capital. Many of the institutions that are responsible for health care, social
welfare, or taxation, for instance, directly or indirectly intervene in such
matters when making decisions as to whether individuals and groups are
entitled to certain benefits. In times of societal transformation and changes
in production, tensions may emerge in the labor market concerning the
obligations and entitlements of workers and employers. During such
periods of transformation, institutions have to respond to new challenges
coming from the outside. The dramatic increase of reported illness, which
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in Sweden and other countries has been a matter of public debate over the
past decades, represents one such challenge. In the following, we will ana-
lyze the local discussion of this dilemma and the discursive formation of it
as it enters two institutional settings responsible for taking action. The two
communities we followed represent the parties in the labor market: trade
unions and employers, respectively.

Analytically, we will address the question of how a complex, highly
contested social dilemma (Billig, 1996) is locally constituted as an object
of institutional activity, that is, how it becomes part of an institutional
order (Smith, 2005), which has no ready-made strategy for dealing with
it. When a dilemma that is new to an institution arises, discursive work by
the participants is necessary. The issue has to be negotiated and strategies
articulated in order for it to become manageable and “fit into” established
patterns of discourse and institutional accountability (Hall, Slembrouck, &
Sarangi, 2006). The challenge, as we will show in the following, concerns
how institutionally established categories and ways of arguing need to be
reconsidered and transformed into new strategies and activities. In such
processes, what Engestrom (2007c) refers to as “stabilization knowledge”
has to play a role, but there is also a need for “possibility knowledge” that
can serve as an element of conceiving viable future strategies. In the follow-
ing, we will give a brief introduction to the social dilemma addressed in our
empirical study.

BURNOUT, STRESS, AND LONG-TERM SICK LEAVES:
ACCOUNTING FOR A SOCIAL DILEMMA

“Burnout” and various kinds of “fatigue syndromes” have caused concern
in the public debate. Such metaphors are commonly used by people shar-
ing experiences in everyday life, in self-help groups, and in patient orga-
nizations (Biilow, 2004). In scientific discussions, however, where a more
critical attitude to language is expected, there have been intense debates
over the question of whether or not these conditions qualify as “real” ail-
ments. Thousands of studies of burnout in fields such as neurobiology, psy-
chiatry, occupational medicine, psychology, and the history of ideas have
been conducted, and about 130 symptoms and factors have been used to
characterize the syndrome and to explain it. Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998,
p- 12) conclude that “these factors are interrelated and do not operate inde-
pendently from each other. In one way or another all the factors are aspects
of a global economic, social and cultural transformation process that has
affected society as a whole.”
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In scientific argumentation there is, it seems safe to say, no consensus
about what constitutes burnout. Many even question its existence as an
identifiable condition. Such argumentation about the essence of a matter
is characteristic of what Billig (1996) refers to as a social dilemma. But,
regardless of the essence, or whether burnout “really” exists or not, it does
appear in the public debate, and in that sense it will have political, social,
and material consequences. Institutions need to deal with burnout as a
social fact; that is, they have to constitute it in discourse because it is of
importance for their community. Politicians, health care staff, representa-
tives of public and private health insurance agencies, employers, and trade
unions are but a few of the stakeholders who encounter burnout as a practi-
cal and institutionally significant concern.

PUBLIC ATTENTION AND POLITICAL ACTION
TO REDUCE LONG-TERM SICK LEAVES

The negative consequences of “burnout” for the individual, the workplace,
and society as a whole have been publicly discussed since the mid-1980s
in Sweden. Around the turn of the millennium, the debate reached a
peak, and the issue emerged as a significant societal problem. The media
frequently reported dramatic examples of people who “gick in i viggen”
(literally, “walked into the wall”), who suffered from “extreme fatigue,”
“memory loss,” “apathy,” and similar symptoms. The consequences were
also obvious from the statistics, which showed a rather dramatic increase
in people on long-term sick leave. The political debate turned to the eco-
nomic and social consequences of the problems of poor health in Swedish
society. The government, and the minister of working life at the time,
pointed to the workplace as having a central role in attempts to reduce
these kinds of health problems. Consequently, the issue of the increase in
long-term sick leaves was framed as a problem of the organization of work,
and it was argued that it needed to be handled primarily by the parties of
the labor market:

Regardless the cause of a sick leave, it is from work you are on sick leave,
and it is to work you are returning. (Minister’s speech at the Social
Insurance Assembly in 2004)

In the government’s strategy, two issues were pointed out as significant:

1. Measures to prevent health problems in working life
2. Measures to create possibilities for those on sick leave to return to
work
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Resources were directed to union representatives responsible for safety
and health issues and to projects at the regional level promoting health at
the workplace. Employers, on the other hand, were obliged to account for
sick leaves in their annual financial reports and to take on greater economic
responsibility for people on sick leave. This should provide visibility to the
problem and incentives for efficient action. Employers were also obliged to
conduct a rehabilitation inquiry for every person on sick leave and to attend
so-called check meetings in which the employee, the health insurance offi-
cer, and the physician who signed the sick leave certificate participated.

In the following, we will analyze how this particular dilemma is picked
up locally and how the actors, when attempting to meet these political
expectations, constitute it as an object of activity. We have observed discus-
sions in two settings:

1. A trade union initiative launching a mentor project to deal with this
issue

2. Representatives of employers from three companies engaged in a
joint project to prevent poor health

Our analysis has thus focused on how institutional categories (Mékitalo &
Sdljo, 2002b) are used in defining the dilemma in institutional terms, and
whether existing categories are transformed to accommodate the ten-
sions and challenges at the local level. Our questions can be formulated as
follows:

1. Whattermsand thematic patternsare used in discussing the dilemma
generally?

2. What institutional categories become productive in dealing with the
dilemma locally?

3. What rhetorical tools are used in constituting the issue in locally rel-
evant terms?

INCREASES IN POOR HEALTH: ENCOUNTERING
THE DILEMMA IN LABOR MARKET ORGANIZATIONS

Initially, the discussion in both communities focused on understanding the
increase in sick leave and the causes of this development. It incorporated
a moral dimension of who was to blame and who should be held respon-
sible. In neither community did such discussions result in any consensus.
The participants seemingly passed from one argumentative premise and
position, and from one thematic pattern (Lemke, 1990), to another without



116 Asa Mikitalo and Roger Siljo

noticing such shifts in how they discussed the issue. Their attempts to find
a cause of the problem always ended up in cul-de-sacs. Participants often
ended the discussion in resignation, with a collective sigh and a general
comment to the effect that “that’s what the world is like.”

However, since the actors at this local level were concretely responsible
for dealing with the issue and knew they were accountable for taking action,
they sooner or later needed to address the immediate problems of how to
handle sick leaves and sick leave compensation, how to organize rehabilita-
tion programs, and so on. Such discussions were couched in terms of how
the actors were to respond rhetorically to the concerns of important stake-
holders to whom they were accountable within as well as outside their own
community. In the following we will give examples of how this discursive
work unfolded in the two settings.

CATEGORIZING LONG-TERM SICK LEAVE
IN TRADE UNION DISCOURSE

In the trade union discussions we documented, local, regional, and cen-
tral representatives participated. The regional and central representatives
have administrative roles and are responsible for the strategic work of the
union. They started a mentorship program with the explicit aim of decreas-
ing the number of people on long-term sick leave. They were also in charge
of the meetings. In the mentorship program, the local representatives were
encouraged to actively involve politicians, employers, and employees in
their area in a common effort to do something. The local representatives
are employed by the municipalities and work part time for the union. They
are the representatives to whom members normally turn when contacting
the union. The data used in the following were gathered on two different
occasions. The first was a meeting about two months into the program. The
second was a two-day conference, where the work during past months was
discussed alongside questions of how to continue.

The talk within the institutional frames of the labor union is from the
beginning characterized by discussions about responsibilities, and it is car-
ried out largely in moral and ethical terms. The discussion addresses their
duties as union representatives and how far their responsibilities and con-
cerns should extend in relation to members. The core problem is articu-
lated and dealt with by means of a distinction between the institutional
categories of what should be classified as “work-related” and “non-work-
related” problems, respectively. This difference can be viewed as a tension
in the system, in the sense that it is very difficult to be clear-cut about this
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point. Are non-work-related health problems something the union and the
employers should assume responsibility for? And there is, of course, also
the intriguing issue of how one decides whether a health problem is work
related or not in a specific case.

In this first example,' we show how the necessity for action is formulated
by trade union representatives in terms of their responsibilities vis-a-vis
members. The natural focus for trade unions in any kind of discussion is
the well-being of members. It is their best interest that is the raison d’étre of
union work. But the limitations of the union’s responsibilities toward mem-
bers also have to be handled. After all, a labor union has its primary source
of legitimacy in issues that concern the workplace, and it cannot assume
responsibility for all spheres of the lives of members. Deciding exactly how
to draw the line when discussing a dilemma of this kind is difficult. As we
enter the conversation, one representative (Karl) has just told a story about
a situation in which he faced a member threatening to commit suicide. The
example serves as an illustration of the problems of deciding how far the
responsibilities of the union should extend.

EXCERPT 1

320. RITA: youre on to something important here ( ) that not
everything is work related ( ) and () it may sound a bit
harsh () but sometimes we have to learn to limit our areas
of responsibility () I mean when to take action and what we
actually can do something about () it’s also important to
be able to support members and that’s what I mean. It can
be difficult to meet them when they threaten to take their
lives () and it might be for completely different reasons than
those connected to work () how do we talk to them? I think
everyone () at least among us in the Southern District will
discuss this.

! Transcript legend:

(()) Comments on nonverbal contributions, clarifications, and other interpolations
() Untimed audible pause

(1.5 sec) Timed pause

, Continuing intonation

? Question intonation

Underline emphasis

— Cut-off sound, interruption

Italics within quote marks Enacted speech
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Rita, regional representative of a district, uses the distinction between
work-related and non-work-related causes for sick leave to frame the dis-
cussion. She brings up the core question of their responsibilities toward
members as union representatives. In this discursive work, the issue of how
to categorize sick leave cases is central, and the distinction is introduced
as an indirect suggestion to help define a limit to their responsibility in
relation to members. Setting boundaries is a sensitive matter for a number
of reasons. For instance, at the workplace Rita and the other participants
in this discussion are both colleagues and union representatives of their
members. So how do they handle this?

EXCERPT 2

322. ULE: yeah I sort of agree with you but I can also feel the way Karl
expressed it when I start to think about our task () how far
do our responsibilities extend? and I think it’s important
with guidance in terms of “this is what you’re supposed to
take care of -

323. RITA: m

324. ULE: but not this”

325. RITA: m

326. ULE: “take care of this but learn to say no, this is not =” so it - it

would be great if we could have this basic -

327.r1iTA:  well yeah I think you should be careful though in producing
a manual but I also think this which I attempt - we attempt
to do also concerns what attitude I have and how much of my
person I engage in this () thatis which part of me as a profes-
sional - I do this professionally so to speak

Ulf continues discussing the problem (lines 322-326) in terms of what their
responsibilities include, that is, how much they should engage in members’
problems. His argument is also an uptake of an earlier discussion initiated
by Karl about the need for professional advisers. Ulf frames his statement as
a wish for such advisers to set the limits on their responsibilities. What he
is saying is that they need to learn how and when to say no to requests. This,
in our terms, concerns the concrete question of how to categorize cases of
long-term sick leaves. Rita does not believe in the usefulness of a written
manual (line 327). Instead she refers to the decision of creating such defini-
tions of the responsibilities for trade union representatives as an issue of
professionalism. From an analytical perspective, this discussion illustrates
tensions in the constitution of the object of activity.
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The difficulties of formulating the task and deciding what falls inside
or outside the local responsibility can be seen in the light of another sig-
nificant party and adversary absent from the discussion. The voice of this
other party, the employers, must be anticipated by the union representa-
tives in their strategic formulations for future action (Bakhtin, Holquist, &
Emerson, 1986; Billig, 1996). Arguing for, or against, a certain contested
issueis a dialectic process that presumes at least one defined “other” (Smith,
2005). For the union representatives, defining their task only in relation to
union members is insufficient. To position themselves discursively as union
representatives in this situation, the issue needs to be related to the third
party in the ongoing debate about the dilemma of long-term sick leave.

DEVELOPING A STRATEGY: ANTICIPATING
EMPLOYERS’ ARGUMENTS

The categorization of long-term sick leaves into work-related and non-
work-related leaves, respectively, is also used as a resource for framing the
next piece of interaction. In the preceding excerpt, the participants focused
their attention only on dilemmas they faced in relation to members. The
next excerpt shows how the mediating role of union work, by necessity,
also involves another party, the employers. As we shall see, the anticipation
of the employers’ arguments provides a framework for distinguishing the
premises for and principles of the union more clearly.

EXCERPT 3

338. BENGT: regarding the issue of what’s work related and non-work
related () it seems the employer wants to do less and less
about what’s not work related but they still as far as  know
have the responsibility for rehabilitation ( ) so where is
our boundary then?

339. RITA: m

340. BENGT: I mean the member, the individual, is just an individual

in need of support in general I mean (3 sec) can we draw a
line () where we're fellow beings? (3 sec)

342. URBAN:  you seriously don’t mean that if you hear someone has
broken a leg were supposed to say “- we don’t care about
you,” we still need to be of help that’s what I think, but to
answer your question

343. BENGT: yeah
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344. URBAN: it can be equally difficult for that individual to come back
to work as it is for someone who (') you don’t mean, if I
understand you, that we should ignore you just because you
didn’t break your leg at work () but that’s how the employer
argues in their runthrough with the health insurance office
() at every work site they find out just whether it is caused
by work or not, and it just sounds in a way like () if it doesn’t
depend on work () we don’t have to care

345. RITA: m

346. URBAN:  but () in our municipality () we have our policy to inform
the individual when there’s a rehab meeting that the
union participates in () so we have turned this around so
to speak, now you have to make clear from the beginning
if you don’t want your union representative present.

Again, we can see how the distinction between work-related and non-
work-related sick leave is used as a resource to frame the discussion about
how far the responsibilities of the union extend. Bengt (line 338) for the first
time points to the employers’ use of the distinction, and he wonders where
the “boundary” is to be drawn by the union. When suggesting that employ-
ers do not take full responsibility, Bengt implies that the union needs to
engage regardless of the distinction and whether a sick leave period is work
related or not.

By pointing to the fact that the employers are accountable for rehabilita-
tion, the question of what task they as union representatives have is brought
to their attention (line 338). Without some kind of working definition of
the problem, or where the problem lies, there is no way to articulate strate-
gies for future action. When the claim is made that the employers do not
take full responsibility, the positioning and the arguments of the employers
are invoked in their own discussion of responsibilities. As Urban engages
in the discussion, he articulates how the employers usually argue (line 344).
At this point it suddenly becomes obvious to the participants that the dis-
tinction they have been using up to this point really serves the interests of
the employers rather than the interests of their members. This is a turning
point in the discussion. The distinction they have been using to talk about
limiting their responsibilities toward their members is no longer seen to be
valid. Rather, they need to take the opposite stance.

Urban now emphasizes his claim about the employers’ arguments and
lack of responsibility for individuals, by giving an example from his profes-
sional experience (line 344). Bengt and Urban claim that the members must
be considered to be in need of support irrespective of the causes of their
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difficulties. In continuing to characterize the employers as untrustworthy
in this matter, Urban describes how the local union in his municipality
decided on new procedures for the rehabilitation meetings to confront such
challenges (lines 346). This strategy implies that the member (often in a
poor condition and in a vulnerable position) does not have to actively ask
for support from the union during rehabilitation meetings. As the trade
unions were not included as an obligatory party in such meetings, their
presence was dependent on their members actively asking them to join.
With the union representative present at every meeting of the rehabilita-
tion group, the interests of the member will be looked after.

By discussing the dilemma in relation to another party, the union rep-
resentatives found a way of articulating their strategies and accountability.
The trade union, in this case, noticed that a task and responsibility have
been given to employers by the government. Their strategy was to engage
in this activity to actively support their members in the particular institu-
tional setting where important decisions are made.

ACCOUNTING FOR LONG-TERM SICK LEAVE:
EMPLOYERS’ DISCURSIVE WORK

In the following we will address a discussion of the same dilemma among
employers’ representativesfrom threelarge Swedish companies. Thecommon
project they engaged in, referred to as the Health Company, was launched
for the purpose of reducing the number of stress-related ailments at work.
The transcripts used in the following are from a group discussion at a con-
ference arranged in June 2004. We will first provide a sample of the employ-
ers’ conversations regarding the responsibility for government-sponsored
rehabilitation of employees whose illness is long term. We do so to demon-
strate the relation of these opposing stances, which, though different, are
both couched in terms of moral accountability. It is clear in the employers’
discussions that they mediate the concerns of several stakeholders: the
owners (shareholders) of their companies as well their employees.

378.KRISTER:  maybe this group shouldn’t work as much, maybe this is
about the way of looking at how efficient or capable you
need to be in order to be regarded as healthy and fit for
work () to even get a chance

379. LARS: mm but no one argues like you in this society, that kind
of reasoning doesn’t exist

380. MANY: no
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403. KRISTER: this is also a question of values () to be able to not work a
hundred per cent and that would still be okay
404. MARIA: yes that’s how one should argue in some kind of humane

terms, but there’s a catch in this () and it’s business

405. KRISTER: mm

406. MARIA: companies need to show results and that’s when it really
becomes - so very short-sighted, we have to take a long
term view on this work

407. KRISTER: mm

408. MARIA: that’s why Ingvar Kamprad ((the founder of IKEA))
never listed his company on the stock exchange, ‘cause
you can’t work long term, but we can’t really question
that can we?

409. MANY: no ((laughs))

410. MARIA: we can sit here on our humanistic horses but there is a
harsh economy ruling it all

411. KRISTER:  butlong term sick leaves are also costly

412. MARIA: yeah so then we're back to the calculations

438. MARIA: we mustn’t forget that the individuals who are sick

are not just bad people. Our problem is that our best
employees are the ones who suffer from psychosocial ill-
ness, those are the ones at risk and we really want them
to stay with us () they are psychologically exhausted but
we don’t want to get rid of them, we need to see the signs
atan early stage

439. MANY: yes absolutely

As we can see, the employers do not disregard the problem and the need
for rehabilitation among employees on long-term sick leave. Krister, for
instance, argues that the problem perhaps lies not with the group of employ-
ees on long-term sick leave, but rather with what it takes to be regarded as
being fit for work (lines 378 and 403). Lars, however, points to the fact they
must be able to address other stakeholders through their argumentation,
implying that no one would respond to such an argument (line 379). Maria
then distinguishes what is reasonable in terms of human values from what
is reasonable in terms of “a harsh economy ruling it all” (line 404). In this
manner, two thematic patterns that rely on different premises are brought
into the deliberations. Maria addresses the issue of being accountable to
stakeholders (shareholders and potential investors), who have a decisive
influence on their activities. In making both of these lines of reasoning rel-
evant, she uses the distinction between a short-term and a long-term view



Contextualizing Social Dilemmas 123

(lines 406 and 408) to differentiate between them. It is in this mediating
role that they have to find a strategy for dealing with the new dilemma.
Their increased responsibility for rehabilitation will create strains on the
productivity of their companies, and the results of their actions will have to
be accounted for in their annual financial reports.

DEVELOPING A STRATEGY: ARGUING
THROUGH CALCULATIONS

The employers, just like the union representatives, have to transform their
general discussions into manageable, concrete decisions. As they do this, a
major challenge is to succeed in addressing and convincing their organiza-
tions of the measures that have to be taken. Early in the discussion, one of
the participants talks about this issue in reference to the subtitle of their
recent report:

221. KRISTER:  the report we just received, I don’t know who came up
with the subtitle ((others laughing)) but as an old mathe-
matician I like to think about what it actually says () that
productivity is inversely proportional to sick attendance
(') the more people attend work while sick, the less pro-
ductive the company will be () so this is a way to argue to
teach our organizations and employees

This way of reformulating the traditional argument, that sick leaves are
costly and have a negative impact on productivity, as sick attendance is also
costly and has a negative impact on productivity challenges the stabiliza-
tion knowledge (Engestrom, 2007c) and inspires the group to define their
task. They still need to account for absence caused by illness in their annual
reports, but the work they engage inlocally is the task of producing possibil-
ity knowledge (Engestrom, 2007c), that is, formulating strategies and argu-
ments useful for promoting health. In order to gain support for this kind of
argumentation in the company, they claim that models are needed:

306. KRISTER:  it’s for all the measures we take, ‘cause it might be easy to
say that we can see this person is feeling better, but what
we gain in terms of money is very hard to show, I think
we need to improve here, we need to find some useful
models for doing that

The dilemma, as addressed locally among the employers, is clearly
articulated by this utterance, and it is couched in economic terms. What
the participants need to engage in is an old argumentative tradition, where
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the use of economic categories is a core vehicle (Hopwood & Miller, 1994).
The institutional practice of accounting, and its generic language, is at the
core of all companies, and it provides tools necessary for most economic
activities. This is what gives it validity for the three companies. As these
arguments are institutionalized, they can be used without further explana-
tion, which also shows how well coordinated and aligned the participants
are across the companies in their strategies of dealing with health accounting.
We will show how this kind of argumentation unfolds:

259. MARIA: I think the issue of the annual health statement is really
interesting

260. MANY: yes

261. MARIA: but here we go blank ( ) we talk about accounting but
we're far behind in models of calculation

262. KRISTER:  exactly

263. MARIA: we should be ahead instead, be able to calculate instead

264. MANY: ((expressions of agreement))

265. KRISTER:  instead of accounting for illness we do health accounting

266. SOME: mm

267.kRISTER:  didn’t the company have a, what was it called? staff

annual account () it’s actually a better word () it was
about the same they had it but it was removed, but I
agree with you that it’s too late, annual reports summa-
rize the last year but we need signals earlier to be able to

take action earlier

268. MARIA: it’s important with annual reports, but we need to be
able to show what we are doing now

269. MANY: exactly, yes

270. MARIA: a model of calculation with a forecast

Their argumentation in economic terms is twofold: It is something they
may use retrospectively to account for their actions (line 268), but it may
also serve as a strategic tool, prospectively, in arguing for new measures to
be adopted within their organizations (lines 263, 268, and 270). As their
priorities and concerns are articulated and agreed on at the general level
(i.e., calculating for the future rather than just accounting for the past),
there is a platform for the discussion to continue. They now move on to the
concrete question of how such an argument could be rhetorically crafted,
and here they provide examples:

276. LARS: what’s it gonna be, if you put it in concrete form “if we
keep the level of absence due to illness two per cent lower
the company will earn thirteen million crowns™?
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277. MARIA: yeah, something like that

278. LARS: to be able to show the organization

279. MANY: yeah

280. LARS: I usually say “in the profit and loss account, salary costs

are by far the largest entry () but how much do we work
on it? If we buy a machine or invest in a building, we scru-
tinize everything in detail, but how often do we look at
the item which drives the company ahead?” (') and then
make up a calulation model as you propose?

281. KRISTER:  yeah

282.LARS: ‘cause okay “if we do this we will reduce our costs this
much and it doesn’t cost us as nearly as much”

283. MANY: exactly

284. LARS: “we actually reduce costs”

285.KRISTER: it’s really to be able to say for instance that: “- we save

one of our co-workers from absence due to illness” or “~ if
we arrange a programme including thirty co-workers it’s
enough if just one of them doesn’t get sick for us to profit
from this project” we need to find some ratios to use in
everyday argumentation

As we can see, these examples of formulations address sick leaves in
terms of the category of reducible costs (lines 280, 282, and 284) as well as
in terms of what is gained (line 276) or saved (line 285). The arguments are
rhetorically crafted in hypothetical and strategic terms (“if ... then” formu-
lations). By using the relevant institutional language, the participants try to
signal to their organization that they know about the prerequisites of doing
business, and the arguments are formulated to move the organization to
action in relation to this critical issue.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we address the issue of how an ambiguous, highly contested
societal issue and dilemma is discursively transformed into objects of insti-
tutional activity by two main parties to the labor market (trade unions and
employers). In responding to the government’s policy, both of these com-
munities had to assume a key role in handling the problem. The aim of our
study has been to analyze the local discussion of this societal dilemma and
the discursive formation of it, as it becomes a problem in local institutional
settings. The issue had to be negotiated and strategies for future action
were articulated in both settings. In order to achieve this, the participants
had to make the dilemma “fit into” established patterns of discourse and
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institutional accountability (Hall et al., 2006). We have seen some thematic
patterns at work in both discussions. However, the participants did not
invoke scientific argumentation in discussing these health issues. Rather,
the thematic patterns they used were of a sociological, economic, humanis-
tic, and moral nature.

Trade union discourse was predominantly couched in moral and
ethical terms. It concerned the obligation of trade union representatives
to members, and how far their responsibilities should extend in relation to
those members. Their traditional argumentation, where the categories of
work-related and non-work-related illness constituted core elements, was
transformed, and the articulation of a strategic position for future action
was made possible as they addressed and anticipated the argumentation
of the other party, the employers. In this sense, it was clearly in dialogue
between people with opposing stances that this position was reached. The
discourse of the employers was predominantly couched in humanistic
and economic terms. The categories “accounting” versus “calculating”
were effectively used as tools to shift the discussion into strategic terms,
defining the task as one of developing models for calculation and forecast
that would be useful as argumentative resources within the organization.
Through the reverse argument that productivity is inversely proportional
to sick attendance (rather than sick leave), their strategy became one of
formulating arguments for developing relevant measures of health.

Institutional categories were in this sense used and attended to as pow-
erful tools for future action. At the local level, such tools are not as fixed and
ready-made for use as they may seem. As we have noticed, they can become
discursive tools for change if they are used in novel, yet recognizable and
accountable ways. As such they may have both constitutive and directive
functions in defining objects of institutional practice. In both settings, the
local transformation and articulation of the dilemma as an object of insti-
tutional activity clearly needed to take account of local needs, as well as
institutional relevance and ways of arguing. As the interaction unfolded,
the participants anticipated the response from the “other” when discussing
what impact their arguments could have (Linell, 1998; Potter, 1996). This
included anticipating attempts that would undermine their arguments on
future occasions.
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The Concept of Development in Cultural-Historical
Activity Theory: Vertical and Horizontal

MICHAEL COLE AND NATALIA GAJDAMASHKO

Throughout his career, Yrjo Engestrom’s work has been characterized by
his ability to bridge theory and research originating in Russia with similar
work from Western Europe and North America. In this regard, he has been
prominent in Finland’s historical role as a mediator between these differ-
ently organized and oriented competitors on the world stage.

In this chapter, as part of the celebration of Yrjo’s career, we address the
issue of theories of human development as one strategically promising site
for East and West to learn from each other, to find their common origins,
to evaluate their divergences, and to create understanding across the bor-
ders of Russia and Eastern European countries, on the one hand, and those
dominated by the West, including Western Europe, on the other. This is a
propitious time for such an effort because there has been an unprecedented
flow of ideas in recent decades across the divides of former Cold War adver-
saries; this has provided new and promising opportunities to synthesize
common understandings and to better locate fundamental issues where
it appears that there are disagreements that need to be understood and,
perhaps, resolved.

As vast as it is, the topic of human development cannot be given an
exhaustive treatment in a single chapter, so we have decided to organize
our discussion through an exploration of an issue that Engestrom raises
in his Learning by Expanding (1987) — the question of “purpose,” or teleol-
ogy, in development. That discussion will also bring us to related issues
that Engestrom (1996a) makes in his provocative article “Development
as Breaking Away and Opening Up.” That essay, framed as a challenge to
Vygotsky and Piaget, discusses the ways in which development entails
destruction of the old as part of the creation of the new, the relationship of
individual development to changes in the environment, and the individual’s
relationship to that environment.

129
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THE PROBLEM OF TELEOLOGY IN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

In the context of a discussion about Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of
proximal development, Engestrom (1987, pp. 171-172) quotes from an arti-
cle by Peg Griffin and one of the present authors, then comments on the
apparent lack of follow-through with respect to the point being made. We
wrote:

Adult wisdom does not provide a teleology for child development. Social
organization and leading activities provide a gap within which the child
can develop novel creative analysis. ... a Zo-ped is a dialogue between
the child and his future; it is not a dialogue between the child and an
adult’s past. (Griffin & Cole, 1984, p. 62)

Engestrom then commented:

Inspiring as this conclusion is, it is difficult to avoid the impression that
the authors themselves, not to mention other researchers, have only
started to consider its implications. This is evident in the inconsistency
between the conclusion cited above and Cole’s formulations in other
publications. An article in the recent fine volume edited by Wertsch
(1985) is a case in point. Here, Cole speaks of the zone of proximal devel-
opment exclusively in terms of “acquiring culture,” never in terms of
creating it. (1987, p. 171)

Engestrom hit on a point of ambiguity that not only is in Cole’s work, but
also differentiates the cultural-historical theorizing of Vygotsky and his
colleagues from that of many North Americans who use their ideas. To
clarify the issues involved, it will be helpful to stop and consider more care-
fully the use of the term “teleology” in the quotation from Griffin and Cole
in relationship to phylogeny, cultural history, and ontogeny as understood
within the cultural-historical tradition.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “teleology” as the “doctrine or
study of ends or final causes, esp. as related to the evidences of design or
purpose in nature” (our emphasis). One of the dictionary examples of a
19th-century use of the term is taken from an article by G. J. Romanes, a
famous early scholar interested in animal behavior: “Teleology in this larger
sense, or the doctrine that behind all the facts open to scientific enquiry ...
there is ‘Mind and Will’ as the ultimate cause of all things ... does not fall
within the scope of scientific method.”

We have emphasized the term “nature” in the definition of teleology
because we believe that although human immersion in culture is a natu-
ral phenomenon that should not be explained in terms of a supervening
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Mind or Will (e.g., a supernatural agent), we also believe that questions
of purpose, goals, functions, values, and so on are central to understand-
ing the cultural medium that sustains human life and the crucial role that
the cultural medium plays in development. Hence, we must distinguish
between what has here (following Vygotsky) been termed the cultural and
the natural if we are to untangle questions of teleology in human life.

Such an effort is very much a part of the cultural-historical tradition on
which both we and Engestrom draw. As Wertsch (1985) has emphasized,
a basic assumption of the cultural-historical approach to human psycho-
logical processes is that it insists on the principled importance of study-
ing behavior in the process of change on several different timescales: the
history of the species (phylogeny), the cultural history of the social group
(cultural history), the history of the experiences of each individual child
(ontogeny), and the micro-history of events that are the immediate con-
text of the child’s life (microgenesis). It is also assumed that human beings
occupy a species-specific ecological niche within nature - the artifact-
saturated world that is the product of prior human activity, what Lotman
(1988) referred to as the semiosphere and what cultural-historical psychol-
ogists refer to as culture (Cole, 1996; Zinchenko, 2006b).

With respect to phylogenesis, we take no exception to Romanes’s
prohibition of teleological explanation. Evolution is, to be sure, a process
of the random creation of genetic variations, combined with the process of
natural selection, “preservation of favourable variations and the rejection
of injurious variations” (Darwin, 1859, p. 81) such that the favorable varia-
tions increase in frequency within the population in the next generation.
To attribute a “higher purpose” to this process has no place in scientific
explanation. However, the situation with respect to cultural variation is dif-
ferent in principle; it is Lamarckian, in the sense that the useful discoveries
of one generation are passed directly to the next, a conclusion that follows
ineluctably from the very definition of human culture (e.g., as the socially
inherited body of past human accomplishments that serves as the resources
for the current life of a social group ordinarily thought of as the inhabitants
of a country or region: D’Andrade, 1996).

Rephrasing D’Andrade’s generally accepted notion of culture indicates
that it represents the species-specific environment of human life that is
constituted of the accumulated artifacts of prior generations, extending
back to the beginning of the species (Cole, 1996; Geertz, 1973; Ingold, 2000;
Leont’ev, 1981; Luria, 1979; Sahlins, 1976). From the perspective shared
by Engestrom and ourselves, an artifact is an aspect of the material world
that was incorporated into goal-directed human action at a prior time in
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such a manner that it facilitated achieving the person’s goals or purposes in
the given time and circumstances. It then survived into the present as the
embodiment of a series of successful refinements in the course of subse-
quent goal-directed human actions.

An important consequence of artifact (cultural) mediation of human
actions is that by virtue of the changes wrought in the process of their
creation and use, artifacts are simultaneously ideal (conceptual) and mate-
rial, and, of special importance to the present discussion, they are infused
with human purposes, human reasons. The properties of artifacts were at
the center of the work of the Russian philosopher Evald II'enkov (1977a,
1977b), who argued that “in being created as an embodiment of purpose
and incorporated into life activity in a certain way - being manufactured
for a reason and put into use — the natural object acquires a significance.
This significance is the ‘ideal form’ of the object, a form that includes not
a single atom of the tangible physical substance that possess it” (quoted in
Bakhurst, 1990, p. 182).

From this perspective, the artifacts that constitute culture-as-medium
are different in principle from the material world of the larger ecosystem
that existed before the appearance of Homo sapiens and that continues to
exist as its macroenvironment (albeit in forms that have themselves been
changed as a consequence of human activity). The environment into which
children are born is different from the natural or material world; it is a
culturally organized world that envelops the developing child, and that
cultural world is saturated with purpose.

This teleological role of culture in human development is emphasized
by V. P. Zinchenko (2002), who, drawing on the work of the poet Osip
Mandelshtam, writes that

culture can be viewed as an “inviting force,” or a challenge, rather than
merely a familiar surrounding. Culture often engulfs a person, though
it can push a person away. A human being is free to accept or reject the
invitation, the challenge. The challenge consists in the “difference of
potential” that exists between ideal and real forms. If the person accepts
the challenge, then she or he masters and appropriates ideal forms and
may even transcend them. In this process, these ideal forms turn into
personal/individual real forms. The latter, in their turn, can and should
be able to generate new ideal forms ... which contribute to the whole
“body” of ideal forms. In the absence of this dynamism, the develop-
ment of culture itself would stop (p. 5).

Hence, insofar as the conditions of development are organized with respect
to the cultural environment and children are dependent on adults for their
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own survival, adults do indeed provide the (cultural-historical) teleology
for their children’s development. But culture, being itself the cumulative
transforming actions of prior generations on an ever-changing natural
environment, cannot provide any ultimate teleology for human develop-
ment, as both Engestrom and Zinchenko make clear.

Considerations of Timescale

In order to dig more deeply into the apparent contradiction that Engestrom
noted between the idea that parents do not provide the teleology of their
children and the idea that interaction with adults is essential to the process
of human development, it is helpful to consider the relative timescales of
phylogeny, cultural history, and ontogeny, as well as the principles that gov-
ern change in each domain.

With respect to phylogeny and cultural history, D. P. Barash (1986)
makes clear the linkage between cultural change and teleology when he
writes:

Culture can spread independently of our genes and in response to
conscious decisions.... Natural selection does not involve any conscious
choice on the part of those genes and gene combinations that experience
maximum reproductive success. By contrast, culture often proceeds by
the intentional selection of specific practices from among a large array
of those available. In this sense, then, it is “teleological” or goal directed
in a way that biological evolution never is. (p. 47)

In a complementary manner, Stephen Jay Gould (2007) noted:

Change in this Lamarckian mode easily overwhelms the much slower
process of Darwinian natural selection, which requires a Mendelian
form of inheritance based on small-scale and undirected variation
that can then be sifted and sorted through the struggle for existence.
(p. 546)

The massively different timescales of phylogenetic and cultural change
were also commented on by Lumsden and Wilson (1983), who suggested
that phylogeny and culture are held together by an unbreakable but elastic
leash:

As culture surges forward by means of innovation and the introduc-
tion of new ideas and artifacts from the outside, it is constrained and
directed to some extent by the genes. At the same time, the pressure of
cultural innovation affects the survival of the genes and ultimately alters
the strength and torque of the genetic leash. (p. 60)
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It should be clear from the foregoing considerations that correctly
bracketing or parsing the Darwinian and Lamarckian features of human
development is a formidable problem. The teleological (cultural) system
as an encompassing medium of human life is a relatively recent phenom-
enon in the history of animal evolution, one that generally changes rapidly
with respect to phylogeny, but (ordinarily) slowly with respect to human
ontogeny.

Asa consequence of the simultaneous influence of these different times-
cales, it is important to consider the shifting relations between the phyloge-
netic, cultural-historical, and ontogenetic domains depending on the age of
aparticular child. At the moment of conception, children are bequeathed a
particular phylogenetic history. Although their specific biological makeup
as they grow will depend on subsequent encounters with the intrauterine
and postnatal environments they encounter (mutation-inducing radiation
or neuron-destroying alcohol are but two of the many cultural products
that can change a to-be-child’s biological makeup), for all practical pur-
poses, the phylogenetic history of developing children is invariant through-
out their lifetime. The situation concerning cultural history depends much
more on the time and place a child is born. During a good deal of human
history, it appears that cultural change is glacially slow in many locations.
Generations of people could live in what seemed from our current perspec-
tive to be a constant cultural environment. At other times in some places
(points of historical transition such as the rise of city-states in the Euphrates
Valley several millennia ago or the rapid changes associated with industri-
alization in 19th-century Europe and North America or any locale sub-
ject to rapid ecological change such as those caused by volcanic activity or
disease-engendered crop failures), cultural change appears to be relatively
rapid.

The rate of cultural change in any given society and the demographic
composition of the group with respect to age both have an obvious impact
on intergenerational relations and, hence, on the extent to which the cul-
tural knowledge of adult generations is likely to provide a reasonable tele-
ology for the children growing up at the time. In times and places where
cultural change is relatively slow (so-called cold societies; Levi-Strauss,
1962) and where, often, mortality is such that children are particularly vul-
nerable, the part of the life span in which the cultural knowledge of adults
provides a teleology for more junior members of the society is likely to
be considerable. We need think only of the well-known fact that, in such
societies, great respect and power is invested in the older members of the
group who have the greatest accumulation of knowledge with which to
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address (the relatively few) apparently novel problems that arise for group
members. By contrast, in “hot” societies, which are characteristic of many
parts of the world at present, it is a commonplace that, despite their relative
longevity, old people are “fogies,” unable to text-message or set the controls
on the electronic devices in their homes and unable to use their past expe-
rience as a reasonable facsimile of “wisdom” that the young are likely to
believe important. Consequently, in such societies, the point in ontogeny
where the “culturally given” embodied in the practices and power relations
among people ceases to provide a teleology for social life and the valoriza-
tion of cultural innovation relative to cultural memory occurs much earlier
in ontogenetic time. However, because at whatever rate cultural innovation
occurs, it is to some extent constantly transforming while maintaining the
cultural medium of the group, in this sense it continues to act as a teleol-
ogy for the development of its members, albeit under changed social and
ecological conditions and for lesser or greater parts of the ontogenetic life
cycle.

DEVELOPMENT AS BREAKING AWAY AND OPENING UP

With these considerations in hand, we now examine ideas put forth by
Engestrom (1996a). Engestrom uses Peter Hoeg’s 1994 novel Borderliners
as a thought experiment on which to base his challenge to Vygotsky, Piaget,
and us. Briefly, this novel follows the lives of three youth who attend an
elite boarding school, the purpose of which is to create perfectly socialized,
well-adjusted adults through a carefully designed and structured regimen
of carefully organized activities, both in the classroom and in the daily
routines of the school. Each of the youths has had a troubled path: One is
described as having no parents and experiencing difficulties in the institu-
tions he was placed in; one has lost her parents to illness and suicide; one
has killed his parents. Finding each other in their shared marginal histo-
ries, they collectively investigate the socialization regime into which they
have been placed in order to understand why they are there - what the adult
purpose is in placing them there. In the process of their investigations, they
illustrate the three major and unappreciated principles of development that
Engestrom (19964, p. 126) wishes to emphasize:

1. Instead of just benign achievement of mastery, development may be
viewed as a partially destructive rejection of the old.

2.Instead of just individual transformation, development may be
viewed as collective transformation.
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3. Instead of just vertical movement across levels, development may be
viewed as horizontal movement across borders.

BENIGN MASTERY AND DESTRUCTION OF THE OLD

Engestrom’s (1996a) basic point with respect to this issue is that “both Piaget
and Vygotsky, as most other theories of development, depict development
essentially as progression from a limited toward a broader and more inclusive
mastery over the environment and the self. As such, development is a posi-
tive process” (p. 128). In Hoeg’s story, the positive features of development
described in the preceding section are accompanied by a number of painful
and destructive events, including the death of one of the protagonists and
various kinds of less drastic destruction, both to persons and property.

There can be little doubt that developmentalists generally focus on the
new, the novel, and the more inclusive and power-enhancing side of the
dialectic of development, although there are many well-known phenomena
in normal development in which the losses associated with the gains are
prominent and often noted. The ability to acquire one’s native language,
for example, is accompanied by the loss of the ability to make phonetic
discriminations that are essential to acquiring other languages (Ravier-
Gaxiola, Silva-Pereyra, & Kuhl, 2005). The achievement of walking is asso-
ciated with a wide range of new and positively valued changes: Children
no longer need to be carried in many circumstances; the accompanying
increase in their manual skills means that they can feed themselves. On the
other hand, while celebrated, the advent of language is also accompanied
by unwelcome forms of personality change characterized by noncompliance
of the sort that gives rise to the notion of the “terrible twos.”

But it is especially in the transition from childhood to adulthood, a tran-
sition that is identified as a specific, qualitatively distinct stage of develop-
ment by both Vygotsky and Piaget, that psychologists are most likely to
emphasize intergenerational conflict, changes in both the behavior and
personality of the developing young person that are perceived by adults as
destructive (e.g., high levels of behavior considered criminal or immoral,
high suicide rates). And it is also in the passage from childhood to adult-
hood that cultural creation is likely to be most prominent, giving birth to
the new while diminishing, if not extinguishing, the old. In this regard,
it is significant that the young people in Hoeg’s story have entered this
transition period.

It is easy to agree with Engestrom on the double-sided nature of
developmental change, which helps us to attend to aspects of the “breaking
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away/opening up” dynamic that might be obscured as a result of the
reigning cultural ideology. For example, it helps us to note that while in
some cultural circumstances it may be considered a bad thing when small
infants are difficult and vociferously demanding (such children are less
likely to exhibit “secure attachment,” which is predictive of smooth social
relations and cultural achievements in later life; Johnson, Dweck, &
Chen, 2007), in circumstances of severe economic privation, such behav-
iors may be the best predictor of continued life (De Vries, 1987). Or it
might help us to keep in mind that adolescents have historically been
among the leaders in a variety of social movements seeking social change
(Sherrod, Flanagan, Kassimir, & Syvertsen, 2006).

INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE TRANSFORMATION

Engestrom (1996a) begins his discussion of this challenge to Vygotsky and
Piaget by declaring:

Developmental theories are about individuals. Even Vygotsky, a cham-
pion of the social and cultural in developmental psychology, did not
conceptualize development as transformation of human collectives. For
him, development required social interaction and collaboration, but it
was the individual child who actually developed in the collaboration.
(p. 128)

There is little doubt in our minds that given psychology’s historical focus
on “the individual,” developmental psychologists have generally focused
on “individual children who actually developed in the collaboration,” as
Engestrom suggests. It is a genuine challenge to focus simultaneously on
individuals and the social groups of which they are a part. However, we
need not be restricted to fictional accounts of individual and collective
development for data on this issue. Both in theory and in practice, develop-
mentalists have long stressed that the developmental changes manifested
by a child are reciprocally related to changes in the child’s environment,
that one cannot occur without the other.

Vygotsky himself was mindful of this principle. For example, in one of
his essays on children’s development at different stages of life, Vygotsky
(1998) wrote:

We have studied inadequately the internal relation of the child to those
around him, and we have not considered him as an active participant
in the social situation. We admit in words that it is necessary to study
the personal and the environment of the child as a unit. But we must
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not think that the influence of the personality is on one side and the
influence of the environment, on the other, that the one and the other
act the way external forces do. (p. 292)

Moreover, some contemporary scholars working within the cultural-
historical tradition have quite explicitly conducted their research following
the principle that because all individuals are simultaneously and necessary
members of a social group, developmental changes must occur simultane-
ously on both planes of analysis. Barbara Rogoff (2003), who also decries
the failure of many developmental psychologists to consider jointly devel-
opmental changes in children as both individual and social, quite explicitly
adopts the view that “development is a process of people’s changing partici-
pation in sociocultural activities of their communities. People contribute to
the processes involved in sociocultural activities at the same time that they
inherit practices invented by others” (p. 52).

Greenfield and her colleagues (Greenfield, 1999, 2004) have docu-
mented this process in their studies of developmental change that occurs
in rural Mayan families in central Guatemala. From at least the time they
are toddlers, female children are present along with older kin when cloth
weaving is occurring. A great deal of their learning takes place through a
process akin to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of “peripheral participa-
tion,” in which the forms of their activities change as they come to take over
greater responsibility for the weaving process, a complex accomplishment
that requires various qualitative changes in their behavior of the sort that
Engestrom, in concert with Vygotsky and Piaget, considers a hallmark of
developmental change. But the “target child” whose development a psy-
chologist might focus on is very clearly not the only one who is undergoing
development; so are other members of the group. When a child shifts social
positions to become responsible for the production of cloth on the loom,
older members of the community, no longer responsible for this activity,
may be “relegated” to new roles as caretakers of infant newcomers to the
community or may acquire new capabilities as healers and caretakers.

This same line of research also implicates cultural-historical change
in the process of ontogenetic change. Rogoft et al. have consistently found
that when young women have had several years of schooling, the pattern of
participation and modes of learning in joint activities with their children
changes. When engaged in joint activities with their children, they are less
likely to share collectively in many parts of a task and instead subdivide
the children into dyads or to work as singletons, in which case the linkage
between developmental changes in individual children’s behavior is less vis-
ibly linked to changes in the collective (Rogoft, Correa-Chavez, & Cotuc,



Development in Cultural-Historical Activity 139

2005). Patricia Greenfield (2004) has observed similar phenomena, in which
changes in economic activities associated with new economic practices and
the spread of schooling engender changes in mother-child interactions that
affect both the developmental trajectories of individual children and the
trajectory of development of interpersonal interactions within the group.

Unfortunately, such phenomena are obscured in a good deal of
developmental-psychological research because so much of it takes place in
public institutions, often relying on psychological testing procedures that
provideakind of tunnel vision about the ways in which individual and collec-
tive change are intimately connected. Long ago, A. N. Leontev (1981) noted
that when children begin to attend school and acquire a new developmental
status, one sees not only changes in their orientation to, and means of deal-
ing with, the academic tasks assigned to them in school. At home younger
siblings must learn to inhibit their behavior so that the schoolchildren will
have the requisite quiet time to do their homework (itself a qualitatively new
form of behavior) and even their parents orient to them differently, chang-
ing their modes of behavior to help create the new sociocognitive space that
the children’s new developmental status requires.

VERTICAL VERSUS HORIZONTAL DIMENSIONS
OF DEVELOPMENT

Engestrom’s (1996a) final challenge is stated in terms of his concern that
“exclusive concentration on the vertical dimension of development requires
closed boundaries, elimination of horizontal movement across social
worlds” (p. 129). “The challenge to developmental theory,” he writes, “is to
account for such processes of boundary crossing” (p. 130).

We believe that this concern should, indeed, be included in any theory
of development that considers culturally organized human activities to be
a fundamental unit of analysis, just as it is a fundamental unit of human
experience. However, in counterdistinction to the first two challenges
Engestrom posed, in this case we believe that developmentalists have been
more cognizant of the issues than Engestrom has given them credit for.

In a tradition that reaches back at least to the classic work of Barker and
Wright (1954) on the social ecology of childhood development, the rela-
tionship between “vertical” development (as indexed by any number of
cognitive abilities, involvement in socially valued economic activities, etc.)
and horizontal development has been an important theme. For example,
Barker and Wright documented a marked increase in the range of settings
that children living in the U.S. Midwest participated in that coincides with
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the transition to middle childhood, increases in the transition to adulthood,
and lasts until old age, paralleling a variety of changes in psychological
abilities ordinarily considered along a “vertical” dimension.

Psychological anthropologists have also studied this emphasis on the
importance of the range of activities that children engage in as it relates to
their intellectual development. For example, Sarah Nerlove and her col-
leagues (Nerlove, Munroe, & Munroe, 1971) studied gender differences in
the range of activities that 5- to 8-year-old rural Kenyan children engaged
in and related it to performance on tests of spatial ability. In general, boys
spent more time in a range of settings distant from their homes than
girls did, and boys in general scored better on the tests of spatial think-
ing. However, in (the less frequent) cases where girls spent time away from
home, they performed better on the spatial tests than boys, implicating
the “horizontal” range and location of activities as the critical variable in
“vertical” development.

This same line of evidence clearly points to the role of adults in orga-
nizing the development of children according to their own teleology. In
fact, Beatrice Whiting (1980), who was a pioneer in the study of the role
of culture in human development, linked Engestrom’s emphasis on the
horizontal dimension of development to our point that adults’ beliefs do
indeed provide a cultural teleology for their children’s development in clear
terms: She argued on the basis of her massive research on children’s lives
in many parts of the world that “the mother and father’s greatest effect is
in the assignment of the child to settings that have important socialization
influences” (p. 97). “... Many of the age changes that have been reported in
the literature on child development may be the result of frequenting new
settings as well as gaining new physical and cognitive skills” (p. 111).

IN PLACE OF A CONCLUSION: NICARAGUAN SIGN
LANGUAGE AS A REAL-LIFE CASE STUDY

In a well-known essay, Vygotsky (1978) proposed that “the acquisition of
language can provide a paradigm for the entire problem of the relation
between learning and development” (p. 89). In seeking to bring together the
different threads of the current discussion, we will follow Vygotsky’s lead
and use the historically unusual case of the development of sign language
at a school established in Nicaragua in 1979 (Helmuth, 2001; Senghas,
Senghas, & Pyers, 2005).

In the 1970s, the Nicaraguan government set up the first school for deaf
children. These children were brought to the residential school from villages
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all over the country. They arrived being able to use only “home sign,” a
rudimentary form of signing idiosyncratic to each of the children and their
immediate social group. At the most, home sign shows only the most rudi-
mentary, “resilient” forms of language, or protolanguage (Goldin-Meadow,
2002). The curriculum at the school was focused on teaching the children
to acquire spoken language by acquiring the ability to read lips and to
read and write in Spanish. However, outside of the classroom, the children
began to create new hand gestures. Over time (which in this case means
over 25 years, during which many new children came to the school) new
generations of children were exposed to the social practices, the vocabulary
of signs increased dramatically, and there emerged a system for stringing
signs together to form longer utterances — a grammar.

Three facts concerning this process are of particular interest for the
present discussion. First, this language was created without a ready-made
model to learn from, “on the school bus and in the play yard” as one of the
researchers put it. Second, when a new cohort of home-signing children
came to the school, the sign language they encountered in their social inter-
action with the “idioculture” of the children attending the school was akin
to a pidgin language. They not only acquired this pidgin language, but also
invented new and more complex linguistic forms, refining and systematiz-
ing the forms they initially encountered, so that what initially was akin to
a pidgin language began to evolve into a more complex form of signing,
akin to a creole language. Third, the language change over successive gen-
erations was not the result of innovations by the oldest students but the
youngest ones.

We need not get into controversies about the significance of these find-
ings for debates about whether or not children have an innately specified
language module that causes the development of the Nicaraguan sign lan-
guage. Clearly, humans have a special proclivity to interact with each other
through language; moreover, contemporary students of language evolution
make a strong case, a la Vygotsky, that language evolution is driven by the
need to create and sustain culture, which is the essential adaptive medium
of human life (Christensen & Kirby, 2003).

What makes the case of Nicaraguan sign language so relevant to our
discussion of Engestrom’s ideas about development is that it brings together
concerns about conditions under which culture does or does not provide a
teleology for development in ways that link directly to the idea of develop-
ment as opening up and breaking away. At the Nicaraguan school for deaf
children, the cultural environment arranged by the adults was clearly not
adequate for the children. As many have noted, socialization practices that
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restrict deaf children’s access to language to lip-reading generally fail, and
even for those few deaf people who become relatively proficient lip-readers,
their language and their cognitive and social development are slowed
down and limited (Padden & Humphries, 2005). By contrast, children who
acquire a mature sign language such as American Sign Language, as part of
the everyday cultural practices of the social group into which they are born,
show perfectly normal development.

In the framework of the current discussion, it seems clear that we can
consider dysfunctional the initial conditions that the children encountered
when they were removed from their homes and put into a strange social
environment. The culture of the school embodying the adult “teleology”
for the children was the intended medium for their development. However,
the fact that the children did not spend all of their time in the classroom,
and could organize their own interactions with others who shared their
biological capacities in the gaps between adult-controlled, orally mediated
activities, made it both necessary and possible for them to start “breaking
away and opening up” early in life.

We have not seen recent reports of changes in the schooling practices
of the adults at this school, but earlier reports (Helmuth, 2001) indicated
that the new linguistic practices of the children have had an effect on
the practices of the hearing adults, who have started to use the children’s
sign language (now referred to as Nicaraguan Sign Language [NSL]).
Consequently, this unusual case supports Engestrom’s emphasis on the
way in which such breaking away opens up new possibilities not only for
the principal characters themselves but for their social group as well.

To return to the case of well-established cultural systems, such as those
that serve as the context of children’s development in most parts of the
world most of the time, the language and culture of the adults is, generally
speaking, adaptive and hence can serve for a time (how much time depends
on the stability of the overall ecology that gave rise to the culture in place
at the moment) as a cultural teleology nurturing children’s development.
In such conditions, not only the children but also the adults can be lulled
into believing that they really do know what is best for the children — which
way “is up.” In such conditions, it is not until they reach adolescence that
most children discover that a lot of the seeming sensibleness and power of
adults is a partial sham in need of repair, which is why the innovation and
breaking away are not seen in such populations earlier. Such innovative
changes, with their destructive as well as constructive consequences, as we
have argued earlier and as Engestrom emphasizes, are always there. It is
just that they have been rendered invisible by their very ordinariness. Like
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fish in water, adults in relatively stable cultural circumstances fail to see
the medium that sustains their life. Unlike fish in water, human children,
in acquiring the competencies to propagate the life of their social group
constantly change that medium as a condition of maintaining it.

Many years ago, the embryologist Charles Waddington (1947) asserted
that every new level of development is a new relevant context. Although
seemingly far distant from Waddington in the focus of his interests in
development, Yrjo Engestrom’s ideas seem to be fully compatible with
Waddington’s formulation. If we think about development during the
embryonic period, each of Engestrom’s key formulations concerning devel-
opmental principles can be seen to apply.



Two Theories of Organizational Knowledge Creation

JAAKKO VIRKKUNEN

LEARNING WHAT DOES NOT YET EXIST

In the mid-1990s knowledge management became an important area of
business management studies (Swan, Robertson, & Bresnen, 2003). Ikuro
Nonaka and Nobuko Takeuchi set the scene for much of the later discus-
sion in their seminal book The Knowledge Creating Company (1995). The
authors quote Herbert Simon’s (1986) definition of the task of modern
organization theory:

A major target for research in organisations today is to understand
how organisations acquire new products, new methods of manu-
facture and marketing, and new organisational forms. This is the
unfinished business that Chester Barnard left for us. (Nonaka &
Takeuchi, 1995, p. 50)

According to Nonaka and Takeuchi, it is even more important to under-
stand how organizations create the new knowledge that makes innovations
possible.

After reviewing how knowledge creation has been dealt with in different
traditions, they conclude:

Even though many of the new management theories since the mid-1980s
have pointed out the importance of knowledge to society and organisa-
tions in the coming era, there are very few studies on how knowledge is
created within and between business organisations. At the core concern
of these theories is the acquisition, accumulation, and utilization of
existing knowledge; they lack the perspective of creating new knowledge.
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995, p. 49)

Eight years earlier, Yrjo Engestrom’s book Learning by Expanding (1987)
had been published, with the following blurb on the back cover:

144
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Traditional learning theories regard learning as a process of acquisition
and reorganisation of cognitive structures within the closed boundaries
of given tasks or problem contexts. This kind of learning is incapable of
meeting the demands of complex social change and creation of novel
artefacts and social structures. On the other hand, traditional concep-
tions of development picture expansion as an uncontrollable, sponta-
neous phenomenon. This study presents a conceptual framework for a
theory of expansive learning activity that transcends both traditional
forms of thought characterized above.

The two books have different backgrounds. Nonaka and Takeuchi approach
the problem of knowledge creation from the perspective of business manage-
ment, whereas Engestrom takes the point of view of actors involved in a joint
activity. Their views on the current challenges of learning theory are, however,
strikingly similar. Both theories have arisen from discontent with the pre-
occupation of mainstream learning research with existing knowledge. Both
view knowledge creation as concept formation and highlight both horizontal
and vertical dialogue in it. They share the objective of creating a theory that
promotes the understanding of creative, practice-related learning processes.

Yrj6 Engestrom discusses the relative merits of these theories in explain-
ing knowledge creation in his study of innovative learning in work teams
(Engestrom, 1999¢). In this chapter I will compare the view of concept
development put forward in these two theories from a broader epistemo-
logical perspective. I thereby hope to make visible the importance in the
theory of knowledge creation of a historical approach and the concepts of
inner contradiction, object of activity and knowledge, and generalization.

The original publication of the theories led in both cases to a great
number of studies applying the theory. Here, however, I will focus on the
original formulations and their underpinnings. I will first briefly introduce
the theories and then compare them with respect to how they conceptu-
alize the unit of analysis of knowledge creation, what they understand
knowledge to be, how they describe the process and dynamics of knowl-
edge creation, and finally, how they assess the possibilities of supporting
and enhancing it. I will concretize the comparison by reinterpreting one of
Nonaka and Takeuchi’s examples in the light of the two theories.

THE TWO THEORIES

Nonaka and Takeuchi are management scientists. They see their theory as
a further development of the resource-based approach to business strategy
(Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Stalk, Evans, & Shulman, 1992). In addition to
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this, they lean on the Japanese intellectual tradition that highlights the
oneness of humanity and nature, body and mind, as well as self and other,
by focusing on action in the world rather than cognizance of it. They con-
trast this tradition with Cartesian rationalism, which, according to them,
still largely characterizes Western thinking. The inspiration and empirical
substantiation of their theory are based on extensive case analyses from
large Japanese companies. The theory comprises both a model of the pro-
cess of organizational knowledge creation and a theory of enabling condi-
tions for knowledge creation in organizations.

Yrj6 Engestrom’s work in the 1980s on the possibilities of changing and
developing professional practices took him quite a long way from main-
stream pedagogical research and brought him into the arena of collective
learning and the creation of new forms of work activities. He published his
theory of expansive learning in Learning by Expanding in 1987 as a syn-
thesis of several lines of theoretical and methodological thinking inspired
by the classics of cultural-historical activity theory. The theory also owes
much to Karl Marx’s economic theory of the basic contradictions in capi-
talism, as well as his idea of the historical socialization of forces of pro-
duction, in other words, the progressively deepening division of labor,
the tightening of interconnections between productive activities, and the
increasing importance of scientific knowledge in production (Marx, 1973,
pp- 705-706, 750; 1977, p. 1024). In line with the interventionist research
methodology of developmental work research, which he also developed in
Learning by Expanding, Engestrom puts these theoretical ideas to practical
use in the pursuit of changing societal activities.

THE UNIT OF ANALYSIS AND DEVELOPMENT OF
KNOWLEDGE CREATION IN THE THEORIES

Nonaka and Takeuchi see the development of new products as the core
of organizational knowledge creation, but they analyze it in the broader
context of business strategy as a process of forming and generalizing new
business concepts. Thus, the basic unit of their analysis is this process
of product and business concept formation within a firm. Within this
unit, they focus on the interaction between knowledge-creating entities:
individuals, groups, organizations, and interorganizational relationships
as well as the related tacit and explicit forms of knowledge and the dynamic
interaction and transformations between these forms.

Engestrom, on the other hand, elaborates on Leont’ev’s (1978) idea that
the basic unit of human concept formation is a historically evolving system
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of object-oriented societal activity. Activities are delimited by their objects.
The object of an activity is, on the one hand, something given, something
material or ideal with which the actors are interacting. On the other hand,
it is a special cultural interpretation and construction of what is given and
a projection of what the givens can be made into with the help of available
means. In the latter sense it is the societal motive for collaborative activity.
The generally available cultural means of understanding, interpreting, and
transforming the objects of societal activities bridge different local activity
systems. An activity is thus at the same time a specific local system and an
instance of a type of activity as a general cultural phenomenon.

Both authors relate knowledge creation to the conceptualization of
objects of productive activities, that is, what is dealt with and produced.
Nonaka and Takeuchi take the object of knowledge creation and the
knowledge-creating entities as given. Engestrom, on the other hand, high-
lights the coevolution and mutual determination of the elements of an
activity system. This difference reflects the basic interests of the theorists:
Nonaka and Takeuchi study knowledge creation as a means of business
competition, whereas Engestrom is interested in revealing realistic pos-
sibilities for emancipation and agency.

THE VIEW OF KNOWLEDGE IN THE
TWO THEORIES

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) define knowledge as “a dynamic human
process of justifying personal belief toward the ‘truth’,” highlighting the
processual aspect (p. 58). Knowledge is created dynamically in social inter-
actions among people. By sharing knowledge, people construct a social
reality, which in turn influences their judgment, behavior, and attitudes.
In order to go beyond Cartesian rationalism, the authors lean on Polanyi’s
(1958) idea that human beings create knowledge by involving themselves
with objects, by “indwelling” them. To know somethingis to create its image
or pattern by tacitly integrating particulars. Indwelling breaks the tradi-
tional dichotomies between mind and body, reason and emotion, subject
and object, knower and known. Tacit knowledge comprises the individual’s
images of reality, and his or her visions for the future as well as concrete
know-how, crafts, and sKkills. It is therefore bound to the person and the
situation and is hard to transfer. Transferable and manipulable explicit
knowledge is created by externalizing tacit knowledge. In highlighting the
tacit-explicit dichotomy, the authors posit the internal-external dichotomy
as essential in knowledge creation.
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Engestrom’s concept of knowledge is based on the Vygotskian idea
of tool use as the prototype of human knowledge and tools as physical
embodiments of practice-relevant generalizations. According to this view,
the development of knowledge is based on the dialectical interplay between
generalizations and the processes of their creation and use in man’s practi-
cal activities (Leont’ev, 1990). These ideas make it possible to abandon the
traditional Cartesian assumption about the opposition between the inter-
nal and the external worlds, and to replace it with a model in which the
important opposition is the one between generalized representation (tool/
concept) and the process (tool/concept creation and use), irrespective of
whether they are internal or external.

Following L. S. Vygotsky and V. V. Davydov, Engestrom distinguishes
between everyday concepts and scientific concepts. The former are created
by classifying things on the basis of their external similarities and differ-
ences and the latter through an analysis that establishes systemic func-
tional relationships between externally different objects and the origin of
such relationships. The appropriation of a theoretical concept requires its
abstract basic idea first to be learned and then to be concretized step by step
through its application in more and more complex situations. Scientific
concepts assume meaning and substance from everyday generalizations,
and spontaneous everyday generalizations are restructured in interaction
with scientific concepts (Vygotsky, 1986, pp. 1481-1449). A generalization
can exist in many forms, as tacit or explicit knowledge or in the form and
principle of a tool or technical system.

The idea of concepts as generalizations highlights the importance of
their relative explanatory power. Engestrom’s idea of expansive learning
is not fully understandable without the Marxian notion of the historical
socialization of labor. Each step forward in this historical process means
that the objects and systems of productive activities in society become
more complex and intertwined. New concepts and forms of knowledge that
have more explanatory power than the previous ones are needed in order
to master the expanded objects of human activities and the increasingly
complex and tight interrelationships between activities.

THE PROCESS OF KNOWLEDGE CREATION

According to Nonaka and Takeuchi, the articulation of tacit mental models
is a key factor in the creation of new knowledge, the dynamics of which are
based on discrepancies between tacit images and explicit concepts as well as
between different views. New knowledge is created in cycles of conversions
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of knowledge along two dimensions, which they call epistemological and
ontological, respectively. The former refers to the articulation and explica-
tion of tacit knowledge and the transformation of explicit into tacit knowl-
edge, whereas the latter concerns knowledge-creating entities (who knows,
who has the knowledge, to what extent the knowledge is shared). They
suggest that knowledge is, in a strict sense, created only by individuals, but
knowledge creation can be organizationally amplified. In cycles of knowl-
edge creation, one person’s tacit knowledge is transformed into another per-
son’s tacit knowledge, tacit knowledge is articulated and transformed into
explicit knowledge, pieces of explicit knowledge are combined, and explicit
knowledge is turned into new tacit knowledge (Fig. 9.1). Externalization,
the conversion of tacit into explicit knowledge, is the key to knowledge
creation because it creates new explicit concepts through the sequential use
of metaphor, analogy, and models.

Successive cycles of knowledge creation form the five phases of
organizational knowledge creation, which starts from the sharing of
tacit knowledge and proceeds through its articulation and the forming of
explicit concepts to the justification and evaluation of the explicit concepts
in the organization in order to determine whether or not they are worthy of
pursuit. Following its approval, in the fourth phase the new concept is con-
verted to an archetype in the form of a prototype, an operating principle,

Tacit Explicit
knowledge to knowledge

Tacit T izati

knowledge Socialization Externalization
from

Explicit Internalization Combination

knowledge

Figure 9.1. The four types of knowledge conversion and the corresponding types
of knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995, pp. 71-72).
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a novel managerial system, or an innovative organizational structure.
Finally, in the fifth phase the knowledge is cross-leveled to other units of
the organization, consumers, and affiliated companies.

Engestrom’s theory also highlights the role of collective reflection trig-
gered by discrepancies in individuals’ views and understandings. However,
he locates the dynamics of knowledge creation not primarily on the level
of representations, but rather on the level of contradictory forces within
human activities. The primary contradiction within activity systems is
between the use value and the exchange value of its elements. When the
activity and its context change, the system moves from a relatively stable
state first to an unarticulated “need state” and then to a stage of increasingly
acute secondary contradictions between some elements of it. Secondary
contradictions push the system farther and farther away from a quasi-
stationary equilibrium, eventually to a bifurcation point at which a new
solution is necessary.

Engestrom applies A. N. Leont’ev’s idea of motivation in his theory.
According to Leont’ev, a need does not create a motive for an activity; it
only motivates a search for an object that would meet the need. When such
an object is found, it becomes a motive. Thus, an increase in the instabil-
ity and in the number of problems in the activity system leads the actors
at some point to a need state, and to making conscious efforts to analyze
the causes of the problems and to find a new object for the activity that
would meet the need created by the evolving inner contradictions. In
the midst of regressive and evasive attempts to solve the problems there
emerges the novel “germ cell” of a new object of the activity, which prom-
ises to resolve the aggravated inner secondary contradictions. If that idea
or prototypic new solution gains momentum, it is turned into a model that
is enriched through the design of corresponding new tools and patterns of
interaction. When the new model is implemented in practice, contradic-
tions emerge between the new and the old elements of the activity. In the
working through of these tertiary contradictions, the designed or given new
model is gradually replaced by another new one, firmly grounded in prac-
tice through the resolving of the contradictions between the given new and
the existing forms of the activity. The change of activity, however, leads to
quaternary contradictions between the central and the neighboring activities.
Figure 9.2 depicts the phases of this cycle of expansive development in an
idealized and simplified form. The two-headed arrows signify the iterative,
nonlinear character of the process.

Because generalizations exist not only in human minds but also
in forms of material tools and organizational structures, expansive
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Figure 9.2. Phases of a cycle of expansive development (Engestrom, 1987, p. 189).

learning is a complicated historical process involving the transforming of
an institutionalized form of social practice. During this process, individ-
ual and collective learning, cognitive development, and the development
of new artifacts and organizational arrangements interact. The expansive
transformation of an activity system may comprise several smaller cycles
of expansive learning through which partial solutions are created.

Nonaka and Takeuchi base the phases of knowledge creation on trans-
formations of the form of knowledge. They do not include the need state
or the change of activity in the knowledge creation process proper, but
focus on the creation, justification, and leveling of new product and busi-
ness concepts. In Engestrom’s theory the dynamics and phases of the cycle
of expansive learning are demarcated through a change in the type of
contradiction, which then becomes central in the new phase of the cycle
and defines the current challenges of learning and the further creation of
knowledge. He criticizes Nonaka and Takeuchi’s way of founding their
cyclic model on modes of knowledge representation and of leaving aside
problem formation and goal setting, as well as the use of the new knowledge
in transforming practice (Engestrém, 1999e, p. 380).

SUPPORTING KNOWLEDGE CREATION

Nonaka and Takeuchi do not see any way of influencing knowledge
creation directly and instead identify five enabling conditions. The first of
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these is organizational intention, a vision of what kind of knowledge should
be developed, and the second is autonomy in individuals and groups. Then
there is fluctuation and creative chaos, which create “breakdowns” of rou-
tines, habits, and cognitive frameworks, and present the members with a
challenge and the opportunity to reconsider their fundamental thinking
and perspectives. Uncertainty, as well as interpretative equivocality created
consciously by the management, may trigger reflection in the members
and a search for new ways of thinking. The fourth enabling condition is
redundancy, in other words, the existence of information that goes beyond
the immediate operational requirements of the present work of the orga-
nization’s members. The fifth condition that helps to advance the knowl-
edge spiral is requisite variety, internal diversity in the organization that
matches the variety and complexity of the environment.

One way of managing creative chaos is through middle-up-down
management. According to this model, top management articulates the
vision or dream of the company, while frontline employees down in the
trenches look at the reality. The gap between the dream and the reality is
narrowed by middle managers who mediate between the two by creating
middle-range business and product concepts.

As Engestrom sees it, knowledge creation and expansive learning may
become a conscious collaborative activity, beginning when individuals
question the accepted practices and concepts. This could then gradually
expand into expansive learning activity, in which the actors jointly inquire
into the root causes of problems in the current activity system and trans-
form it expansively in order to avert the threat of crisis. This activity is car-
ried out through individually and jointly taken epistemic actions such as
questioning the prevailing practices and ideas, analyzing and modeling
the systemic causes of problems, modeling the new object and form of the
activity, and implementing the new model in practice (Engestrom, 1999,
pp. 383-384).

The practitioners need intellectual and practical tools for taking epi-
stemic actions and creating new concepts. Springboards are “facilitative
images, techniques or socioconversational constellations (or combinations
of these) misplaced or transplanted from some previous context into a new,
expansively transitional activity context during an acute conflict of a dou-
ble bind character” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 287). Nonaka and Takeuchi, (1995,
p. 12) present, in their case analyses, a number of interesting examples of
what Engestrom would call springboards. For instance, the design group in
Honda used the biological idea of evolution to create the idea of a new car
type. Instrumental models such as exemplars or prototypes, classifications,
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procedural rules, systemic models, or a germ cell model of the basic
contradictory relationship of a system may be used, as are conceptual tools
produced in research and development activities as well as models arising
from more advanced forms of the same activity. These different kinds of
intellectual tools are useful when applied in a multivoiced discussion, in
which “all the conflicting and complementary voices of various groups and
strata in the activity system under scrutiny shall be involved and utilized”
(Engestrom, 1987, p. 316).

The researcher following the interventionist research methodology of
developmental work research helps the practitioners to take the necessary
epistemic actions and to engage themselves in expansive learning activity.
The researcher, together with the practitioners, produces data that helps
them to question the current practice and to analyze it systematically in
order to reveal the historical and systemic causes of current problems. The
researcher also helps the actors to model the main inner contradictions
in the current activity system. He or she helps the practitioners to find a
“springboard” for locating cultural resources and using them in devel-
oping a new model for the activity and to transform the activity through
the experimental application of new tools that concretize the created new
model.

The two theories give different pictures of agency in knowledge creation.
Nonaka and Takeuchi’s theory ascribes it to project teams organized by
middle managementin order to reconcile general management’s visions and
frontline workers” knowledge of the daily realities. Engestrom’s theory, on
the other hand, postulates the historical possibility that the actors involved
in a productive activity distance themselves from their daily activity and
become engaged in joint learning activity in order to create the knowledge
needed for transforming the activity expansively and using the new knowl-
edge for carrying out the transformation. This historical possibility can
be realized through the intervention methodology of developmental work
research, with which the practitioners can be helped to become a collective
subject of knowledge creation and a collective agent of the expansive trans-
formation of their activity system.

AN EMPIRICAL CASE VIEWED THROUGH THE LENSES
OF THE TWO THEORIES

To further elaborate on the differences between the two theories I will, in
the following, present a shortened version of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995,
pp- 95-123) description of the development of the Home Bakery product in
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the Matsushita Electric Industrial Co. and then interpret it in the light of
the two theories.

Matsushita’s Home Bakery was the first fully automatic bread-making
machine for home use when it was introduced in 1987. The process that led
to its development began in the 1970s. At that time Matsushita’s operational
profitability had diminished because the market for household appliances
had matured and new low-cost competitors had entered it. In reacting to
these challenges, the management announced a three-year plan to increase
the competitiveness of the firm’s core businesses and to assemble the
resources required to enter new markets.

Matsushita produced home appliances in three divisions: the Rice-
Cooker Division, which made microcomputer-controlled rice cookers,
the Heating Appliances Division, which used induction heater technology
in the production of hot plates, oven toasters, and coffeemakers, and the
Rotation Division, which made motorized products such as food proces-
sors. The three divisions were united in a Cooking Appliances Division
in May 1984. During the next two years the new division’s profitability
increased because excess capacity was eliminated, but its sales kept on
declining and people began to question the benefits of the integration. The
situation created a sense of crisis in the Cooking Appliances Division. The
different traditions and expertise embedded in the previous divisions made
mutual communication within the new one difficult, however.

The new division sent 13 middle managers to a 3-day retreat to dis-
cuss the current situation and future direction. They came up with the
idea of guiding a group of diverse individuals toward one goal. In order
to find the new direction, a planning team was sent to the United States
to observe trends in the daily lives of Americans. The team observed
that women were working outside the home, and therefore home cook-
ing was increasingly simplified and diets had become poorer. The group
concluded that the same development would probably also take place
in Japan. They thought that women working outside the home would
appreciate an appliance that could produce delicious and nutritious food
easily. The idea was crystallized in the paradoxical combination of two
requirements: easy and rich. Not long after the planning team returned
to Japan, another firm proposed an automatic bread-making machine.
The Matsushita people immediately saw that this product would meet
the easy-and-rich requirement and also allow the division to combine its
diverse areas of expertise.

The product development team specified the product features and pro-
duced the first prototype. This did not meet the requirements, however.
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One of the key problems was finding the right way to knead the dough.
In order to do this, a software developer went to learn kneading from a
famous baker. He studied thoroughly how a good baker kneaded dough
and invented the concept of “twisting stretch” to describe the right move-
ment. After thatinvention, the product development team was able to create
a prototype that functioned adequately; the product was transferred from
the laboratory to production and commercialization, and new persons
were involved in the project. The success of the Home Bakery encouraged
the firm to develop a number of other “rich-and-easy” products. Later, the
more general concept of “human electronics” was derived from the “rich-
and-easy” concept as the general line of Matsushita’s products.

Nonaka and Takeuchi interpreted the initial crisis in the home
appliance divisions as creative chaos that created enabling conditions for
knowledge creation. The situation prompted individuals’ intention and
the need to develop a new kind of product that would combine the knowl-
edge of the previous three divisions. In their view, the integration of the
departments created further enabling conditions: requisite variety and
redundancy of information.

Management and production in the home appliance divisions are, in
terms of expansive learning, different although closely related activity sys-
tems (the data do not allow us to depict the network of related systems in
more detail). As far as the home appliance production activity was con-
cerned, the integration of the divisions was an externally induced change
that aggravated the need state, created by the maturation of the markets,
into a double-bind situation dominated by contradictions between the old
objects of activity, on the one hand, and the new community (the new inte-
grated division), on the other, as well as by the management’s directive to
enter new markets.

According to both theories, the crisis situation simultaneously incor-
porated the need for change and new elements that could be used as
resources in creating it. As Nonaka and Takeuchi see it, the middle man-
agers’ retreat was an attempt to mobilize and share the participants’ tacit
knowledge. In Engestrom’s thinking, however, the object of an activity
resides between the producing activity and the using activity. Therefore,
itis understandable that the sharing of tacit knowledge between the home
appliance producers did not lead to a breakthrough and that that was
achieved only when the planning team traveled to the United States to
analyze the situation of potential users. The trip could be seen as a spring-
board for finding a new object and a new motive for the home appliance
production activity.
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It is also important to recognize that the expanded redefinition of
customer need was formulated by identifying an inner contradiction in the
client activity of providing food for the family at home. The “easy-and-rich”
concept represents the two elements of this contradiction: “rich” corre-
sponding to the values of traditional housewives and “easy” to their current
reality of working outside the home. A tool for making families rich food
easily would be an object that would meet the need created by the histori-
cally evolved inner contradiction of family life and would therefore create a
motive for acquiring such a tool.

When the new generalization concerning customer need was created,
the first object to meet this need, the automatic bread machine, was found
relatively easily. It could satisfy the customer’s need as well as the division’s
need for integrating its separate areas of technological expertise in a mean-
ingful way. Therefore, it became the germ cell model of the new object and
the motive of the integrated home appliance production activity.

Nonaka and Takeuchi saw the bread machine as an archetype of a new
concept that combined previously existing areas of knowledge. They did
not explicitly state what the newly created knowledge was actually about,
however. According to Engestrom’s theory, the new concept did not just
comprise knowledge about how to make a bread machine; it also concerned
the kind of object that could meet customers’ and the division’s current
needs and help them resolve the historically evolved contradictions in their
respective activities.

According to Nonaka and Takeuchi’s theory, this process involved two
cycles of knowledge creation. The first one began with the sharing of tacit
knowledge among the members of the product development team and
proceeded to an explication of the product features that were then crys-
tallized in an archetype (the Home Bakery prototype), which was evalu-
ated against the easy-and-rich concept. As the prototype failed to meet the
requirements, a second cycle began with the software developer’s studies of
kneading, in which he acquired the tacit knowledge of the baker and expli-
cated it in the concept of “twisting stretch.” This process continued with the
creation of the second prototype, which was again justified in terms of the
easy-and-rich concept.

Nonaka and Takeuchi do not include the analysis of U.S. family life
and the reconceptualization of clients’ needs in the process of knowl-
edge creation proper, and they characterize the easy-and-rich concept as
“organizational intention.” This interpretation overlooks the important
generalization concerning clients’ needs inherent in the concept, which



Two Theories of Organizational Knowledge Creation 157

is hardly reducible to an explication of the tacit knowledge of the product
development team members — or of U.S. housewives. It required a histori-
cal analysis of changes in family life. Nonaka and Takeuchi’s theory of
articulation and explication does not allow for specific epistemic actions
of knowledge creation or for the specific tools and methods used in them.
The conceptualization of clients’ needs was based on taking a step over the
boundary of the Matschusita organization and into the world of potential
clients. It was this step that led eventually to a new relationship between
the division’s activity of producing tools for food making and the house-
wife’s activity of feeding her family.

Nonaka and Takeuchi assume that the process of knowledge creation
ended when the archetype of an easy-and-rich product was made and the
concept was abstracted into “human technology.” The transfer of the prod-
uct from laboratory to production and commercialization was not part
of it. According to Engestrom’s theory, however, this transfer would have
started the fourth phase of the expansive cycle, during which the old and
new elements in the production and commercialization activities would
collide, thereby creating the need for further elaboration of the new form
of production and marketing based on the more complicated product that
integrated several technologies. Engestrom’s theory would further pre-
dict that before Matsushita’s new product concept was fully realized in all
retailing channels and the whole network of concerned organizations, the
contradictions between the company’s traditional way of working and the
new approach would have to be overcome creatively.

Nonaka and Takeuchi do not deal directly with the question of the
explanatory and generative power of knowledge. Their case description
nevertheless convincingly demonstrates the great explanatory and genera-
tive power of the easy-and-rich concept. What gave this generalization its
explanatory and generative power? They do not ask this question, but they
do hint at a response. According to Leont’ev (1990) the proper content of a
generalization can be revealed only through an analysis of the process of its
creation. “Easy-and-rich” was based on the planning team’s historical anal-
ysis of the development of family life and the recognition of a historically
evolved contradiction within it, as well as on a general principle of resolving
the contradiction: an easy way of making rich food. The later formulation
of “human technology” seems to be the result of the abstraction necessi-
tated by the diversity of activities in the corporation. It does not convey the
generalization of customer need, and therefore a motive for production, as
the easy-and-rich concept did, but defines a type of technology.
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IS THERE DIRECTION IN KNOWLEDGE CREATION?

Nonaka and Takeuchi, in their theory of middle-up-down management,
discuss the vertical dialogue between general management and frontline
workers mediated by middle management. In the context of concept for-
mation, they also describe how different areas of expertise are combined to
create a new product concept. They go on to discuss the horizontal cross-
leveling of new knowledge from unit to unit and highlight the development
of explicit, transferable knowledge.

These could be seen as three complementary directions of what Marx
termed the historical socialization of forces of production: the vertical
socialization that takes place as the centralization of decision making, the
systemic socialization that is the integration of specialized activities and
forms of knowledge in order to master complex problems and objects of
activity, and the horizontal socialization in the tightening of the exchange
and transfer of ideas and material between local actors (Virkkunen, 2006b).
According to Marx (1973, pp. 705, 750; 1977, p. 1024), an essential aspect of
this development is the increasing use and importance of general scientific
knowledge in production, knowledge that is progressively more context
independent.

On the global level, the historical socialization of forces of production
seems to proceed in waves of transformation triggered by technologi-
cal revolution (Freeman & Louga, 2000). At present, the emerging digital
information and communication technology is fueling a great leap in the
socialization of human activities, leading to the integration of functions
and ever more complex and tightly interconnected systems of human activ-
ity. The knowledge management discourse is an offspring of this histori-
cal transformation: the socialization of forces of production increasingly
involves the deeper division of labor, as well as broader and intensified
exchange in the production of knowledge and learning (von Hippel, 2005;
Zuboft, 1988). There is an increasing need not only for theoretical gener-
alizations and scientific knowledge in productive activities, but also for
new kinds of platforms and instrumentalities for integrating various forms
of scientific and technological knowledge in order to master increasingly
complex objects (Keating & Cambrosio, 2003).

A fundamental difference between the two theories is in their relation-
ship to historical development. Although topical, Nonaka and Takeuchi’s
theoryis ahistorical in the sense that it abstracts from the historical changes
and specificities of forms of knowledge creation. Engestrom, on the other
hand, focuses on the historical change of forms of learning and elaborates
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a hypothesis of a historically new form, a work community’s expansive
learning activity. In my own work, I have followed that line and have tried
to conceptualize the ongoing historical transformation of forms of work-
related learning and the practical possibilities of making collaborative
learning activity an integrated part of work practices (Virkkunen, 2006b;
Virkkunen & Ahonen, 2004).
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Contradictions of High-Technology Capitalism
and the Emergence of New Forms of Work

REIJO MIETTINEN

The idea of contradictions as a source of change and development is central
to the dialectical tradition in philosophy (e.g., Wilde, 1989). The idea also
plays a constitutive role in Yrj6 Engestrom’s theory of expansive learning
and the methodology of developmental work research (DWR). The triangle
of an activity system would be a truncated model without its connection
to historical change, which is analyzed in terms of the contradictions of
activities in capitalism. Recently Engestrom (2008a) pointed out, “If activ-
ity theory is stripped of its historical analysis of contradictions of capital-
ism, the theory becomes either another management toolkit or another
psychological approach without potential for radical transformations”
(p. 258). With his comments on a critique of the ways of using the model of
an activity system (Engestrom, 2006d), he reminds us of the key contribu-
tion of Il'enkov to activity theory, namely the idea of “objective dialectical
contradictions as the motor of self-development in real systems” (p. 3).

The concept of contradiction was developed in Learning by Expanding
(1987, chap. 2) in two ways. First, the inner contradictions of school activity,
of work activity, as well as of science and art in capitalism are delineated.
Second, the concept is elaborated and made operative for empirical research
through its relation to the model of an activity system, to the cycle of expan-
sive learning, and to the methodological cycle of DWR. As a result, four
types of contradictions are defined. In this chapter I will focus on the rela-
tionship between two of them, the primary contradiction (between the use
value and the exchange value) and the secondary contradiction (between
the elements of activity systems). I think this relationship is important for
the identity and methodology of DWR. Besides, it has remained theoreti-
cally somewhat unarticulated.

I will proceed as follows. I first briefly present how the primary and sec-
ondary types of contradictions are defined by Engestrom. Second, I will
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have a look at how these contradictions have been used in empirical studies
of DWR by using the studies of his research group on health care work as
an example. Third, I will discuss the forms that the contradiction between
the use value and the exchange value takes in the latest phase of capital-
ism, which I call, following Haug (2003), high-technology capitalism.
Linux, Wikipedia, and Synaptic Leap are used as examples of the Internet-
mediated and use-value-oriented general intellect that directly challenges
the logic of capitalist value production.

DEFINITION OF THE CONCEPT OF CONTRADICTION
IN EXPANSIVE LEARNING

According to Engestrom (1987, p. 82), the basic inner contradiction of
human activity is its dual existence as the total societal production and one
specific production among many. Any specific production is at the same
time independent of and subordinated to the total societal production. This
contradiction acquires different forms in different socioeconomic forma-
tions. In pre-capitalist society, it takes the form of direct personal suppres-
sion by force exercised by slave owners or feudal lords (Engestrom, 1987,
p- 83). In capitalism, the contradiction assumes the form of commodity, the
contradictory unity of the use value and the exchange value: “All things,
activities and relations” become saturated by the dual nature of commod-
ity — which, accordingly - penetrates all corners of the triangular structure
of activity (Engestrom, 1987, pp. 84, 112; see Figure 10.1).

The two poles of the contradiction in each of the elements “suggest
two alternative competing strategies both for management and the trade
unions,” exemplified by the strategy of the “unmanned factory” and the
strategy of “skill-based production” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 112). The socio-
logical qualification research of the 1970s and 1980s showed that, instead
of there being any linear trajectory, the development of worker qualifica-
tions was contradictory: The strategies of both de-skilling and re-skilling
were adopted in the implementation of automation technology (Toikka,
1984). Because of the increasingly societal nature and internal complexity
of work processes, there are “gray zones” in work activities where nobody
actually masters the activity as a whole. That is why actions must increas-
ingly be transformed with respect to the changing object and motive of a
given activity by the people who participate in that activity. A new kind of
activity, learning activity, is needed to accomplish this.

Engestrom (1987) further develops the concept of contradiction in
two ways. First, he connects it to concepts taken from psychology. The
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Figure 10.1. The primary contradictions of modern work activity (Engestrom,
1987, p. 113).

double bind, a term originally coined by Bateson (1972), is introduced as
“a contradiction which uncompromisingly demands qualitatively new
instruments for its resolution” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 175). The concept of the
zone of proximal development is defined in terms of a double bind, a type
of aggravated contradiction “potentially embedded in everyday actions”
(p. 174).

Second, he defines three other types of contradictions that are related to
the successive phases of the expansive change of activity systems (Fig. 10.2).
The primary contradiction is connected to the first phase of the cycle (“need
state”) and secondary contradictions to the second phase (double bind).
Secondary contradictions are between the elements of activity systems (or
“constituents of the central system”). The tertiary contradictions between
new and old follow the fourth phase (application of the new model), and the
quaternary contradictions (between the activity and other activities) fol-
low the fifth phase, consolidation. The three latter types of contradictions
may be regarded as developmental forms of the primary contradiction.’

! “Contradictions are traced back to the primary inner contradictions characteristic of
all objects and activities in capitalist society” (Engestrom, 1990, p. 255). “It [primary
contradiction] evolves and takes the form of specific secondary contradictions as the
activity system interacts with other activity systems” (Engestrom, 2005a, p. 181).
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Figure 10.2. The phase structure ofthe zone of proximal development (Engestrom.
1987, p. 189) or the cycle of expansive transition (p. 322).

In the methodological cycle of expansive developmental research
(Engestrom, 1987, p. 323), the corresponding five phases are characterized
from the point of view of interventionist research. The first phase in the
methodological cycle is designated the “phenomenology and delineation of
the activity system” (p. 334), and the second, “analysis of activity” (p. 335),
which is composed of three kinds of analysis: object historical, theory his-
torical, and actual empirical. An outcome of these analyses is “a hypotheti-
cal picture of the next, more advanced developmental form of the activity
system” (p. 335). This hypothesis includes an instrumentality, a new solu-
tion to the contradictions of an activity system. The ultimate aim of the
analysis “is to make the participants, the potential subjects of the activity,
themselves face the secondary contradictions. In other words, the analysis
functions as a midwife for bringing about a double bind or atleast a grasp of
the double bind in the form of intense conceptual conflict” (p. 335).

CONTRADICTIONS IN STUDIES OF HEALTH CARE WORK

In the following, I will use two studies by Engestrom and his research
group on health care work as an example of the use of contradictions in
empirical research: the work done at the Leppévaara health center in the
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1980s (Engestrom, 1990; Engestrom, Engestrom, Helenius, & Koistinen,
1989) and at the children’s hospital in Helsinki in the 1990s (Engestrom,
1999¢, 2000a). Since more than a decade lapsed between the two studies,
they reflect changes both in the research object - the patients and the health
care system — and in the methodology of DWR.

In the Leppiavaara study, the primary contradictions of health care
center work are presented “in the form of dilemmas within each of the
components of the triangle” (Engestrom, 1990, p. 92). The three secondary
contradictions all “originate in the object component, indicating that the
patients’ novel problems and demands are the factor that initially brought
about these contradictions.” These contradictions were initially identified
and formulated as an outcome of historical analyses of both the Leppévaara
health station and primary-care practice in Finland (Engestrom et al,
1989), as well as based on rich empirical data on the daily work at the health
center (see Figure 10.3).

The secondary contradictions were (1) the contradiction between the
novel object represented by the patients’ changing problems and the tradi-
tional biomedically oriented conceptual and communicative instruments
at the doctor’s disposal; (2) the contradiction between the novel object and
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CONTROL VS. INSTRUMENTS OF HOLISTIC
DIAGNOSIS AND SUBJECTIFICATION

SUBJECT: EFFECTIVE OBJECT: PATIENTS WITH OUTCOME: HIGH OUTPUT

BUREAUCRAT VS. AMBIGUOUS PROBLEMS AND DISCONTINUOUS

COUNCELOR AND AS QUANTITY VS. —> CARE VS. QUALITATIVE

HELPER AS LIFE SYSTEMS IMPROVEMENT IN LIFE
SYSTEMS

RULES: CATEGORIZATION ~ COMMUNITY: DIVISION OF LABOR: ARBITRARY

OF PATIENT VISITS AND BUREAUCRATIC AND DISTRIBUTION OF PATIENTS TO DOCTORS

RAPID PROCESSING VS. PROFESSIONAL HIERARCHY AND COMPARTMENTALIZATION VS.

PREVENTION VS. CROSS-PROFESSIONAL PERSONALLY ASSIGNED PATIENTS AND

COLLABORATION TEAMWORK

Figure 10.3. Inner contradictions of the work activity of general practitioners at
the health center (Engestrém, 1990, p. 93).
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the administrative rule separating rapidly conducted urgent consultations
and regular consultation with appointments, each with different criteria
of access; and (3) the contradiction between the novel object and the divi-
sion of labor whereby patients were arbitrarily distributed to doctors in the
health center (Engestrom, 1990, pp. 90-92; Engestrom, 1991a, p. 276).

A new model of activity and a solution to these contradictions consisted
of the introduction of multidisciplinary teams and population responsibil-
ity: A geographical area and its population were assigned to each doctor
and each team (Engestrom, 1991a, p. 281). Corresponding changes were
accomplished by rules and instruments, including an interaction-oriented
PC database for the teams.

After the Leppdvaara study, considerable change took place in Finnish
society and the health care system. The incidence and significance of
chronic illnesses (such as asthma, diabetes, and heart disease) increased.
On the other hand, the diversity of care providers dramatically increased
as a result of both specialization and changes in the organization of care
(Kerosuo, 2006, pp. 57-69). The problem of and a strong demand for cost
efficiency emerged. These changes are clearly seen in the way the contradic-
tions became defined in the children’s hospital, in which the patients often
had chronic multiple illnesses (Fig. 10.4).

The three secondary contradictions of the care work in the children’s
hospitalstudy (Engestrom, 2000a, p. 965) were (1) the contradiction between
the chronic patients with multiple problems and the critical path based on

Instruments:
Critical pathways

A
Subject: Object: Outcome:
Hospital > Patients moving Gaps, overlaps, and
physician / between primary = discoordinations
care and hospitals in care
&
Rules: Communlty: Division of labor:
Solo responsibility The hospital Solo performance

Figure 10.4. The contradictions in the activity system of the children’s hospital
(Engestrom, 2000a, p. 965).
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the assumption that a patient has a single diagnosis; (2) the contradiction
between the multiple-diagnoses patients and the rule of solo responsibility,
according to which each physician is alone responsible for the care of his
or her patient; and (3) the contradiction between the multiple-diagnoses
patients and the solo performance without collaborative negotiations about
the course of care (division of labor).

In another article (Engestrom, 2001), the contradictions in children’s
hospital care activity are analyzed from the point of view of the three activ-
ity systems involved in the care of the patient: the family, the health care
center, and the children’s hospital (p. 145). The change in the contents of
secondary contradictions in the two studies reflects the expansion of the
research object. The unit of analysis changed from one activity system to
networks of activity systems (or the multiorganizational field) and to the
idea of “following the object” across organizational boundaries, in the case
of the children’s hospital patients’ care trajectories.

These contradictions in the 2001 article were as follows: (1) In both
the hospital and the health center, “a contradiction emerges between the
increasingly important object of patients moving from the primary care
and hospital care and the rule of cost efficiency implemented in both activ-
ity systems. This contradiction expressed itself also as a tension between the
health center and the hospital. (2) A contradiction also emerged between
the new object (patients moving ...) and recently established tools, namely
the care relationship in primary care and critical path in hospital work, and
(3) in the activity system of patient’s family between the complex object
of multiple illnesses and the largely unavailable and unknown tools for
mastering the object (Engestrom, 2001).

The solution suggested was a care agreement practice in which the pri-
mary-care health center, the children’s hospital, as well as the patient and
the patient’s parents together formulate a mutually acceptable care agree-
ment. In it a plan for care and the division of labor between care providers
is defined. This instrumentality has also been introduced in social work in
Finland, where many help providers (in social work, youth work, mental
health and drug services, etc.) work with people with multiple problems. In
this way, the analysis of the contradictions in one study not only supplies a
blueprint for a local solution, but contributes to a wider understanding of
the contradictions in the social sector and possible ways of solving them.’

% However, it can be asked to what extent the definition of the secondary contradictions
of separate activity systems suffices to make sense of the evolving contradictions in a
network of activity systems (Engestrém, 2001).
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Two observations can be made about the definitions of the contradictions
in the two studies. First, three functional types of secondary contradic-
tions were seen between (1) object and the means, (2) object and the rules,
and (3) object and the division of labor. These types tend to dominate the
empirical studies of DWR in general. This raises the question of why the
subject and the community are not involved in the definition of secondary
contradictions. Second, the primary contradictions within the elements of
activity were presented in graphic form only in the first study. In addition,
the relationships between primary and secondary contradictions were not
explicitly discussed, even if, as in the 1990 article, primary and secondary
contradictions are presented in the same graphic representation. The reader
may surely infer the relationship. A contradiction “between administrative
efficiency and patient-oriented quality of care” (Engestrém, 2005a, p. 115)
is visible, for instance, in the rule of cost efficiency and looms behind the
introduction of critical patient paths. This contradiction is also discussed
when the implementation of new tools (such as medical records) is ana-
lyzed. A problem may arise if the summary presentation of the second-
ary contradictions, analyzed in the second phase of the intervention cycle,
remains the only or dominant way of dealing with contradictions. It cannot
substitute for an analysis of how the contradictions are evolving during the
process of expansive transformation or even during the intervention pro-
cess. Although these changes are addressed in the change accounts, such
analyses are seldom supplied by the articles based on the DWR studies.

The contradictions of capitalism as a source of change in work activities
need to be analyzed on at least two levels, as Engestrom did in Learning
by Expanding. On the one hand, we need analyses of the development of
capitalist production and social institutions in order to recognize the pri-
mary contradictions in the elements of a local activity system. The develop-
ment of new forms of contradictions in capitalism may be only partially
or in a preliminary way expressed in a specific activity system. That is why
the comparison of many empirical studies can contribute to a more pro-
found analysis of the evolving contradictions of a field of activity. On the
other hand, the recognition of contradictions presupposes an analysis of
what is happening in other productive activities and institutions (such as
intellectual property right regimes) of capitalist society. Such an analysis is
important for constantly reconceptualizing the “gray,” contradictory zone
of threats and emancipatory possibilities in the development of work.

Suchananalysisisalsoimportantfor two other reasons. First, ifempirical
studies of local activity systems focus on the secondary contradictions dis-
tinct or abstracted from the primary contradiction, the approach is subject
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to criticism, in that it tends to degenerate into a version of adaptive systems
theory or a version of the situated social practice approach, which is losing
its radical potential (e.g., Avis, 2007). Second, an analysis of the contradic-
tions of capitalism is also important to avoid linear visions of the develop-
ment of the organization of work, exemplified by the “right path” suggested
by Victor and Boynton (1998). I am fully aware that an attempt to analyze
these contradictions in a short essay is limited, but it is meant to be a call for
further contributions to an issue vital to activity theory.

THE CONTRADICTIONS OF CAPITALISM AND THE
CONSTITUTION OF THE “GENERAL INTELLECT”

The recent development of “high-technology capitalism” (Haug, 2003) has
interestingly re-actualized the famous passage on the inner contradiction
of the capitalist production in Marx’s Grundrisse (1973):

But to the degree that large industry develops, the creation of real wealth
comes to depend less on labor time and the amount of labor employed
than on the power of agencies set in motion during labor time, whose
“powerful effectiveness” ... depends... on the general state of science and
the progress of technology, or the application of this science to produc-
tion.... In this transformation, it is neither direct human labor he himself
performs, nor the time during which he works, but rather the appropria-
tion of his own general productive power, his understanding of nature,
of its mastery over it by virtue of his presence as social body - it is, in
a word, the development of the social individual which appears as the
great foundation stone of production and wealth.... As soon as labor in
the direct form has ceased to be the great well-spring of wealth, labor
time ceases and must cease to be its measure, and exchange value [must
cease to be the measure] of use value.... With that, production based on
exchange value breaks down, and the direct material production process
is stripped of its form of penuries and antithesis, (pp. 704-706)

In this passage, the application of science and technology to production
challenges and ultimately will replace the exchange-value-oriented forms
of organizing production. “The general productive power” (the application
of science and technology to production) is realized only by individuals as
parts of the social body: The socialization of production calls for a means of
interaction through which the richness of specialized human capabilities is
mobilized in design and production.

What is interesting in this vision are the keen connections between the
development of science and technology (and industry), the development
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of individuals, the organization of work, and political institutions and
democracy in capitalist society. The metaphor of “general intellect” is used
by Marx (1973, p. 706) to refer to the accumulated collective cultural-
cognitive-technical potential of production (Haug, 2003, p. 45). The gen-
eral intellect is mobilized for production (turned into a force of production)
only by individuals’ use of that diversified potential together (as a “presence
as social body”). On the one hand, “the development of the social individual
as the great foundation stone of production and wealth” means access to
and individually partaking in the developing “general intellect.” This cor-
responds to Marx’s anthropology, in which “species being” (Gattungswesen,
human essence), that is, the potential to develop individual capabilities,
depends on the possibility of such participation through creative work,
which is also a key issue of democracy.

On the other hand, Marx states that the institutions and social orga-
nizations of capitalism must be transformed to make possible the use of
the general intellect as a force of production. The institutions of capitalism,
such as markets, hierarchy as an organizational form of production, and
the systems of intellectual property rights evidently do not satisfactorily
support the formation and uses of the general intellect. New nonmarket
and nonhierarchical forms of organization are needed that allow the devel-
opment of individual capabilities and call for trust-based collaboration,
and that favor the exchange of knowledge and understanding between the
participants in the general intellect. This is a formulation of how new use-
value demands of production (based increasingly on the general intellect)
challenge prevailing forms of production and institutions of capitalism,
including the power relationships in production.

Owing to the increased significance of knowledge and technology,
the present society and economy have been generically characterized
as a knowledge society (Bohme, 1998), a knowledge economy (Powell &
Snellman, 2004), or an informational network society (Castells, 2000).
Haug (2003) speaks about high-technology capitalism to avoid the intel-
lectualist overtones of the concept of (scientific) knowledge. To concretize
this position, I will discuss some interdependent recent developments of
capitalism: the increased significance of science and technology in produc-
tion, the sophistication of the needs of consumers and users of production,
and the changes in the intellectual property right regime.

In addition, I suggest that the breakthrough of the Internet in the 1990s
both invigorated the forms of socialization that were already developing
independently of it and made possible the emergence of new forms of dis-
tributed production, as exemplified by Linux in software development,
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Wikipedia in cultural production, and Synaptic Leap in molecular biology.
Here I agree with Nick Dyer-Witheford (1999, p. 192), who suggests that
the creation of universal communication networks is instrumental for the
formation of forms of general intellect that also constitute viable alterna-
tives to capitalism.

ALTERNATIVES TO EXCHANGE-VALUE-ORIENTED
FORMS OF ORGANIZING WORK

There is a growing agreement that the traditional forms of organizing
economic activity, that is, markets and hierarchy, no longer work when
knowledge and the capacity to innovate become central sources of com-
petitiveness. Attempts have been made to characterize the new, emerging
form of organization: network (Castells, 2000; Powell, 1990), distributed
creation (Boyle, 2003), commons-based peer production (Benkler, 2006),
co-configuration (Victor & Boynton, 1998), collaborative community
(Adler & Hecksher, 2006), and knotworking (Engestrom, 2005a). These
different terms represent different aspects of the ongoing transformation of
the forms of the organization of work. I will use the concept of network in
this chapter because it has been seriously regarded as an alternative to the
capitalist forms of organizing production (Benkler, 2006; Castells, 2000;
Weber, 2004).

Market and hierarchy are forms of organization in which the prod-
uct primarily appears as an exchange value. In a hierarchy, the exchange
value is present as a demand of cost efficiency, which is realized through
a vertical and horizontal division of labor, exemplified by the Taylorian
planning of work. The separation of designers and producers prevails:
The production process is planned at the higher levels of the hierarchy,
and standards are used to control the production process. The commu-
nication and collaboration related to the shared object - the product (its
design and usability) - remain marginal. Price mechanism and bargain-
ing are central in the market - control and following the orders of man-
agement are central in hierarchy. A network, on the other hand, is a form
of collaboration and communication in which the use-value qualities of
the products, that is, their usability and the complementary knowledge
and capabilities needed to achieve them, are at the forefront. The more
they are ignored, the more they are expressed later as disturbances in the
market and the hierarchy.

The so-called free and open source development model of software
production (FOSS) has been regarded as a paradigmatic case of a network
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organization and distributed work (Moon & Sproul, 2002). Linux kernel
development is the best-known example of this model. The core of the com-
munity comprises Linus Torvalds and 121 maintainers, who are respon-
sible for Linux’s modules. In addition, several thousand user-developers
participate in the reporting of bugs and in the writing of new pieces of code
(Lee & Cole, 2003). This kind of distributed creation is not controlled by an
innovator; developers on the periphery select the problems and improve-
ments they want to work with.

Free source code (freely available on the Internet) is essentially con-
nected to usability. Access to source code makes it possible for users to
change it to conform to their specific needs. In the open developmental
model, users (those able to write code) are developers and are motivated
by the need for a useful tool for themselves. In addition, a user can ask for
instructions and advice from other users. Consequently, the more users a
network has, the more value it has for a user. The open development model
is also said to offer advantages over the closed, in-house model of software
development (Moon & Sproul, 2002). Eric Raymond (1999, p. 43) suggests
that the reason is the “Delphi effect™ The variety of skills, the uses for the
software, and the working environments of the contributors add extra value
to the quality of the code.

The open development model of free software is an example of a use-
value-oriented network that has directly emerged from the needs of the
complex product and from the possibilities provided by the Internet. The
model developed as an alternative to a closed, proprietary mode of software
production (as exemplified by Microsoft). In recent years, firms have started
to utilize the open development model either by releasing their source code,
inviting users’ contributions, or by joining open development projects. A
key question in the near future will be what combinations of hierarchical
or market-oriented organizations and open development communities will
emerge and whether the open source development model can preserve its
identity and principles in community—firm hybrids (Weber, 2004).

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHT INSTITUTIONS AND THE
“INTERNAL CONTRADICTION OF A KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY”

The leading thesis of knowledge society theorists is that knowledge, high
technology, and innovation have become decisive factors in the economic
competition among market firms. Some well-known proponents of the
knowledge society theory and the so-called enterprise university have sug-
gested that the private ownership of knowledge is the greatest institutional
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innovation of the past century (Etzkowitz & Webster, 1995). Since the 1980s,
the sphere of what can be patented has been enormously enlarged to include
such entities as cells, tissues, plants, animals, genes, business models, and
teaching methods (Jaffe & Lerner, 2004). On the other hand, knowledge
is a paradigmatic case of the “public good”; that is, its availability to one
consumer is not diminished by its use by another. It is therefore not suitable
at all for exchange in markets, where scarcity is the premise. This is why
knowledge has to be made a marketable commodity through copyrights
and patents. Many economists and students of property rights see here the
central emerging contradiction of high-technology capitalism.

Representatives of academic science have defined this contradiction
between commodification and open, critical science: “Knowledge soci-
ety incorporates the internal contradiction between knowledge, which as
cultural capital is common property, and the knowledge economy, which
is based on the privatization of knowledge” (B6hme 1998, p. 461). Many
scholars have concluded that the increasing private ownership of knowl-
edge already impedes communication among researchers, the availabil-
ity of new knowledge, and innovative activity (Heller & Eisenberg, 1998;
Nelson, 2001). They think that the culturally cumulating nature of knowl-
edge, the extensive use of prior cultural resources, imitation, and the com-
bination of the ingredients of culture in creative work (or “the standing on
the shoulders of giants” effect) demand a strong public domain able to keep
knowledge freely available (Benkler 2006; Cohen, 2006).

In the FOSS model, licenses based on the copyleft principle, as exempli-
fied by the general public license (GPL), are used. They allow users to use,
modify, and further distribute code. Richard Stallman (2002), founder of
the Free Software Foundation and GPL, explains the idea of the copyleft as
follows:

So we needed to use distribution terms that would prevent GNU soft-
ware from being turned into proprietary software. The method we used
is called copy left. Copy left uses copyright law, but flips it over to serve the
opposite of its usual purpose. Instead of a means of privatizing software,
it becomes a means of keeping software free. The central idea of copy
left is that we give everyone permission to run the program, modify the
program, and distribute the modified versions — but not permission to
add restrictions of their own. (p. 20)

Stallman finds two foundations for the copyleft method. First, as a result
of digitalization and the emergence of the Internet, the cost and time of
reproducing and transmitting knowledge have decreased to almost zero.
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Second, patents are incompatible with the incremental or culturally
cumulative nature of software design. Stallman (2002) explains, “When you
write a program, you are using lots of different ideas; any one of them might
be patented by somebody.... So there are possibly thousands of things ... in
your program, which might be patented by somebody else already. This is
why software patents tend to obstruct the progress of software - the work of
software development” (p. 105). Stallman challenges the prevailing institu-
tions of intellectual property rights by referring to economic reasons (the
cost of the reproduction and transmission of digital products), the rights
of users in an information society, as well as to the use-value demands of
software production.

INTERNET-MEDIATED DISTRIBUTED WORK, USERS,
AND THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF INNOVATION

Market and hierarchy are undermined by the increasing sophistication
of consumers (Adler & Hecksher, 2006). First, consumers move beyond
mass-market consumption and increasingly look for customized products.
Second, business-to-business markets have greatly expanded, and the cus-
tomers in these markets are often knowledgeable and demanding. Even
the traditional hierarchical enterprise giants have had to adapt to these
changes. IBM, for instance, provides solutions to customers’ problems by
providing a tailored mix of products and services.

In this reorganization of producer-user relationships, information
technologies play a significant role. Zysman and Newman (2004) ana-
lyze how digital tools and the Internet affect firms’ value creation: “A
fundamental feature of the digital era is that analytic tools of database
management permit the consumer community to be segmented into
sub-components, each with distinct needs and wishes” (p. 19). Market
segmentation and product versioning can be extended to the individual
level. For example, when I order a book from Amazon, the display imme-
diately suggests to me other books related to the contents and topic of the
book ordered.

In his book Democratizing Innovation, Eric von Hippel (2005) suggests
that open source development anticipates and expresses an ongoing devel-
opment toward user-community-based innovation. The emergence of the
Internet and new tools based on information technology, such as CAD
(computer-aided design), databases, and platforms, have made this devel-
opment possible. The heterogeneous needs and capabilities of users can
be mobilized to contribute to the design of new products. According to
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von Hippel, firms will increasingly externalize the development of ideas
and prototypes to user communities and will appropriate the results in
their business without owning them. Red Hat, the vendor of Linux dis-
tributions, is a successful example of this business model. By the democ-
ratization of innovation, von Hippel means two things. First, users can
increasingly participate in innovation. Second, the products developed in
user communities better meet the individual needs of citizens as well as
concerns for welfare.

The open development model can evidently be transferred outside the
sphere of software production. An example of this is Wikipedia, an ency-
clopedia established in 2001 that is developed and maintained by users. In
2003, the English Wikipedia included some 130,000 entries. By the end of
the summer of 2007, the number of entries reached 2 million. Unlike tra-
ditional encyclopedias, it is quickly and constantly updated, and entries
include recent review articles. This remarkable innovation was con-
structed outside the markets and convincingly demonstrates the strength
of Internet-mediated distributed creation. It is an example of the workings
of the “general intellect.” The Web pages of Wikipedia indicate that 67,000
active contributors are working on the articles.

The open development model is also spreading to biology, bioinfor-
matics, and biomedical research (Deibel, 2006). An example is Synaptic
Leap, “a network of online research communities that connect and enable
open source biomedical research,” founded in 2005. The communities
involved (the malaria research community and the community for schis-
tosomiasis) aim to develop proteins for medicines for “severely under-
researched tropical diseases where the for-profit incentives are falling
short.” The goal is to establish an alternative to the commercial development
of pharmaceuticals.

CONCLUSIONS

Marx anticipated in Grundrisse that the production of exchange value
would create new use values (e.g., science-based technologies, such as the
Internet) that would challenge the prevailing forms of production and the
property right institutions of capitalism. The production and use of these
new use values assume, to paraphrase Marx, a form of “general intellect”
and will be realized by “social individual.” Internet-mediated distributed
work activities and the externalization of innovation to user communities,
as exemplified by Linux, Wikipedia, and Synaptic Leap, can be seen as steps
toward such a general, distributed intellect. Likewise, the care agreement
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practice introduced by Yrjo Engestrom’s group can be seen both as an alter-
native to exchange-value-oriented forms of health care and a potential step
toward a general distributed intellect. As Nick Dyer-Witheford (1999,
p. 4) has suggested, the internal contradiction of capitalism will assume the
form of a “contest for general intellect.” It is an open question whether new
forms of work will develop as robust alternative forms of production within
capitalism, or whether they will gradually be fused with or subsumed
within the demands of value production.
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Spinozic Reconsiderations of the Concept
of Activity: Politico-Affective Process and

Discursive Practice in Transitive Learning

SHUTA KAGAWA AND YUJI MORO

In this chapter, we attempt to articulate and expand the concept of activity
by applying Spinoza’s idea concerning human collective activeness. Though
rarely discussed in an activity-theoretical research context, Spinoza’s idea,
we believe, has multifaceted implications for advancing and supplementing
the concept of activity. Among these, we will focus on three. First, concern-
ing the ontological articulation of the concept of activity, we will briefly
discuss the connection between Spinoza and Vygotsky. Second, we will,
on the basis of Spinozic anthropology, focus on what is called politico-
affective process in human local interaction. Third, we will discuss discur-
sive practice, a form of activity in Spinozic anthropology, and, specifically,
its significance in the transitive learning process of student nurses.

PRIMORDIAL ARTICULATION OF THE CONCEPT OF ACTIVITY

It is widely held that the historical origin of activity theory was German
idealist philosophy and that the activity concept was fully developed
in Marx’s writings, with the concept being introduced to psychology by
Vygotsky (Davydov, 1999b; Engestrom, 1999a; Kasavin, 1990; Lektorsky,
1999; Tolman, 2001). As it is rare for Spinoza’s ideas to be regarded as a
philosophical foundation of activity theory, it seems rather strange for a
scientific explication of the activity concept to draw on the ideas of Spinoza,
who has been depicted as a “god-intoxicated” pantheist.

However, Spinoza has unquestionably been an extremely influential
philosophical source of activity theory, as evidenced by the wide-ranging
impact his work has had on the philosophical founders of activity theory,
particularly on Marx. Yovel (1989) points out that “the actual presence of
Spinoza in Marx surpasses his direct mention by name” (p. 79). Il’enkov
(1977a) appreciated that Spinoza was one of the great thinkers of the
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pre-Marxian era, and the influence of his ideas on subsequent dialectical
thought can hardly be exaggerated.

Vygotsky (1999, p. 105) admired Spinoza’s teaching on emotion as “a
turning point of the whole history of psychology and its future develop-
ment,” and Spinoza’s influence on Vygotsky was far reaching and forma-
tive. Van der Veer (1984) identifies three ideas in Vygotsky’s work that
are inspired by Spinoza, namely (1) intellectualism, (2) monism, or deter-
minism, and (3) intellectual tools. The most decisive impact of Spinoza on
Vygotsky is seen in monism, or determinism, which enabled Vygotsky
to develop “dialectical psychology,” which synthesizes antagonistic ten-
sions in psychological thinking. “Dialectical psychology proceeds first of
all from the unity of mental and physiological processes. Because for the
dialectical psychology mind is not, in the words of Spinoza (1955, p. 128),
something that is situated outside nature or as a kingdom within the king-
dom, it is a part of nature itself, directly linked to the functions of higher
organized matter of our brain” (Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 112). Vygotsky applied
this monistic principle of dialectical psychology to various domains,
including the resolution of tension between explanatory and descriptive
psychology (Vygotsky, 1997a, p. 316), developmental explication of the
interrelationships between the affects and the intellect (Vygotsky, 1997a,
p- 103), and the genetic and ontological solution of the dualism of mind and
spirit (Vygotsky, 1999, p. 198). Vygotsky’s dialectical psychology criticizes
the notion of a separate psychological process constructed by Descartes.
Derry (2004) focuses on the relationship between free will and intellect.
The common notion of free will refers to free choice and the absence of
constraints, which mirrors the modern notion of the free actor constructed
by Descartes’s separation of mind and body (and material world). Derry
(2004) demonstrates that “Vygotsky considered freedom in Spinoza’s sense
of self-determination as integral to education as specifically human process
of coming to be in the world” (p. 119).

Asseveral post-Vygotskians have pointed out (Davydov & Radikhovskii,
1985; Robbins, 2001; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991; Wertsch, 1985),
Vygotsky’s monism can be linked to Spinoza’s ontological distinction
between substance and attribute. Spinoza (1994) defines substance as what
“isinitselfandis conceived throughitself” and defines attribute as what “the
intellect perceives of substance as constituting its essence” (p. 1). Drawing
on this distinction, Vygotsky argued that neither mental nor physiological
phenomena are substance; both are attributes of the substance.

Spinoza’s notion of substance allows a primordial articulation of
the ontological aspect of the concept of activity. Spinozic substance
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fundamentally differs from the substance of Descartes, who treated mind
and body, or thought and extension, as distinct substances. II'enkov (1977a)
observed that Spinoza’s “simple and profoundly true idea” makes it clear
that thought and extension are “not two special objects, capable of exist-
ing separately and independently of each other, but only two different and
even opposite aspects under which one and the same thing appears, two
different modes of existence, two forms of the manifestation of some third
thing” (p. 32).

The third issue relating to Spinoza’s ontological system is real, infinite
Nature, which affords a primordial foundation for the concept of activity.
According to I’enkov (1977a), “Thought [is] a spatially expressed activity”
(p- 35). He illustrates the meaning of this with an analogy: “Thinking is not
the product of an action but the action itself, considered at the moment of
its performance, just as walking, for example, is the mode of action of the
legs, the ‘product’ of which, it transpires, is the space walked” (p. 35).

With the aid of Spinoza’s ideas on substance and attribute, Vygotsky
succeeded in articulating the ontological status of psychological phenom-
ena and came very close to the notion of activity, “a molar, not an additive
unit of the life of the physical, material subject” (Leont’ev, 1980, p. 68).

Spinoza’s contribution to activity theory is not limited to the ontologi-
cal articulation of the concept of activity. In the following sections, we will
reconsider the notion of activity by drawing on Spinoza’s politico-affective
ideas concerning the sociality of the human mind, ideas that have seldom
been applied in discussions of activity theory. Specifically, we argue that
Spinoza’s ideas elucidate the concept of activity, emphasizing the signifi-
cance of local interactive and affective aspects in learning activity.

COLLECTIVITY IN ENGESTROM’S SYSTEMIC
CONCEPT OF ACTIVITY

Engestrom (1987) attempted to explore the supraindividual, or the social
and collective, dimensions of activity, in order to expand the application
of the original activity theory. To that aim, he supplemented Vygotsky’s
(1997a) triangular model of mediation — the somewhat simplistic represen-
tation of interdependencies between subject, object, and tool - with three
additional components of an activity system, namely community, rules,
and the division of labor. Thus, Engestrom (1987, p. 78) created a complex
and systemic representation of collective human activity that articulates
the structural composition of activity, and so brought the aspects of dis-
tribution, exchange, and consumption into sharper focus. This systemic
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representation enabled him to delineate more distinctly the societal and
collective levels of the learning process, particularly in organizational
changes within the workplace. This also provided tools for interventions
in which practitioners in the workplace could utilize this conceptual rep-
resentation for reflection on their own activities. Daniels (2001) points out
that Engestrom’s attempt to recognize the social allows him to examine the
system of activity at the collective and community levels in preference to
the individual microlevel. What the social is for Engestrom (1987) can be
characterized as the collectivity of organizational activity.

To appreciate the significance of Engestrom’s activity system, two fac-
ets of the collective activity system should be distinguished. These two
enable us to depict vividly the dynamic nature of the activity system. The
first facet of the productive collectivity consists of the developmental forces
that drive the transformation of primitive forms of activity into advanced
and specifically human forms within Engestrom’s (1987) historical outline.
Human production yields more than the mere reproduction of the subjects
and social relations of previous settings. While the productive collectiv-
ity results in the surplus that is a condition for human sharing and social
bonds, the form of collectivity is transformed through the development of
immanent contradictions in production. As a theoretical implication, pro-
ductive collectivity within the complex triangle model offers a thinking
device for probing and specifying various kinds of contradictions in activ-
ity systems.

The second facet, namely the multivoicedness of the collectivity, was
introduced more recently (Engestrom, 1999a) as a conceptual tool that
enables the third generation of activity theory to understand cultural
diversity inside activity systems and to explicate dialogic interactions
among activity systems. The introduction of this multivoiced aspect was
motivated by a critique of and reflections on the insensitivity of the second
generation to cultural diversity (Cole, 1996). The multivoiced collectivity
can shed light on the intercontextual relationships between two or more
activity systems.

THE POLITICO-AFFECTIVE PROCESS IN LEARNING

How can the participants within learning settings accomplish collectivity
in “the activity of concrete individuals that takes place either in conditions
of open association, in the midst of people, or eye to eye with the surround-
ing object world” (Leont’ev, 1980, p. 69)? We would argue that collective
sociality is accomplished through a “politico-affective process” whereby
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each participant in the learning situation submits to and is submitted to by
all other participants. What constitutes the collectivity in learning settings
is the dynamism of submission and disobedience among the participants.
The term “submission” may seem rather strong, bringing to mind images
of social order controlled by force. However, submission is undeniably an
omnipresent process in human activity, especially in collective learning
activity. For instance, from peer interaction studies, it is clear that peer
collaboration sessions do not necessarily have positive effects on post-tests
(Tudge, Winterhoff, & Hogan, 1996), as negative effects can arise, in part
owing to the dynamics and fluctuations of peer interactions. The determin-
ing factor for positive effects can be a child’s appreciation of the signifi-
cance of another child as a model for solving a task. Thus, the participants
strengthen affective ties with one another through a submissive process.
Peer interaction emerges out of the emotional fluctuation between submis-
sion and disobedience (Park & Moro, 2006).

By politico-affective processes, we mean the Spinozic mechanism of
encountering individual bodies, through which individuals try to preserve
themselves and increase their power of acting. Individual bodies are con-
strained by their inadequate knowledge of themselves, and through this
inadequacy emerges the conflict of affections. The Spinozic individual is
not a self-sufficient one. According to Spinoza, no individual person is ever
corporeally or psychologically independent. Individual life necessitates the
coming together and uniting of individuals. Thus, “if two come together
and unite their strength, they have jointly more power, and consequently
more right over nature than both of them separately, and the more there
are that have joined in alliance, the more right they all collectively possess”
(Spinoza, 2004, p. 296). The politico-affective process is a local interactive
aspect of an activity system, which develops through the encountering of
bodies and represents the gathering of people through the submissive
process and the dynamics of affects.

As an illustration of the significance of the politico-affective process,
Engestrom (1987) cites an episode, recounted in Snyder (1971), of a teacher
informing his class at the start of the term that they are expected to be cre-
ativeand involved. However, after five weeks of creative lessons that differed
from normal classroom work, the students realized that the first test was
asking for forms of knowledge that could be mastered only through memo-
rization. Betraying his own opening proclamations, the teacher’s calls for
imagination and creativity were merely part of the empty language game
surrounding education. One cynical student remarked, “Okay, if that’s the
way you play the academic game, if that’s what he really wants, I won’t make
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the same mistake again. Next time I'll memorize the key points” (Snyder,
1973, cited by Engestrom 1987, p. 130).

In invoking this episode, Engestrom (1987) seeks to point out the limita-
tions of the theory of “metacognition.” The metacognitive approach has “no
awareness of the possibility that the tasks themselves might be inherently
contradictory” (p. 129). It accounts only for adaptive selection and cogni-
tive calculations in learning strategies, such as how to obtain a good grade
with minimum effort. However, the possibility of the learners themselves
reconstructing the activity setting is excluded from the outset.

Another aspect that is ruled out by a metacognitive interpretation of the
episode is the feeling that the students might have experienced, whereas
Engestrom (1987) appreciates the feeling of something missing beyond the
game of successful adaptation. The feeling of the students could be inter-
preted as sadness, according to Spinoza’s (1994) anthropology of emo-
tion, which classifies basic emotions into desire, joy, and sadness. Emotion
comprises “affections of the body by which the body’s power of acting is
increased or diminished, aided or restrained” (p. 154). Sadness is “man’s
transition from a state of greater perfection to a state of less perfection”
(p. 311). Following Spinoza, emotion is not an inner mental state. It is an
interactive encountering process as well as a process of aspiring to achieve
perfection, in which “the greater the joy with which we are affected, the
greater the perfection to which we pass” (p. 154).

How did sadness arise in the students? It emerged from the local inter-
action, or the state of submission between the students and the teacher
and the degeneration that led to the students’ alienation from the teacher.
The teacher’s description of the course captured the students’ affection so
strongly that they willingly submitted to the teacher in their expectations
of going beyond mere academic games. However, once the students discov-
ered the hidden agenda of the course, they had to obey the teacher in order
to earn credits. This discovery led the students to perceive a decrease in
the power of their actions. The sadness appears to have arisen out of their
perception of the dynamic shift in submission and the degeneration of the
significance of the submission.

To explore the significance of the politico-affective process, the next sec-
tions will focus on three interrelated aspects of Spinoza’s ideas - “multitude
of activity,” “constrained forms of individual agency,” and “imaginative-
discursive practice” - which can potentially explicate the concept of activity.
The “multitude” discussed in Spinoza’s writings on politics appears to have
the potential to bridge the gap between collectivity and individuality within
activity theory. Constrained forms of individual agency, or “conatus,” serve



182 Shuta Kagawa and Yuji Moro

asa matrix that generates both the inherent deficiencies of individual actors
and their relative freedoms. According to Spinoza’s insight, these deficien-
cies yield the inadequate, but practically useful understanding process that
is attained through imaginative discursive practices.

MULTITUDE OF ACTIVITY

“Multitude” refers to the dynamism among participants in which the
collectivity of activity is driven to function, is maintained, and is shifted
to other states. Spinoza does not talk about the collective state from the
viewpoint of a contract or a moralistic pact; rather, he defines it in terms of
pluralistic potentiality and treats the state that arises as a natural process.

Spinoza (2004) writes: “16. Where men have general rights, and are all
guided, as it were by one mind, it is certain that every individual has the less
right the more the rest collectively exceed him in power; that is, he has, in
fact, no right over nature but that which the common law allows him. But
whatever he is ordered by the general consent, he is bound to execute, or
may rightfully be compelled thereto. 17. This right, which is determined by
the power of a multitude, is generally called Dominion” (p. 297).

What Spinoza is commenting on is state power, but the notion of
“multitude,” or “mass” (Balibar, 1994), could be advantageously applied to
more mundane activity settings, including learning situations. In Spinoza’s
argument, state power is derived from gatherings of individuals who are
constrained cognitively and driven by affections. It could be the multitude
that transforms some settings into learning situations in which one partici-
pant submits to the other participants out of reliance on the overwhelming
power of the other participants or out of some fear of them. Both reliance
on and fear of the other participants can lead a participant to an attitude
of submission whereby the order of the learning situation is constituted.
Spinoza referred to anonymous power as the multitudinous potentiality
that is constituted by differences in power between the individual and the
rest of the participants (Ueno, 2006). This anonymous power is what leads
the individual to submit to the order of the situation.

CONSTRAINED FORMS OF INDIVIDUAL AGENCY

To understand the dynamics between submission and disobedience, as
well as the constitution of order within a learning situation, we should
apply Spinoza’s anthropology, explicated mainly in his Ethics. The third
part of Ethics focuses on ideas about forms of individuality (Balibar,
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1994) - how human beings are to behave as individuals. The form of
individuality refers both to constraints and deficiencies within the indi-
vidual and to the activation of the individual’s potential in an activity
triggered by the constraints.

According to Spinoza, individuals, including humans and nonhumans,
are not composed of a substance that is the cause of itself, and they require
no other things; rather they are finite modes of being that need to be acted
on and are dependent on other beings. However, each individual is a being
that brings about some effects and outcomes. Individual finite things have
a “conatus,” or “the striving by which each thing strives to persevere in its
being” (Spinoza, 1994, p. 75). Because each person is an active being that
strives to convert his or her latent possibilities into reality, each person “is
opposed to everything which can take its existence away” (Spinoza, 1994,
p- 75). Thus, the learning situation might be an arena where a number of
persons encounter each other and struggle to preserve their being. It is a
place constituted by the tensions among the participants that struggle with
each other.

These forces make up the multitude in learning settings. The form of
individuality, finite and constrained, serves as an ontological background
that invites collectivity, power, and submission. It is possible only in fiction
that an isolated person approaches nature by him- or herself. “When each
man most seeks his own advantage for himself, then men are most use-
ful to one another” (Spinoza, 1994, p. 132). This is the reason that people
come together and constitute the collectivity through submission to one
another.

IMAGINATIVE-DISCURSIVE PRACTICE

The human process of knowing is also inherently constrained, and such
constraint has effects on the practices of emotion and discourse. “In each
human mind,” according to Spinoza, “some ideas are adequate, but others
are mutilated and confused” (Spinoza, 1994, p. 71). The human process
of knowing is like knowing only results without comprehending causes.
Humans in their finite mode are conscious of their desire, but totally
unconscious about the causes of that desire. Metaphorically, man is dream-
ing with his eyes open (Spinoza, 1994, p. 74).

“The ideas of affections of the human body, insofar as they are related
only to the human mind, are not clear and distinct, but confused” (Spinoza,
1994, p. 51). The human body is a complex and multiple composite and is
sensitively affected by the presence of another composite body. However,
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it is impossible for a person to adequately perceive and know about the
totality of events that act on the body, for he or she can perceive only part of
the totality. The human being, as a finite mode, can only guess on the basis
of data from the affected body what is going on around his or her body.

According to Ueno (2006), these constraints and deficiencies drive the
emotional process and the submission process. Human beings are full of
fear and anticipation because they do not know the causal connections by
which an event proceeds, and thus fear and expectation drive them to act
without consideration for the causal connections. In learning settings, a
participant anticipates the overwhelming power of the other participants
and fears it, and then experiences an urge to submit to it.

Another kind of action is also driven by these constraints and deficien-
cies. It is the imaginative-discursive practice that is driven by the inade-
quacies of human knowledge. Imagination is one way in which humans
perceive and form universal notions “from singular things ... represented
to us through the senses in a way which is mutilated, confused, and without
order for the intellect” (Spinoza, 1994, p. 48). It is important for Spinoza that
imagination is not totally useless; it is partly and practically significant.

Imagination also emerges from “signs,” or “from the fact that, having
heard and read certain words, we recollect things, and form certain ideas
of them, like those through which we imagine the things” (Spinoza, 1994,
p- 48). Discursive practice in our everyday learning is based on imagina-
tion, which cannot be regarded as adequate knowledge but which is very
useful in a practical sense in that it enables humans to speculate about and
account for their conduct.

What we have been discussing has implications for the problem of dis-
course within activity theory. Discourse has been treated as a useful tool for
researchers to probe deeply into activity systems, as well as for practitioners
to re-mediate people, artifacts, and objects in the systems. On the basis of
Spinoza’sdiscussionaboutimagination and discourse, we maysecurean onto-
logical location for discursive practice within activity systems (Engestrom,
1999b; R. Engestrom, 1995). According to Spinoza, imaginative-discursive
practice derives from the existential and epistemological constraints of
human beings, and everyday learners struggle to expand their power of
action with limited resources of affective and imaginative discourse.

TRANSFER AS DISCOURSE

Activity theorists and situated learning theorists (Beach, 2003; Greeno,
1997; Lave, 1988; Tuomi-Gréhn & Engestrom, 2003b; Van Oers, 1998 ) have
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repeatedly criticized the theory of transfer based on solipsistic cognitivism
and on the notion of decontextualization. For example, Van Oers (1999),
citing Donaldson (1978), points out that the development of abstract think-
ing leading to transfer is not “a process of detachment from conditions
that constrain the generality of meaning and actions,” that is, decontex-
tualizaton, but is rather “a state of being highly involved in a theoretically
construed world, based on explicitly used relations, logical rules, and strict
norms of negotiation.” Similarly, Beach (2003) argues that “knowledge gen-
eralization is never separate or decontextualized from social organization,
though it may become distanced from particular social organizations over
time” (pp. 40-41), and so it “is best understood as a set of processes that
relate changing social organizations and individuals” (p. 41). Emphasizing
the failings of transfer theories that treat learning as a process of internal-
izing portable knowledge in the head of an individual, activity theory for-
mulates learning as changes in the holistic and indivisible relationships
among the individual, artifacts, and other people. Furthermore, although
Tuomi-Gréhn and Engestrom (2003b; Tuomi-Gréhn, 2003) agree with the
idea that learning is always embedded in a situation, they criticize theories
of situated learning, pointing out that the “locus of learning is still firmly
in the individual.” They expand the concept of transfer into the realm of
interrelations among collective activity systems, proposing the concept of
“developmental transfer.” According to Tuomi-Gréhn (2003), “Meaningful
transfer of learning takes place through interaction between collective
activity systems. For example, the school and the workplace may engage in
collaborative interaction in which both activity systems learn something
from each other. Such transfer takes the form of negotiation and exchange
between different cultures” (p. 202).

The attempts of Engestrom and Tuomi-Gréhn are very important.
However, they leave room for further explication. The central concern for
activity theorists, as well as for traditional theorists such as behaviorists,
Gestalt psychologists, and cognitivists, seems to be the reality of the trans-
fer process. They investigate the conditions of (non-)transfer, or they ask
how we can make transfer really occur. Although these questions are very
significant, they are also rather unsatisfactory because they have shed no
light on transfer as the discourse that mediates our experiences in everyday
learning practices.

Here, we will discuss transfer from a different angle. We suggest that
the concepts of transfer held by local actors function as mediating artifacts
within an activity system and that transfer discourse organizes people’s local
actions and activities. Our attempt, based on Spinoza’s imaginary-discursive
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practice, can reveal the meanings and functions of transfer concepts for
everyday persons who are themselves actually working with transfer in mak-
ing sense of their lives.

DISTANTIATION

What kinds of discursive practice do we engage in when we talk about a
certain event as “transfer?” When talking about transfer, we engage in the
discursive practice of “distantiation,” by which we articulate events and
identify points of difference and of similarity.

The semantic content of the transfer concept is confusing because its
unit of analysis varies considerably among researchers. For instance, Siljo
(2003), following Smedslund (1953), depicts the transfer concept as a
pseudo-concept. Siljo (2003) proposes that examples of successful bound-
ary crossing are best conceived of as learning experiences at the collective
and individual levels, rather than as transfer. How are these learning expe-
riences constructed? Distantiation is to divide the experienced world into
more than one element and to combine these elements into some shape con-
necting them. We will treat these two aspects of distantiation together to
signify that people are always pulling apart and rejoining the elements.

The lifeworld surrounding us is seamless and has no lines of demarca-
tion. By distancing work, we articulate parts or elements of the lifeworld
spatially and temporally (Fig. 11.1). Spatial distancing involves picking out
parts of the lifeworld and making distinctions between them. Through
temporal distancing, we compartmentalize “the past,” “the present,” and

Situ A
o > Situ B
The past — The future
Temporal
distancing

Figure 11.1. Distancing.
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For example, faculty of
memory,
common elements,
general principles,
and so on
Situ A Situ B

Figure 11.2. Connecting.

“the future” and construct the learning experience through discourse.
Connecting is a discursive practice that ensures the continuity between
the past, the present, and the future, with the aid of mediating factors,
such as the faculty of memory, common elements, and general principles
(Fig. 11.2).

When we talk about the learning experience from the viewpoint of
transfer, we engage in the practice of discursive work, dividing the world
up into various elements and connecting them through some mediating
items. Thus, when some researcher remarks that “learning in the prior task
will not be made use of in solving the target task” of a transfer experiment,
the researcher is doing discursive work, temporally distancing the past
learning and the future action and disconnecting them. Similarly, when
someone comments that “although Mr. X graduated from the University
of Tokyo, X hasn’t made a sale yet this month” in a corporate sales depart-
ment, he is engaging in a distancing practice that is articulating past learn-
ing and present action and spatially connecting the college learning with
sales. Distancing is followed by the work of connecting in which separated
elements are joined together, which ensures a continuity so that knowledge
and abilities learned in past situations can be applied to solving tasks in the
present situation or learning in the present can later be applied to solving
some future task. In this connecting work, a mediating item, such as the
faculty of memory, functions as the “glue” that links distanced elements
together.

Distantiation, identifying the resemblances and differences between
situations, can be derived from Spinoza’s (1994) discussion on similarity
and the affective process. According to his politico-affective anthropol-
ogy, human beings are affected in diverse and contradictory ways from the

! Mediating items such as faculty of memory, common elements, and general principles
derive from representative transfer theories in psychology. In addition, there can be
others, such as brain functions in brain science.
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outside, and try to preserve and increase their power of acting. “Man is
affected with the same affect of joy or sadness from the image of a past or
future thing as from the image of a present thing” (p. 80). In other words,
the human being is searching for and detecting the resemblance between
present situations and past (or future) situations, separating them, and
reuniting them in imaginative discourse. By finding the resemblance, the
individual may have an opportunity to experience joy or an expansion of
his or her power of action.

TRANSFER AS CONSTRUCTED REALITY

Talking about a certain phenomenon as transfer is in itself a social practice
in which we reconstruct and make sense of our learning experience
through distantiation. Transfer might be thought of as an everyday phe-
nomenon in our lives. However, it is a very special one in the sense that it
is constituted through practice that makes the transfer “visible” (Wenger,
1990) in focusing and highlighting some aspects of everyday life events
that can be variously interpreted.

Let us reconsider the aforementioned “Mr. X,” Salesperson X often fails
in the sales business, and his colleagues and superiors comment that his
business performance is poor, even though he should be very smart because
he has graduated from the University of Tokyo. This is a “story” narrated
from the viewpoint of transfer that is very akin to the theory of formal dis-
cipline, assuming that sales ability can be transferred from the intelligence
fostered through intense preparation for the entrance examination of the
University of Tokyo.

However, a transfer failure is not the only story that could account for
X’s unsatisfactory business performance. It is also possible, for example, to
account for his difficulties as being related to his personality, in that he is a
poor communicator.

Gergen (1999) maintains that we do not picture “value-neutral” and
“objective truth” or an “exterior world” independent of people’s practice
with words. We construct the reality itself with words. For example, the
characteristics of an object called “desk” will be expressed in different dis-
cursive forms by everyday people, psychologists, physicists, and biologists,
even though they all speak of the same object.

Similarly, transfer is not value-neutral and objective truth or given
reality that exists before our discursive practice. It is rather one of the
various realities that is constructed through practice. Although discur-
sive resources can make a particular event visible as transfer, at the same
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time they can make other accounts of the event “invisible” (Wenger,
1990). Finding the arrangement and the economy between what is visible
and what is invisible in discursive work allows us to appreciate the social
meaning in the notion of transfer as used in our everyday learning experi-
ences. When someone remarks that Mr. X is not a brilliant salesman, even
though he is a graduate of the University of Tokyo, the utterance has a
particular meaning and certain implications in the given situation. It can
be a kind of “claims-making” (Best, 1987); it can belie the person’s envy
of graduates of the University of Tokyo, or it can convey some sarcasm
toward Japanese society, which places so great a value on an individual’s
academic career, or it can even be a proclamation of “an exchange value of
knowledge” (Engestrom, 1987).

DISCURSIVE PRACTICE AMONG STUDENT NURSES

We will now discuss distantiation discourses in our study of the learning
process among student nurses during their transition from the classroom
to a clinical stage in their basic training (Kagawa & Moro, 2006), and seek
to reveal the functions of transfer discourse.

While in the classroom, student nurses believe that the nursing proce-
dures they study in textbooks will be almost the same as those learned in
their clinical course and in their practice on the ward. Accordingly, they
attempt to apply the procedures to their patients almost exactly as they stud-
ied them in their textbooks. For instance, a student (Student A) mentioned
in a research interview:

I attended the classes convinced that the nursing procedures learned
in class would be actually performed on the ward just as they were
explained in the textbook, because that is all that I know.

And, indeed, in the classroom exercises, we observed that the student
nurses tried to faithfully follow the procedures described in the textbook.
The learning actions of the student nurses were consistent with their
perspective on transfer.

However, after participating in the clinical course at a hospital and
encountering the gaps that exist between textbook knowledge and clini-
cal practice, Student A stated, “When I went onto the ward bringing the
knowledge learned from the textbook in my head, Ilater realized that all the
things were different from the textbook.” The students realized that proce-
dures carried out on the ward must achieve an effective economy of care
costs and time. On the other hand, the knowledge taught in the classroom
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is formal and procedural in nature and seems to be extremely focused on
the patients’ well-being. These formal procedures appear to be so static that
they cannot easily accommodate a patient’s medical condition, personality,
body features, or economic conditions.

For example, Student B said:

The textbook is idealistic. The textbook doesn’t care about how much
money you spend on caring, but, in the clinical course, what we have to
first consider is the burden to the patient’s family; we try to greatly lessen
the burdens on the family and patient.

When asked to comment on the negative aspects of the procedures followed
on the ward, Student C replied:

I couldn’t help doubting that nurses are only interested in improving
efficiency. I thought it was terrible when they bathe patients in bed using
just warm water (without soap) simply to finish the bathing quickly and
economically. Because, in the class discussion about bathing, I pointed
out that bathing with soap is much more hygienic than with water only.

Experiencing these gaps leads the students to realize that the procedures
taught in the classroom are totally different from the actual practices imple-
mented on the ward. This can trap them in a state of conflict that is not
easy to resolve, because both approaches can be rationalized. The students
appear to modify the significance they attach to textbook knowledge, no
longer seeing it as an ideal resource but rather as a mediating artifact that
allows them attain a more critical perspective on practice on the ward. They
shift to a discursive formation on transfer, which maintains that textbook
knowledge learned in the classroom is to be modified in flexible ways that
are responsive to the characteristics and conditions of their patients.

This shift between discursive formations can be illustrated by Student
D’s statement. When asked about the shift in the significance of the text-
book after the clinical course, Student D replied:

Yes, it changed very much. I began to feel slight doubts about the knowl-
edge and procedures in the textbook. In this case, it is good for the
patient, but in another case, I wondered whether it might be irrelevant,
and so on.

In summary, the discursive practice of transfer consists of two kinds of dis-
cursive work. The first is the work of distancing. While in the classroom,
the student nurses assumed that the classroom and the clinical course
would be virtually the same or that they would at least be able to make a
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connection between the two situations. In the process of transition, as they
identified the gaps and became aware of the differences between the two
situations, the nurses began to construct a disconnection.

The second is the work of connecting. Through the disconnection, para-
doxically, the student nurses attained some continuity between the differ-
ent learning situations. On the presupposition of disconnection, they were
able to scrutinize the aspects of their actions that remained the same despite
the changes and shifts in various elements and units.

We should note that transfer discourse itself is an object of learning.
There is a vast range of discursive formations that could be employed in
distancing situations and connecting them. A specific transfer discourse
may be useful as a resource in a particular situation. However, it may not be
as effective in every case of discursive practice. We have to learn which dis-
cursive formations are applicable to what kinds of learning that we engage
in. And we change transfer discourse as the need arises. Various troubles,
conflicts, anger, and joy experienced through access to many materials, and
diverse physical and discursive actions function as energy changing the
discourse. Thus, learning discursive ways to connect situations is a part of
“participation in social practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Generalizing this discussion, we may state that transfer discourse is a
resource for learning that directs how learners should act in practice, and it
is also what is to be learned dynamically and creatively in practice.

TRANSFER DISCOURSE AS A CATALYST

Metaphorically, transfer discourse may be seen as a “catalyst” that affects
relations among activity domains and brings about a novel form of activ-
ity. Transfer discourse as a catalyst is well illustrated by the recent boom in
brain-exercising games in Japan.

Brain Training is a video game in which players use a console to solve
various tasks, such as multiplication, word memorization, and writing
and reading of kanji characters. Brain Training, released by a video-game
maker, is based on research by the neuroscientist Dr. Ryuta Kawashima,
who specializes in brain imaging. According to Kawashima, daily train-
ing in such problem-solving activities can help to avert the reduction in
brain function that accompanies aging, because these activities enhance
blood flow to the frontal areas of the brain cortex as the brain regulates the
cognitive functions required by the game activities. We can find a trans-
fer discourse in this brain game boom that connects daily training and
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the prevention of some future decreases in brain functioning based on a
neuroscientific discourse.

Learning research following a nondiscursive research agenda would
focus on whether the training in the game really boosts general cognitive
capabilities. However, a nondiscursive agenda would veil the sociocultural
aspects of this brain game boom. The brain-training discourse forms a
novel socioeconomic network. For example, one travel agency has orga-
nized a bus tour named “Brain Train Tour,” a one-day bus tour for elderly
people who are interested in preventing mental aging (Fuyuno, 2007). After
being tested for brain age at the start to determine the effects of revitalizing
and improving brain age, about 40 participants travel to a scenic rural area,
try some handicrafts, eat organic meals, and bathe in hot springs. The orga-
nization of and participation in the bus tour is motivated by the discourse
on brain training. Transfer discourses thus contribute to the reformulation
of activity networks, intermediating scientific, economic, and everyday
activities. Alternatively, transfer discourse as a catalyst is a mediating arti-
fact that moves between various people and situations and, in the process,
activates their movements, connections, and emotions.

THE POTENTIAL OF SPINOZA’S IDEAS

By applying Spinoza’s ideas of imagination and discourse to the problems
of transfer, we have reformulated the notion of transfer into discourse prac-
tice that intermediates between the various sectors of our daily activities.
We have demonstrated the structure of transfer as discursive practice: It
consists of the actions of distancing and connecting — the articulation of the
seamless world into elements and their subsequent reconnection through
mediating commonalities. Transfer as discursive practice is a creative and
plastic resource that directs and constrains the actions of learners, and con-
stitutes an economy of the visible and the invisible that highlights some
of the commonalities between situations at different times and spaces and
provides learners with a future perspective.

The concept of activity itself can be more deeply explicated by Spinoza’s
monistic ontology of the human mind. The problem of emotion and affect
is an urgent issue for activity-theoretical research. Spinoza provides us
with a genetic perspective on human emotions in terms of the constraints
on human living and the conatus that causes humans to strive against these
constraints in their lives. The Spinozic perspective on human emotion can
contribute to accounts of the interrelations among human agency, objects
of activity, and desire. Moreover, one potential that may enhance the power
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of the concept of activity would seem to reside in Spinoza’s peculiar ideas
about the ontology of things. Spinoza’s ontology provides us with a sym-
metric understanding of the unity of person-tool-object of an activity
system, in the sense that Spinoza recognizes the conatus as the striving to
maintain one’s being irrespective of whether one is human or nonhuman.
We close this essay by pointing out two theoretical interests that should be
cultivated in further research. The first is the connection between Spinoza
and Vygotsky. This connection needs thorough probing in order to shed
light on not only their textual similarities, but on Spinoza’s implicit influ-
ence that is not identifiable in Vygotsky’s explicit texts. For example, the
possibility of reinterpreting the notion of the zone proximal development
in terms of Spinoza’s politico-affective process seems very intriguing.

The second theoretical challenge is to relate Spinoza’s politico-affective
notion with recent discussions of the subjective aspect of the object of
activity (Kaptelinin, 2005; Miettinen, 2005; Nardi, 2005). Miettinen (2005)
discusses the co-formative process of object, goal, motives, and individual
capabilities, introducing the Hegelian notion of the desire for recognition.
Desire is one of the central notions in Spinoza’s affective system. It will be
productive and advantageous to establish a connection between Spinoza
and the problem of the object of activity.
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From the Systemic to the Relational:
Relational Agency and Activity Theory

ANNE EDWARDS

ERODING WORK IDENTITIES

Welive in risky times (Beck, 1992; Friedland & Boden, 1994). The boundaries
and certainties that shored up systems from nation-states to professional
bodies for the past 150 years are dissolving, leaving individuals feeling
exposed and unprotected by familiar and historically grounded practices.
New forms of work combining real-time face-to-face negotiations with
more distributed connections mean that we are linked as individuals per-
haps as never before (Giddens, 1991); and the work systems we occupy are
perhaps more open, with, as Sennett (1999a) puts it, “febrile” boundaries
and mixed work forms. At the same time, the sequential linearity of early
modernism, evidenced in narrative structures that give historical coher-
ence to current actions, has been disrupted. For example, people may now
need to take into account the narratives of other workgroups as they align
their actions across time and space and learn when to interact and when to
withdraw.

The workplace is therefore now less likely to be the source of a sustained
identity, whether we are victims of short-term contracts (Sennett, 1998),
are boundary-breaking creatives (Guile, 2007), or are specialist profes-
sionals collaborating on complex tasks (Edwards, 2005). However, as we
are propelled forward, sustained more by a sense of our own purposeful
agency than by a situated form of professional identity, we are perhaps in
danger of revisiting a past that gave rise to the very certainties currently
being eroded. As Sennett (1999a) explains:

The rigid large scale bureaucracies which developed at the end of the
nineteenth century provided an institutional architecture in which
dependence became honourable, to which the learner could become
loyal. Static institutions provide, unfortunately, a framework of daily
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trust, a reality which has to be acknowledged in thinking about efforts
in our own time to take these institutions apart. (p. 19)

These organizations emerged to counter the rampant subjectivity that
marked the worst of capitalism. They provided certainty and protection so
that long-term narratives of work life could be projected and achieved. But
Sennett’s term “unfortunately” is well chosen. Now in the throes of late
capitalism, we face new challenges of identity and life purpose even in our
working lives. For some the response has been a renewed focus on under-
standing how place and time intersect to shape our actions (Featherstone &
Lash, 1999) or on local action as sites of personal and social change
(Holland & Lave, 2001). Engestrom’s contribution to this broad field has
been to take up the challenge of understanding the distributed connections
that shape work identities and actions. His focus is on the nature of work
rather than identity, and his conclusions take us to the collective rather
than the individual. In doing so, they provide a way of thinking about the
risky nature of work that is carried out beyond the safety of established
social practices and perhaps a way of countering rampant subjectivity.

ENGESTROM’S NEW CONCEPTS FOR NEW
WORK CHALLENGES

Seeing “the shape and implications of spatio-temporally distributed
work and expertise” as “fragile and open, literally under construction”
(Engestrom, 2005c¢, p. 324), Engestrom offers two new concepts that are
potentially capable of reflecting and creating purposeful work under these
conditions. He describes the concepts as “immature” and presents them in
order to open up the field for further theoretical work. Both concepts oper-
ate at the level of the collective. First is the idea of “collaborative intention-
ality capital” as “an emerging form of organisational assets,” which makes
collaboration on complex tasks possible beyond organizational boundar-
ies. The second tentative concept, “object-oriented interagency,” suggests
a slightly more interactional focus, as Engestrom sees it as a form of “con-
necting and reciprocating” while “circling around a complex object” and
“dwelling in” the object, that is, maintaining a long-term relationship with
it (Engestrom, 2005¢, p. 333).

Central to both these concepts is the cultural-historical activity theory
(CHAT) recognition that action is object oriented and that our interpreta-
tions of the problems, or objects of activity, that we are working on and
trying to transform are shaped by the historical practices of the systems
in which we are operating. First, our interpretations of an object, such as
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a work task, are restricted by the system in which it is located. Second, an
object may motivate us to react in particular ways by eliciting responses
from us that are permissible within particular sets of social practices. Far
from being static, these object-oriented systems are responsive to changes
in material and conceptual tools, shifts in the division of labor, and so on.
Systems are therefore reconfigured as we deal with contradictions that arise
in them. Contradictions occur when, for example, current rules restrict the
use of new tools and limit our capacity to interpret and act on work tasks in
fresh ways. Because systems are dynamic, the object embedded in a system
is not static and may be subject to changing interpretations, which, in turn,
work back on the system to produce the systemic change that Engestrom
describes as expansive learning. Although this model originated in work
on single systems, the same dynamics may obtain when the same objects
are worked on by several systems.

Engestrom observes that, in complex work environments, direct con-
nections between workers and those objects that carry the collectively
developed object motive of systems, such as illness in hospitals, are often
hard to discern. He argues that “human agency gains unusual powers when
future-oriented activity-level envisioning and consequential action-level
decision-making, come together in close interplay” (Engestrom, 2005c,
p- 313). Pickering (1993) put the relationship between immediate practices
and distant purposes slightly differently, adopting a more individual notion
of human agency: “We should see the intentional nature of human agency
as itself temporally emergent, albeit on a longer timescale than the details
of practice” (p. 598). Both Engestrom and Pickering take as given the tem-
poral dimension of intentional action and the way the problems that are
being worked on can almost assume a life of their own as they move ahead
of us. Engestrom, invoking Giddens’s (1991) description of the complex
“runaway world” of high modernity, labels these problems as “runaway”
objects, which call for collaborative and negotiated responses that may not
be predictable.

For Engestrom, then, human agency is powerful as a set of collective
intentions. Both collaborative intentionality capital and object-oriented
interagency are offered as ways of beginning to describe what enables
the “reaching out” that occurs when people operate across the boundar-
ies of discrete activity systems to work on common objects in distributed
activity fields, such as across departments in a hospital. That is, the solu-
tion to the workplace dissonances and complex tasks of late capitalism,
therefore, remains the collective. For Engestrom (2005c), notions of, for
example, mutual responsibility and recognition and rewards have “serious
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weaknesses from the point of view of activity theory” because of their
primary focus on individual actors and their limited attention to historic-
ity with “little potential for understanding change” (p. 332).

Engestrom takes the tools of activity theory and identifies and describes
the challenges of what Blackler and McDonald (2000) have called the
“fluctuating collaborative relations” of an increasing amount of work. The
analytic tools he has developed in doing so have been generously presented
as objects for further work in the distributed field that is CHAT, and we
are encouraged to “reach out” and join him in “circling around” the com-
plex object. From my perspective at least, that object is an understanding of
agency that doesn’t return us to the rampant individualism of early capital-
ism but that tries to get inside the collective version of agency Engestrom
has offered, in order to discover what it comprises and how it is achieved. To
do this I shall draw on two studies,' which focus on the demands of cross-
boundary collaborations while working with mobile runaway objects.

THE EVIDENCE BASE

The first of the two studies is the National Evaluation of the Children’s Fund
(NECF), which was a 39-month government-funded study of a national ini-
tiative in England. The initiative aimed at preventing the social exclusion
of children and young people by, among other things, enabling interprofes-
sional work in localities (Edwards et al., 2006). The second study, Learning
in and for Interagency Working (LIW), was a four-year Research Council-
funded study of the learning challenges involved in learning to do interpro-
fessional work, again with vulnerable young people. The studies are located
within a current restructuring of services for children and families in every
local authority in England that aims at providing integrated systems of care
to prevent the social exclusion of vulnerable children and young people.

In both studies we used activity theory to examine how practitioners
from different organizations, with different belief systems and priorities,
learn to work together to disrupt the trajectories of social exclusion among
vulnerable young people. These trajectories are mobile and changing
objects of activity, and far from being the “almost human” artifacts dis-
cussed by Pickering (1993, 1995), they are certainly capable of biting back.

! The two studies are the DfES-funded National Evaluation of the Children’s Fund (2003-
2006) and an ESRC-TLRP Phase III study, Learning in and for Interagency Working
(ESRC RES-13925-0100), with H. Daniels, J. Leadbetter, D. Martin, D. Middleton,
P. Warmington, A. Apostolov, A. Popova, and S. Brown (2004-2007).



From the Systemic to the Relational 201

Indeed, the intention is that young people ultimately take control of their
own trajectories.

The collaborations of practitioners are fluctuating and often short-
lived, as these practitioners move in and out of the lives of children. To take
an example of the trajectory of a troubled child at school: The education
welfare officer (EWO) may act when the child doesn’t attend school, the
housing charity worker will come in when her family becomes homeless,
and the educational psychologist will make an assessment of her well-being
in school. Others, such as teachers, social workers, and mental health work-
ers, may have longer-term relationships with the child and may perhaps
be able to “dwell in the object.” Potentially at least, these kinds of collabo-
ration are a form of de-centered knotworking, that is, “a rapidly pulsat-
ing, distributed and partially improvised orchestration of collaborative
performance between otherwise loosely connected actors and activity sys-
tems” (Engestrom, Engestrom, & Vihdaho, 1999, p. 346). It is therefore not
the “institutionalised knotworking” that Blackler and McDonald (2000)
invoke, as it is likely to involve collaborations outside the safety of practi-
tioners’ “institutional shelters” (Sennett, 1999a).

The affective demands of this kind of work are considerable. Not only
is it relatively high risk work for relatively low status workers (Edwards,
2004). As Blackler and McDonald observe, “People’s imaginations are
linked with social and institutional structures.” In addition, the new spaces
of integrated working have yet to be securely configured as sites of distrib-
uted expertise primed to support vulnerable children, and indeed they may
need to sustain a degree of latency if they are also to achieve the fluidity and
responsiveness that is needed. Although old networks continue to func-
tion, new relationships are only just being negotiated, and long-standing
ways of categorizing children that are specific to each profession remain
located within each institution so that they rarely travel beyond organiza-
tional boundaries. Collaboration in some places is a parallel or synchronic
“circling around,” but much remains diachronic or sequential, with, as one
worker put it, the problematic “bits” of children identified and passed from,
for example, a teacher to a mental health worker.

In this context, the idea of collaborative intentionality capital as an
organizational capacity to reach out and engage with others in order to
work on objects that move away as they are being transformed is extremely
powerful. Integrated into the social and institutional structures of home
organizations, it may reduce the risks of working in those yet to be formed
spaces of de-centered collaboration. Levered into the “structures of want-
ing” (Jensen, 2007; Knorr Cetina & Bruggar, 2002) of organizations where
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collaboration is essential to functioning, it may help to sustain the identities
of workers who are undertaking high-risk work.

But how is collaborative intentionality capital enacted and developed?
To answer that question we do need to delve into the miasma of the col-
lective and follow Vygotsky’s lead by trying to understand how important
cultural concepts, in this case the capacity for being in and part of the col-
laborative, are incorporated into the individual. This is not a hidebound
assertion of the importance of the individual. Rather, it is arguably impor-
tant for sustaining and re-creating the collective that we understand how
people work relationally on complex runaway objects, particularly if we are
to get beyond the notion of untrammeled subjectivity as a model of agentic
selthood.

A FOCUS ON THE RELATIONAL

Focusing on the relational as a capacity to work with others reminds us of
the moral purposes of working together. From an interactionist perspec-
tive, Hicks (2000) has argued that moral projects are curiously absent from
studies of social learning. For Hicks, in such projects the self is placed in
relation to the intentions of others. She argues that a stronger emphasis on
the recognition of the moral aspects of engaging with the sense-making
and goals of others can enrich dialogic accounts of learning.

C. Taylor, more obviously, gets to the core of the present discussion to
explore a concern with the rampant subjectivities that may emerge in the
new spaces created by late capitalism. Identifying the problem to be the
overweening selves that are produced by modernity, he asks for a stron-
ger connection of individual selves with the common good (Taylor, 1991)
- a cry that resonates with Shotter (1993) in his call for a relational ethics,
Earlier C. Taylor had described agency as a capacity to identify the goals at
which one is directing one’s action and to evaluate whether one has been
successful (Taylor, 1977). More recently he has become concerned about
an emphasis on individual action at the expense of responsibility to and for
others. Hence, one can see a shift to a focus on the relational as an impor-
tant move in the development of meshes of mutual responsibility and a
move from an overly strong focus on the individual.

We canseethebeginnings of similar movesin psychology more generally.
For the British Psychological Society, 2005 was “the Year of Relationships,”
signaling that mainstream psychology is at last recognizing some of the
methodological challenges posed by the fluidity and flux that characterize
late modernity. Goodwin (2005), echoing years of research on social capital
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(Field, 2002; Halpern, 2005), explained why, as a psychologist, he studies
relationships: “Everywhere, however, we found that close relationships
acted as important ‘social glue’, helping people deal with the uncertainties
of their changing world” (p. 615).

Collaborative intentionality capital certainly takes us far beyond notions
of “social glue,” though currently it eschews, overtly at least, notions of
moral purpose and common good. I, too, will walk away from those chal-
lenges, leaving them, for example, to Sennett (2003). Instead, I will focus on
the capacity to align one’s practices with others in order to participate in
object-oriented interagency work. To do so I need to turn to the concept of
relational agency, which I have developed elsewhere and most extensively
in Edwards (2005, in press). Relational agency is a capacity to align one’s
thought and actions with those of others in order to interpret problems of
practice and to respond to those interpretations. Let us see how it is played
out and whether it adds to the conceptual field developed by Engestrom
(2005¢).

NETWORKS AND HORIZONTAL COLLABORATIONS

The NECF analyses of partnership working (Edwards et al., 2006) would
confirm Engestrom’s (2005¢) observation that, although partnerships and
alliances are increasing in number, they are laden with tensions and are
extremely difficult to sustain and manage. They would also confirm that
the exciting work with runaway objects occurs in more open and loosely
linked latent systems where practitioners’ expertise is distributed and
brought into play when appropriate.

The open systems that we found were often stimulated by what we
described during the study as object-oriented “boundary zones” (Konkola,
Tuomi-Gréhn, Lambert, & Ludvigsen, 2007), where the priorities of each
profession were respected as they focused on the needs of local children.
These boundary zones were multiprofessional meetings that operated as
springboards for new confidence pathways (Knorr Cetina, 1999), that is,
routes taken by practitioners to gain information or support they knew
would be useful. New pathways were taken by practitioners as they con-
nected vulnerable children with other specialist practitioners who could
also help them (Edwards, in press; Edwards et al., 2006). Practitioners
came to these boundary meetings because they were seen as valuable for
their own specialist work and for the work of their immediate colleagues.
That is, the meetings and the linkages they produced seemed to be offering
emergent “structures of wanting” for local interagency collaboration. These
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seemed to strengthen practitioners’ professional identities and capacity for
collaboration in the newly emerging “figured world” (Holland, Skinner,
Lachicotte, & Cain, 1998) of integrated services. One practitioner explained
the value of work in the boundary zone meetings as follows:

It’s about understanding at a deeper level. It’s about connections. Maybe
you are not sure about the child we are thinking about; but as we talk it
through there may be a connection and, if not for that child, maybe for
another.

We were careful not to describe these configurations of confidence
pathways as networks. They appeared to be quite broadly based, latent, and
open - nearer to Engestrom’s idea of latent “mycorrhizae activities” than
visible networks (Engestrém, 2006¢). They seemed to avoid fossilizing into
the old local networks of personal trust that we also observed. These older
networks always pre-dated the initiative and, because of their well-worn
linkages, displayed very little engagement with the rethinking of practices
required by the initiative. In doing so, they very much reflected the con-
servatism of networks alluded to by Castells (2000). It is important to note
that the links in the older, stabilized networks were mainly personal - for
example, “T've known Sarah and how she likes to work for years” — and
they did not depend on anything approaching the notion of collaborative
intentionality capital in their home organizations.

Work arising from the more open and fluid configurations of spring-
board and pathways was not simply a matter of “knowing Sarah,” though
at times it helped. Rather, it involved knowing that one’s own effectiveness
was enhanced when one was working with others. For example, a 7-year-
old refugee from Angola was much less troubled at school once an art ther-
apist became involved and the mother received help from a specialist in
post-traumatic stress. It was, undoubtedly, possible that the new confidence
pathways walked by these practitioners might become as fossilized as the
older networks. Therefore, we recommended to the government that it
recognize the processes and competences involved in this kind of collab-
orative work and enable them. Our developmental work research (DWR)
interventions (Engestrém, 2007d) helped to reveal aspects of what was
involved.” For example, one practitioner explained that for practitioners

2 DWRis premised on the Vygotskian notion of dual stimulation, which he used to reveal
the ways in which children make sense of the worlds they act within: “We simulta-
neously offer a second series of stimuli that have a special function. In this way, we are
able to study the process of accomplishing a task by the aid of specific auxiliary means;
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multiprofessional work was simply a matter of “adjusting what you do to
other people’s needs and strengths.”

That statement needs some elaboration if we are to understand what was
involved in these collaborations and to encourage its widespread applica-
tion. Analyses arising from development economics, where there is a simi-
lar interest in horizontal collaborations at the level of practice, are helpful.
Particularly useful is Lundvall’s idea of “know-who” as an important aspect
of knowledge at work: “Know-who involves information about who knows
how to do what. But especially it involves the social capability to establish
relationships to specialised groups in order to draw on their expertise”
(Lundvall, 1996, p. 7).

Lundvall argues that know-who is embedded and learned in social
practices and cannot simply be codified into a register of names. His
analysis of know-who as a capacity to “draw on” expertise perhaps res-
onates more with Nardi, Whittaker, and Schwarz’s (2002) notion of
networks of expertise as resources to enhance one’s own performance
than it does with more de-centered notions of knotworking and object-
oriented interagency. Nonetheless, it allows us to label and explore the
processes of collaboration and indeed how one learns how to know how
to know who.

It would seem that knowing how to know who involves an ability to look
outward, an openness to what one sees and a capacity to critically reflect on
what might impede object-oriented activity. Some signs of it emerged in the
Children’s Fund. The springboard boundary zones we saw in the Children’s
Fund were demanding the ability to look outward with open minds. They
led practitioners to work against well-entrenched grains of interprofes-
sional mistrust. As one practitioner put it:

Social Services could be seen in a very negative way, but because we have
had the same person come along every week, people have got to know
her. They understand the reasons why they don’t do this and why they do
that, so they are less likely to be negative about it.

thus we are also able to discover the inner structure and development of higher psycho-
logical processes” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 74).

The “second series stimuli” offered in DWR are the conceptual tools of activity theory
(Engestrom, 2007c), which are provided by the workshop facilitators to enable partici-
pants to analyze and make sense of their practices, the objects of those practices, and the
organizational features that shape them. Evidence of the practices are presented to them
by the facilitators, and participants are helped to examine those practices using the tools
of activity theory. In doing so, practitioners reveal the conceptual tools they are using as
they engage in or hope to develop their work.
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Here we can begin to see how knowing who functioned as a mediating tool
for rethinking collaboration and reducing concerns about the difficulties
involved. Elsewhere (Edwards, 2005), I have suggested that knowing how to
know who is an important part of the repertoire of conceptual tools needed
to mediate professional relations across organizational boundaries. It is a
precursor to negotiating interpretations of the object of activity and align-
ing responses to those interpretations.

Knowing how to know who does not simply involve the acquisition of
“information about who knows how to do what” so that expertise can be
marshaled to respond to a diagnosis made by one professional. The new
connections we have observed in both studies resonate strongly with
Engestrom’s object-oriented interagency. They have involved a growing
ability to be professionally multilingual, to be able to speak across profes-
sional boundaries, and to be explicit about how expertise of different kinds
leads to foregrounding different features of a child’s trajectory. Knowing
how to know who therefore includes a capacity for mutuality. It can lead to
a form of practice that is enhanced by the interpretations of others and is
not simply a matter of coordinating the expertise of others to respond to the
interpretations made by one practitioner. An object-oriented, client-cen-
tered focus on children’s trajectories has seemed to be an important driver
for flexible collaborations, as this practitioner explains:

My point is that you can put a group of people together, but it’s about
what they do when they get there. Because it just could be regrouping
the same people doing the same tasks. But with [name of service] it’s
the way we work, having people grouped in a particular way to help the
service user.

What also distinguished the more advanced forms of collaboration
from what was simply boundary crossing to access support was the length
of commitment to a constantly renegotiated object of activity that collab-
oration required. Here we find echoes of Engestrom’s view that it is not
enough to simply connect and reciprocate and that one should also “dwell
in” the object. One practitioner described the process in this way:

It comes down to a seamlessness of service ... in terms of having the
same people on a longer period of time to develop trust and gain knowl-
edge and informed ideas about the family, rather than passing them
from pillar to post and back again.

We can, therefore, begin to compile some of the organizational and
personal features that are starting to contribute to the expansive practice



From the Systemic to the Relational 207

necessary for the prevention of social exclusion. Most important, this prac-
tice involves an ongoing interweaving of different professional interpreta-
tions of a mobile and transforming object with their responses to it. It is
not simply a matter of coordination, brokering, or accessing resources to
work on the interpretations of a child’s trajectory that has been made by
one professional. Expansive interprofessional practice consists of genera-
tive, forward-focused negotiations of interpretations and responses. Let us
therefore turn to the runaway object that is being encircled and its contri-
bution to the dynamics at work.

THE RESPONSIVE OBJECT

Describing what he meant by “dwelling in the object,” Engestrom says,
“I refer to a longitudinal dialogical relationship with the object that goes
beyond ‘focussing on’ or ‘appropriating’ the object” (Engestrom, 2005c,
p- 334). Earlier in the chapter he suggests, “Objects resist and bite back, they
seem to have lives of their own” (p. 312). Leaving aside for the moment the
fact that the children’s trajectories that were the Children’s Fund objects lit-
erally were “lives of their own,” let us explore a little further the resistances
and biting back that occur in the kinds of reaching-out practices discussed
so far.

As I noted earlier, Engestrom takes as given the temporal nature of
intentionality and assumes that today’s work may be linked to a relatively
long-term collective purpose. That is not to say that he is working with an
instrumental notion of rational planning. Rather, these precepts are laid
out to build a picture of the challenges of mustering the idea of a longer-
term collective purpose when working across organizations. One of these
challenges is the disruption of more established narratives of practice that
might arise.

As we move to less boundaried ways of working, we may find that when
these collectively described objects respond or bite back, they may be doing
so in unfamiliar ways. For example, a teacher may find he is diverted from
his focus on curricula and educational success, because a vulnerable child
believes she has the right in a collaborative, flexible, and responsive version
of care to focus on what matters to her. That may be a breakup of the family
or homelessness, and may require other practitioners to take center stage
while the teacher withdraws. The biting back is, therefore, initially felt by
an individual. Similarly, although one can see that shifts in the division
of labor in a school that allow the teacher to withdraw require a systemic
response, those shifts also lead to changes in how the teacher is positioned
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within the practices or figured world of the school and its collaborating
services. That is, expansive learning at the level of the system can also be
recognized in the repositioning of individuals and their relationships.

Activity theory adds a great deal to more interactional accounts of these
individual identity shifts, as Stetsenko makes clear. In her recent work on
Leont’ev’s notion of object motive (Stetsenko, 2005), she draws out features
of object-oriented action that are relevant to the present argument. She
notes the dynamic that exists between object and subject. That is, as we
work on an object, the object itself works back on us, having an impact on
our subjectivity and how we in turn approach the object. In this transac-
tional relationship between subject and object, we transform the object by,
for example, contesting its meaning and understanding it better, and we
also transform ourselves.

For Stetsenko, the focus on the transaction between subject and cultur-
ally constructed object presents an opportunity to bring human subjec-
tivity into activity theory, indeed a human subjectivity that “is laden with
practical relevance and agency” (Stetsenko, 2005, p. 83). Stetsenko’s argu-
ment is also relevant to understanding relational agency. For example, joint
action by two practitioners, such as a school counselor and an EWO on a
shared object or problem space such as a child’s phobia of school, involves
bringing to bear two subjectivities and sets of conceptual tools on the prob-
lem and thereby expands interpretations of the problem and the range of
possible responses. As one practitioner in a multiprofessional team recently
putitina DWR session, “When two or three of you are working on a child’s
trajectory as an object, we bring to bear different mindsets.”

Stetsenko’s work helps us to see that, when the object is expanded through
an awareness of these different mindsets, the expanded object, that is, an
enriched understanding of the problem space, works back on the mindsets
of the practitioners, and these may in turn be enriched by the interpreta-
tions of the others. Of course, they may not be enriched. Instead, entrenched
views may remain untouched. A better understanding of how aligned action
is negotiated and sustained is, I suggest, a useful step toward enabling people
to learn how to work together and to learn from doing so. Let us, therefore,
now turn more specifically to the idea of relational agency and particularly
examine how it might inform the idea of object-oriented interagency.

RELATIONAL AGENCY

In CHAT terms, relational agency isa capacity to work with others to expand
the object that one is working on and trying to transform by recognizing,
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examining, and working with the resources that others bring to bear as
they interpret and respond to the object. It is a capacity that involves rec-
ognizing that another person may be a resource, who knows how to know
who, and what needs to be done to elicit, recognize, and negotiate the use
of that resource in order to align oneself in joint action on the expanded
object. It is therefore an enhanced version of personal agency that involves
looking across organizational boundaries to make possible aligned and
mutually supportive action outside the institutional shelters of specialist
organizations.

Relational agency thus has some resonance with the work of
Hakkarainen and his colleagues on reciprocity and mutual strengthen-
ing of competence and expertise to enhance the collective competence of
a community (Hakkarainen, Palonen, Paavola, & Lehtinen, 2004). Where
it differs is in focusing more directly on the nature of the relationships that
comprise a network of expertise. It also connects with Billett’s (2006) focus
on relational interdependence, by arguing for greater attention to agency
in explaining relationships between the individual and the social in work-
ing life. Like Billett, it recognizes the importance of preexisting personal
understandings gained in other situations in mediating interpretations of
new situations and argues for attention to the negotiations that individuals
make as they work in and with the social.

It is also closely connected with the ideas of distributed intelligence and
distributed expertise. Here the starting point for analysis is not individual
cognition, but the resources found outside the individual mind. It recog-
nizesthat cultural tools, both material and representational, are loaded with
intelligence, which enhances action. Distributed expertise can be seen as a
subcategory of distributed intelligence that relates more directly to work-
ing practices. A particular version of distributed expertise is to be found in
the systemic approaches to enhancing learning developed by Engestrom.
Engestrom and Middleton (1996), for example, describe a CHAT perspec-
tive on expertise as the “collaborative and discursive construction of tasks,
solutions, visions, breakdowns and innovations” (p. 4) within and across
systems rather than individual mastery of specific areas of relatively stable
activity.

Relational agency, I suggest, can begin to help us to understand the
negotiations and reconfiguring of tasks indicated by Engestrom and
Middleton, by focusing on the capacity for undertaking these negotiations.
It occupies a conceptual space between a focus on learning as enhancing
individual understanding and a focus on learning as systemic change and
includes both. It fits squarely within sociocultural readings of mind and
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world, by seeing mind as outward looking, pattern seeking, and engaged
with the world (Greeno, 1997, 2006). Furthermore, by including a focus on
the mediating function of knowing how to know who, it begins to indicate
how a more relational form of engaging may be accomplished in both local
and more extended configurations of practice.

In summary, the premise set out by Vygotsky and developed over the
past 80 years is that we transform the world by interpreting and acting on
the basis of our interpretations. Interpreting and responding involve the
conceptual and material resources we have at our disposal. In Engestrom’s
development of activity theory, this process occurs at the level of the sys-
tem. Systems learn, that is, change, through the expansion of the object that
is being worked on. The object is expanded when the variety of interpreta-
tions that may be available and the contradictions that arise are revealed
and explored. The expanded object in turn works back on the conceptual
tools, and other features in the system or related systems, and reshapes
them.

Relational agency shifts the focus, at least temporarily, from the sys-
tem to joint action within and across systems and the impact on those who
engage in it. In doing so, it attempts to place some focus on the actions of
participants in and across systems so that we can recognize how collabora-
tion is accomplished and a capacity for it can be developed.

CONCLUDING POINTS

Explaining that he preferred the idea of “radicalised modernity” to the
postmodernity of Lyotard and its lack of faith in humanly engineered
progress, Giddens (1991) challenged us to “harness the juggernaut” of the
post-Enlightenment to “minimise the dangers and maximise the opportu-
nities which modernity offers to us.” He followed that challenge by asking
why “we currently live in a runaway world, so different from that which the
Enlightenment thinkers anticipated?” - that is, in a world that we cannot
predict or control (p. 151).

Activity theory, with its origins in the transforming and improving
intentions of Marx and Vygotsky, has been well suited to understanding
and supporting humanly engineered progress and, thanks to Engestrom,
has kept pace with the runaway world of high modernity. The intention has
not been to predict and control, but to attempt to minimize the dangers
and maximize the opportunities offered by modernity, by engaging in
the world. Giddens, like Chaiklin (1993), sees one of the virtues of social
science as its capacity to affect the world it attempts to reveal, sending it
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“spinning ... off in novel directions” (Giddens, 1991, p. 153). Without a
doubt, Engestrom’s operationalizing of Vygotsky’s method of dual stim-
ulation in DWR (Engestrom, 2007d) is an exemplar without equal of how
the concepts of social science can be donated to enable people to harness
the juggernaut.

The ideas of “collaborative intentionality capital” and “object-oriented
interagency” fit well with the methods of DWR and their focus on systemic
change to facilitate reaching out and working with others in this case. The
first of these concepts captures the need to anchor organizational flexibility
and responsiveness in a long-term sense of commitment and belief; the sec-
ond usefully labels, from an organizational perspective, what is involved in
negotiated knotworking.

But as Giddens explains, “We live in a peopled world” (1991, p. 143) where
trust is always ambivalent and where self-revelation, including, I suggest,
revealing one’s expertise, calls for “reciprocity and support” (p. 144). I won-
der whether, in the idea of object-oriented interagency as a way of concep-
tualizing the unstable knots of knotworking and in the formulation of it as
“Dwellin the object, connectand reciprocate across boundaries” (Engestrom,
2005¢, p. 333), there may be a just discernible shift toward unpicking the peo-
pled world that activity systems comprise.

Within that reading, relational agency is offered here in the same tenta-
tive manner in which Engestrom presented the two concepts that stimu-
lated the discussion in this chapter. Along with it is, perhaps, the suggestion
that it might contribute to unpicking the peopling of the systemic. It would
seem that all three concepts are oriented toward preventing a return to the
rampant subjectivity that has marked the worst of capitalism, while ensur-
ing that a capacity to deal creatively with the complexity that arises as the
juggernaut surges forward is strengthened.
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Expansive Agency in Multi-Activity Collaboration

KATSUHIRO YAMAZUMI

Yrj6 Engestrom (1987) developed cultural-historical activity theory and its
interventionist methodology in modeling expansive learning in and for the
collaborative production of new object-oriented collective activity systems.
Engestrom’s formulation of activity theory has laid the cornerstone of
developmental research to reconceptualize humans as creators and trans-
formers. In this way, human agency is a central focus of activity theory.

From the viewpoint of activity and expansive learning theories, the
concept of human agency is briefly described as the subject potentialities
and positions of creation of new tools and forms of activity with which
humans transform both their outer and inner worlds and thus master their
own lives and futures (Engestrom, 2005a, 2005¢, 2006b). The account of
new forms of agency in activity theory brings the Vygotskian heritage alive
with regard to the future of human freedom (Yamazumi, 2007).

Today, new forms of human activity are experiencing accelerated
paradigm shifts from mass-production-based systems to new systems
based on interorganizational collaboration, building partnerships, and
networking across cultural, organizational, and occupational boundaries.
As human activity rapidly changes to partnering and networking among
diverse cultural organizations, we need to ask ourselves whether schools
and other contexts devoted to learning are equipped to prepare people for
such practices. We also need to consider what kind of learning can gen-
erate critical and creative agency among learners. Such agency will help

The writing of this chapter was supported in part by a grant from the Japanese Society for
the Promotion of Science. The research project on which the analysis is based was developed
at the Center for Human Activity Theory, Kansai University, and was partly funded by the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology as an “Academic Frontier”
project.
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people shape their own lives and futures, which are gradually undergoing
transformation.

This chapter focuses on new forms of learning that generate new types
of distributed, multiple, and networked agency in dialogic, boundary-
crossing, and hybridized activity systems. In the following sections, I first
discuss an emergent, pedagogical theory of expansive learning. In par-
ticular, I focus on new forms of expansive learning with the help of the
framework of third-generation activity theory. Drawing on this notion
of expansive learning, I show that new types of agency are collaborations
and engagements with a shared object in and for relationships of interac-
tion between multiple activity systems. Second, to concretize new forms of
expansive agency, I present an example of an expansive learning approach
to changing schools by creating networks of learning that transcend the
institutional boundaries of the school. Third, I analyze some data and find-
ings from the implementation of a children’s after-school learning activity
called New School (NS). New School as intervention research aims at devel-
oping a hybrid activity system among diverse cultural organizations for
school innovation. The idea of this intervention is that changing the school
is carried out in various networks of learning and hybrid forms of activ-
ities. I investigate the dynamics through which the multiple participants
and parties involved in the NS project engage in the process of interinsti-
tutional, collaborative learning for implementing new activities. Finally, I
discuss a new landscape of agency as expansive phenomena in the field of
pedagogical practice on the basis of new practices of creative collaboration
between schools, communities, and various organizations outside schools.

EXPANSIVE LEARNING AND AGENCY IN DISTRIBUTED
MULTI-ACTIVITY FIELDS

In 1999 my colleagues and I published a Japanese edition of Engestrom’s
most important work, Learning by Expanding: An Activity-Theoretical
Approach to Developmental Research, published in 1987 (see Engestrom,
1999f). This publication has provided a promising mediating artifact to
enact activity theory for both Japanese scholars and practitioners involved
in new learning theories in fields of human and social sciences.

In the foreword to the Japanese edition of Learning by Expanding,
Engestrom (1999f) clearly states his work’s central thesis:

Learning by Expanding is a book about collective creative activity. My
thesis is that we as human beings have to become able to transform
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our institutions and practices in a way that mobilizes the intellects and
energies of all participants from the ground up. Creativity here is under-
stood as involvement in such collective transformation of practices.
Although theories of learning have tried to explain enduring changes
in human behavior and cognition, they have not addressed the issue of
how people can change themselves as they change their circumstances.
That is why a new theory of expansive learning is needed. (p. i)

The notion of expansive learning refers to the creation of new concepts and
practices for emerging forms and patterns of activity. Engestrom (1999f)
also suggests looking at emerging forms of expansive learning:

This bookis also about multi-voicedness and building networks between
different activity systems. In an increasingly global economy, expansive
learning must be studied and facilitated as movement and collaboration
across national and cultural boundaries. (pp. i-ii)

This new thesis is associated with the transformative shift to the third
generation of activity theory (Engestrom, 1996b). Challenged by diversity
and dialogue between different traditions or perspectives, the third genera-
tion of activity theory has developed conceptual tools to understand dia-
logue, multiple perspectives, and networks of interacting activity systems.
The first and second generations represented by Lev Vygotsky (1978) and
Aleksei Leont’ev (1978) were limited in their focus on a single activity sys-
tem as the unit of analysis of human action and practice. The challenge of
the third generation is therefore to expand the unit of analysis to “inter-
acting activity systems with a partially shared object as minimal model”
(Engestrom, 2001, p. 136).

Since the 1990s, as the historically transitional age continues to move
toward globalization in every field of human activity — even if the activity
is physically limited to local areas — expansive learning has clearly become
increasingly valuable for creating new forms of activities. The world of
human activity is increasingly dominated by longitudinal dialogic rela-
tionships of collaboration between multiple activity systems. In activity-
theoretical terms, these multiple activity systems are engaged by “runaway
objects,” that is, partially shared large-scale objects in complex, distributed
multi-activity fields (Engestrom, 2005a, 2005¢, 2006b). Although these
partnerships and alliances are obviously relevant to rediscovering and
expanding use values in the objects of activities, they are extremely difficult
to sustain and manage. This is where collaborative learning possibilities
and challenges truly become necessary. Such learning can be character-
ized as interorganizational learning (Engestrom, 2001) engaged in the
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expansive reforging of shared objects and creating new forms of activity
between different activity systems.

What type of agency might be urgently required in such a horizontal
movement of expansive learning across boundaries? In the new generation
ofactivity theory, this focus on agency must shift to an analysis of anew type
of agency in fields of distributed and networked activities. As pointed out
by Engestrom (2005a, 2005¢, 2006b) and Harry Daniels and his colleagues
(2005, 2007), this is a transition to object-oriented collective intentional-
ity, interagency, or multiagency studies in distributed multi-activity fields.
Such agency generally may be called a new type of expansive agency.

Engestrom (2005c¢, 2006b) analyzes distributed interagency currently
taking shape in work organizations, for example, in the expansive learning
processes of medical professionals in health care settings. In this empirical
case, because different medical professionals across institutional bound-
aries were involved in the care of chronic patients with multiple illnesses
in Helsinki, they needed to solve the contradictions around the patients’
complex care trajectories without assigning overview and overall responsi-
bility for them to anyone. Different professionals contributed to the reshap-
ing of their work method toward emerging organizational forms called
“negotiated knotworking” (Engestrom, Engestrom, & Vahdaho, 1999) in
“mycorrhizae-like activities” (Engestrom, 2006b).

Work activities are becoming increasingly networked, hybrid, and
weekly bounded forms of organization. To highlight the importance of
horizontal and multidirectional connections in the human lives involved
in such historical changes, Engestrom (2006b) introduces “mycorrhizae,”
which are organizing activities oriented toward runaway objects that are
seen as an alternative to the “rhizome” proposed by Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari (1987). A “mycorrhizae” formation is a symbiotic associa-
tion between a fungus and the roots, or rhizoids, of a plant. A mycorrhizae
formation is “simultaneously a living, expanding process (or bundle of
developing connections) and a relatively durable, stabilized structure”
(Engestrom, 2006b, p. 12).

“Knotworking,” which is also seen as an emergent form of collabora-
tive work, refers to partially improvised forms of intense collaboration
between partners that are otherwise loosely connected but are engaging
in solving problems and rapidly designing solutions when required by
their common object; in knotworking, there is no fixed center of author-
ity and control. Distributed agency located in knotworking-type forma-
tions, which can solve problems and make decisions in situations where
the “combinations of people and the contents of tasks change constantly”
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(Engestrom, Engestrom & Vihidaho, 1999, p. 353), is valuable for the
movement of changing initiatives from moment to moment and distrib-
uted leaderships.

In the third generation and post-generation of activity theory, focusing
on reaching beyond and across the boundaries and gaps between activity
systems must be acknowledged as a historically new feature of distributed
or fractured agency located in the knots or mycorrhizae. Such historicity
of agency is currently sought in network organizations where a new type of
agency might be visible, required, and emerging. Participants and parties
from different terrains involved in the network and beyond organizations
seek innovations by collaboration across traditional boundaries. In such
organizational forms, the nature of agency, as Engestrom (2005¢) states,
can “connect and reciprocate.” This imperative of a new type of agency
principally differs from the historically previous forms: “control and com-
mand” for management, “resist and defend” for workers in hierarchy
organizations, and “take advantage and maximize gain” in market organi-
zations. The efficacy and value of collaboration and reciprocity are missed
or limited in both of these forms.

EXPANSIVE LEARNING APPROACH TO SCHOOL CHANGE

Expansive learning in schools (Engestrém, 1991b, p. 255) would construct
a new, expanded object of learning by connecting the following contexts
of learning: the context of criticism (the powers of resisting, question-
ing, contradicting, and debating), the context of discovery (the powers
of experimenting, modeling, symbolizing, and generalizing), and the
context of practical social application (the powers of social relevance and
embeddedness of knowledge, community involvement, and guided prac-
tice). This kind of expansion in the object proceeds to break “the encap-
sulation of school learning” within the confines of school texts and thus
implies a qualitative transformation in the entire activity system of school
learning.

This expansive transition toward a new activity system of school learn-
ing is itself “a long, distributed process, not a once and for all transforma-
tion dictated from above” (Engestrom, 1991b, p. 256), of learning through
collective and reflective self-organization from below. It is of crucial impor-
tance that the collaborative self-organization manifests itself in the “cre-
ation of networks of learning that transcend the institutional boundaries of
the school,” turning the school into a “collective instrument” (Engestrom,
1991b, p. 257). In other words, expansive learning for school innovation
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offers teachers’, children’s, and participants’ learning as collaborative,
self-organizing processes for transforming the activity of school learning
itself from within.

This kind of learning to transform the school activity system motivates
the school community to engage in the following expansive development of
school learning: the expansion of the object of school learning to encom-
pass the creation of multiple contexts of learning, the breaking of the encap-
sulation of school learning, and eventually the formation and creation of
collaborative self-organization and advanced networks of learning tran-
scending the institutional boundaries of the school. In this way, people in
the school community should be seen as a collective of expansive learners
who are willing to make school innovations together and become collab-
orative change agents by turning their school institution into a collective
instrument for them. The expansive learning approach opens up qualita-
tively new possibilities for a new form of school innovation called “school
as change agent.” It involves collaborative self-organization and networks
of learning for transforming traditional school learning and pedagogical
practices.

The essential concern with expansive learning in and for the creation
of new forms of pedagogical practices in schools is that people involved
in schooling can “design and implement their own futures as their prev-
alent practices show symptoms of crisis” (Engestrém, 1991b, p. 256). The
expansive learning approach exploits the actual conflicts and dissatisfac-
tions among teachers, students, parents, and others involved in or affected
by schooling, inviting them to join in a concrete transformation of the
current practice. In other words, this approach is not built on benevolent
reform from above. It is built on facing the current contradictions and
draws strength from the participants’ joint analysis (Engestrém, 1991b,
pp- 256-257).

An expansive learning approach in schools is a promising scenario that
would evoke and generate the participants’ critical and creative agency
for school reform as collaborative self-organization from below, creating
learning networks transcending the institutional boundaries of the school.
This approach is based on bottom-up, reflective communication initiated
among people involved in schooling.

The model of expansive learning significantly contributes to the develop-
ment of pedagogy based on the active societal change agent’s role of schools
in today’s educational research (Yamazumi, 2001, 2005, 2006a, 2007). This
also means contributions to discussions of new forms of expansive agency
among diverse participants inside and outside schools.
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CREATING A HYBRID ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN
AN AFTER-SCHOOL EDUCATIONAL PRACTICE: AN
INTERVENTION STUDY

New School is a children’s after-school learning activity project in which
the following partners cooperate to create advanced networks of learning:
a university, local elementary schools, families, experts, and community
organizations outside the school. They are supported in the collaborative
effort by the Center for Human Activity Theory at Kansai University in
Osaka' (Yamazumi, 2006a, 2006b, 2007, in press).

In the NS project, these parties are involved in designing grade-mixed,
group- and project-based learning activities. Inspired by everyday prac-
tices, the themes of NS activities include eating and cooking, gardening
and farming, personal well-being, ecological thinking, and responsibility
for the environment and a sustainable future. The activities of the NS aim
to develop agentive, critical, and creative learning abilities in the children
involved in the project.

In the NS project, activities in which elementary school children are
engaged in a fun, creative learning processes on the theme of food are car-
ried out at the center every Wednesday after school (Figs. 13.1a and 13.1¢);
in addition, children work on a farm and cook in the school’s home eco-
nomics room on holidays (Figs. 13.1b and 13.1d). The NS activities include
project-based learning with the support of university students (Fig. 13.1a),
rice planting (Fig. 13.1b), digital storytelling (Fig. 13.1c), cooking local veg-
etables with the support of university students, and inviting high school
students within an exchange program between the university and local
schools (Fig. 13.1d). In such a hybrid activity, learning networks are created
and advanced.

By exposing children to the community activities and productive
practices of farmers, agricultural experts, senior nutritionists, and food-
related producers, distributors, and social organizations like Slow Food
Kobe, NS activities aim to develop project-based learning for children

! The Center for Human Activity Theory (CHAT) was established at Kansai University
in Osaka, Japan, in April 2005 to focus on educational research and development
based on cultural-historical activity theory and its interventionist approach to human
education, learning, and development. CHAT is involved in a joint research project
entitled “International Joint Research in Innovative Learning and Education System
Development: The Creation of Human Activity Theory,” which is funded by the Ministry
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology as an “Academic Frontier”
Project, 2005-2009. See Center for Human Activity Theory Web site: http://www.chat.
kansai-u.ac.jp.
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Figure 13.1. New School activities.

whereby real-life activities are synergistically networked through the
creation of productive collaboration among multiple parties. A key goal is
bridging the gap between the activities of the elementary school and the
productive practice of everyday life outside the school.

In NS interventions, new mixed activities are created through broad-
ranging overlapping and interconnection between the after-school play
activities of elementary school students, the learning activities of univer-
sity students, and the work of practitioners and researchers. On the basis of
the perspective of third-generation activity theory on interacting activity
systems with a partially shared object, it is possible to characterize NS as
a boundary organization to create an emerging hybrid activity system in
which multiple and different activity systems interact and engage together,
expanding their own objects and partially sharing a new object.

Hugh Mehan (2007) illuminates and analyzes the interorganiza-
tional collaboration in which his Center for Research on Educational
Equity, Access, and Teaching Excellence (CREATE) at the University
of California, San Diego (UCSD) makes collective efforts to improve the
opportunity for low-income students of color to attend colleges and uni-
versities by assisting public schools in San Diego in adapting the principles
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developed at the highly successful Preuss School on the UCSD campus to
their local circumstances. He describes how CREATE serves as a mediator
between the Preuss School and local schools that are interested in building
a college-going culture of learning in order to improve the education of
underrepresented minority students.

It is possible to equate the work of NS with a mediating system such as
CREATE. Namely the NS project can serve as a mediating system between
local elementary schools and expert groups and community organizations
outside schools - community activities and productive practices - offering
new forms of school learning activity for children, such as “networks of
learning” and “school as societal change agent” to schools, and providing a
range of resources such as university students and researchers, experts and
practitioners outside the school, and physical facilities and equipment for
school activities. Figure 13.2 is a schematic representation of NS as a medi-
ating system.

As NS develops, it increasingly mediates the emergence of networked
hybridity. Although this hybridityis clearly animportant resource for devel-
oping new activities, it is also full of tensions and contradictions because
it takes shape without standardized procedures and scripted norms. It is
insufficient to merely establish hybrid forms of activity. Practitioners them-
selves should learn new rules and patterns in hybrid activity systems by
implementing and expanding them. In the following, I analyze some data
and findings from the implementation of NS activities that attempt to cross
the boundaries between multiple activity systems.

New School

at University

Local Elementary ai);pglgn?;mﬂtsy
School A 1 Organizations

Figure 13.2. New School as a mediating system.
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COLLABORATIVE CONCEPT FORMATION FOR
BOUNDARY CROSSING

From July to December 2006, we participated in the NS project while it
conducted seven case study sessions to facilitate, support, and follow par-
ticipant expansive learning in the implementation of grade-mixed, group-
and project-based learning activities. Three key groups were involved:
Kansai University students, who served as tutors for the children; the
research coordinator of the Center for Human Activity Theory at Kansai
University, who served as the principal NS practitioner; and the center’s
researchers, who served as interventionists.

In the sessions, after watching a video of the children’s group work
and stating the concept for implementing the NS project, the participants
offered personal assessments of grade-mixed and group-based learning
as an alternative to traditional school learning. Such a learning process
involved, first of all, the analysis of contradictions and collective discus-
sions among participants concerning concrete cases that were carefully
selected from all videotaped practices and field notes. The intervention
here would facilitate, support, and follow cycles of expansive learning by
participants: analyzing, reflecting, criticizing, and discussing perceived
disturbances and contradictions in their existing work and organizations;
modeling and implementing a solution for the new practice; and thus mov-
ing into mastering their own models and visions for the community’s and
organization’s future (Engestrom, 2007d).

The first case study session was held on July 19, 2006. In NS, 13 children
from the third to the sixth grades were divided into three grade-mixed
groups as a minimum unit of the project-based collaborative learning.
University students were assigned as group tutors. After the participants
watched a video during the session, the research coordinator presented her
reflections and questions regarding the group organization to the univer-
sity students, based on her storytelling and sense-making, as follows:

EXCERPT 1

RESEARCH COORDINATOR: Even though itlooks as if everything was well
organized, I thought that development through group-based learning
was stalling. ... If you can only take care of a single child without taking
care of a whole group, you can see how far other groups are progress-
ing and will adjust the progress of your group to that. Let’s discuss what
roles they should play to avoid segmenting the groups. ... To facilitate
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group-based learning, I think that the division of labor within the groups
of children is more important than how the university students directly
interact with the children.

Following this assessment, university student 1 started analyzing her own
current practice as follows:

EXCERPT 2

UNIVERSITY STUDENT 1: Inmy group, there are five children, but many of
them ask, “Who will do this?” I think we university students did not give
enough instructions. Seizi (a sixth-grade boy) often does things properly,
but there were times when I didn’t know what he should do. I've always
thought I need to give more instructions at the beginning.

Participants involved in this series of sessions stood at the starting point
of “collaborative concept formation as expansive learning” analyzed
by Engestrom and his colleagues (Engestrom, Pasanen, Toiviainen, &
Haavisto, 2005). In other words, they began not only to solve the actual
problems of current practice but to form new perspectives to reshape
the learning activities in NS by means of mediating between “declared”
concepts (“grade-mixed and group-based learning”) and “experienced”
concepts (“need for children’s involvement”) and sharing their object of
activity. This also entailed the horizontal movement of boundary cross-
ing. “Boundary crossing” refers to work and learning in which actors step
outside their customary domains of authority and expertise to find new
ideas and solutions together with other actors; boundary crossing typically
entails risks and requires efforts at building a shared language between
actors (Engestrom, Engestrom, & Kirkkdinen, 1995; Tuomi-Gréhn &
Engestrom, 2003a).

However, this movement toward boundary crossing resulted in great
tension for the participants. The third case study session was held on
September 12, 2006. The principal of the local elementary school, a farmer,
a professor of nutrition, and a senior nutritionist were invited to attend. At
the session, university student 2, who was charged with being the tutor of a
children’s grade-mixed group, expressed his hesitation concerning his rela-
tions with the children in their project work as follows:

EXCERPT 3

UNIVERSITY STUDENT 2: There are things we must do here, aren’t there? I
may be wrong in saying “must.” Aren’t there often times when something
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is finished, and the children ask, “It’s finished. What’s next?” If a child is
playing around while saying this, I just can’t get angry with him. Because
he’s enjoying himself, and we’re outside of school, and children naturally
play. So I can’t get angry with them. If this were a school, the teachers
would say, “Hey!” and become stern.

University student 2 as well as other university students involved in NS
were confronted with a situation in which their actions involved an under-
explored emotional dilemma, resistance, and insecurity about which
would be better, controlling the children or allowing them to play freely.
University student 2 commented that because NS is a different place from
school, it is hard for him to guide the children’s individual behavior apart
from the original group work. His statement might be a result of a struggle
with the “declared” concept of NS as “fun, creative learning” compared
with his perspective of an “experienced” concept. This kind of conflict
could also be derived from the contradictions between the different logics
of traditional school learning in the school and alternative forms of learn-
ing in NS activities (Yamazumi, in press).

From the conceptual framework of activity theory (Engestrom, 1987),
the contradiction humans face in their activities is viewed as a driving force
and as a contradictory motive for development. It involves structural ten-
sions or a “double bind” (that is, situations in which differing messages
are received simultaneously; Bateson, 1972) within and between activity
systems. These contradictions are faced and identified between “multiple
motives embedded in and engendered by their historically evolving com-
munities and objects” (Engestrom, 2006b, p. 3).

The contradictions between the logics of the different activity systems
obstruct but also energize collaborative change efforts in the NS project as
intervention research to create a hybrid activity system for school innova-
tion. To analyze such an initial contradiction in which group-based learn-
ing was not taking place as assessed and discussed in the previous sessions,
for example, in Excerpts 1 and 2, the university students and the research
coordinator jointly examined a typical case, as shown in Figure 13.3, on
November 1, 2006. The children and the students discussed a plan to make
a final digital storytelling presentation of their entire project. In this case,
however, the project was not a group effort, even though it seemed as though
the group worked together. The university student-tutor had already writ-
ten a presentation “script” before the group discussion and assigned roles
for the entire process to individual children. Although her intention was to
organize the group well, the individual assignments segmented the group.
In other words, the group could not act as a whole.
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Figure 13.3. University student assigning her script to each child.

After analyzing the contradiction, the university students and the
research coordinator began to seek an innovative way to include the chil-
dren in the case study sessions. They implemented a new way of respond-
ing to the children’s need for involvement, in particular, the group work
initiated by a child group leader, a sixth-grade boy named Kota. As shown
in Figure 13.4, on November 8, 2006, they tried to encourage and help
Kota (seated at the far right in the photograph) to take a leadership role
in the formation of joint learning. In this case, they shifted their instruc-
tions from the top-down assignment of prescribed operations to each
child toward the children’s involvement in and responsibility for the entire
group’s work.

In the following activity, Kota came into his leadership role to act in
concert with the other children in his group. As shown in Figure 13.5, on
November 15, 2006, he proposed a division of labor and group collabora-
tion to the other children for making their final presentation by showing
them a draft of his proposal on a computer. He invited them to join the
presentation: “Look, everyone. Let’s see what roles look interesting. Which
one do you want to play?” When we observed his agentive leadership in
group- and project-based learning, we obviously acknowledged not only
his individual development but also the excellent collective development
of the group’s participants, including the children, the university students,
the research coordinator, and the researchers.
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Figure 13.4. Research coordinator and university students facilitating child’s
initiatives as group leader.

Figure 13.5. Child taking the initiative for group- and project-based learning.

Here let me employ a simplified representation of the three transforming
configurationsin the group work of the children, the university students, and
the research coordinator through the NS activities on November 1, 8, and
15,2006, as shown in Figure 13.6. This figure shows that the configuration of
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Figure13.6. Threesuccessive configurationsin children’s, university students’,and
research coordinator’s group work through New School activities on November 1,
8,and 15, 2006.

their group work changed from university student assigning her script to each
child (November 1, 2006) to research coordinator and university students
evoking and facilitating the child’s initiatives as group leader (November 8,
2006), to the child embracing his initiative and leadership role to interact and
collaborate with his peers (November 15, 2006).

Distributed agency emerged expansively. It reshaped the configuration
of group- and project-based learning in which the segregated activities of
participants were synergistically connected and reciprocated. Such agency
would be located in knotworking for horizontal movement on changing
initiatives, distributed leaderships, and communicative engagements.

CONCLUSION: TOWARD EXPANSIVE AGENCY IN
MULTI-ACTIVITY COLLABORATION ACROSS BOUNDARIES

The NS project is now moving into building partnerships with local
elementary schools to create new forms of learning in the schools by
discussing with teachers how NS activities can be involved in school
innovation itself (Yamazumi, in press). In particular, the purpose of NS’s
attempt at building partnerships is to offer new forms of school learning
activities, such as project-based learning and networks of learning, and to
bridge the gap between the activities of elementary schools and the produc-
tive practices of everyday life outside the school.

In this multi-activity collaboration, although NS activities have not yet
been directly integrated into school activities, the NS and the schools can
collaborate in designing and implementing various networks of learning
and hybrid forms of activity. Specifically, a joint effort was undertaken
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between the NS and an elementary school to design and implement third
graders’ and their teachers’ project-based learning unit entitled “A Kansai
University Exploration: What Place?” In this project-based learning unit in
the fall semester of 2007, the NS invited the third graders to the university
and facilitated their group- and project-based learning to investigate such
topics as the facilities, equipment, and people’s activities in the university
that the children were interested in. The university is the biggest neighbor-
hood public community for the children.

By using the knotworking-type formation of collaborative performance,
the otherwise loosely connected school and NS can cross boundaries
between involved activity systems and expand their willingness to cre-
ate school innovations together by sharing their object. The knotworking
engagements described here are based on the idea of changing the school
not from the inside alone but by creating hybrid forms of activity in the
community.

Actually, it may remain a form of small-scale expansive learning. The
design and implementation of such a hybrid activity system typically entail
vulnerability, and require learning how to cross boundaries in building
a shared object of school innovation between the actors and activities.
As T have analyzed, it is possible to identify crucial contradictions that
obstruct the implementation of new forms of learning in hybrid types of
activity. Nevertheless, such contradictions also open up and energize col-
laborative efforts to transform traditional pedagogical practices into new
practices of collaboration between schools and outside society, generating
new types of expansive agency that would be oriented toward mastering
and/or cultivating the runaway object between multiple activity systems.
As Engestrom (2005¢, p. 333) characterizes it, such agency in network orga-
nizations might be formulated as “Dwell in the object, connect and recip-
rocate across boundaries” in relation to a longitudinal dialogic relationship
with the expanded, shared object. Such agency might include the will and
courage to create innovations so that schools can become collaborative
change agents.
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The Communicative Construction of Community:
Authority and Organizing

JAMES R. TAYLOR

I aim to accomplish two things in this chapter. First, I want to present
what I see as the striking similarities between activity theory and our
own somewhat different concept of coorientation (see Groleau, 2006, for
a contrasting view). Second, and more important, I will delve into where I
think our ideas diverge and, indeed, significantly so. I hope in this way to
enlarge the dialogue, because taking account of similarities and differences
is how we learn. This chapter should thus be read as one more episode in
an ongoing dialogue that began more than a decade ago, in Albuquerque,
New Mexico.

POINTS OF AGREEMENT

Probably the most important insight that activity theory has emphasized is
that, when we turn to examine any segment of behavior, individual or col-
lective, we should bear in mind its embedding in a heterogeneous material,
technical, social, and cultural world. It is always tempting for an empiri-
cally oriented researcher to focus in on some single aspect of the situation,
the discourse of people at work, for example, and in privileging their con-
centration on that dimension, to set the rest aside as irrelevant to the task
at hand. Activity theory rejects, in my opinion correctly, this narrowing
down.

My intuition, in this respect, dates from my years as a television pro-
ducer. In the television studio, the producer was never confronted with a
choice of less than two (often three or more) alternative images of the action
unfolding before the cameras. One was always a close-up, focused tight in
on some detail of the action. Another was called, in the jargon of the trade,
an “establishing shot™ a wide-angle perspective that took in the whole
scene. The single researcher or research team, to me, is like one of those

228
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perspectives, selected by only one of the potential camera positions. There
are always other, equally valid perspectives that could have, with equal
justification, been taken. A problem arises, however, because researchers,
unlike cameras, have an ego-stake in the image they are recording. That is,
furthermore, not just a personal idiosyncrasy: it is continually being rein-
forced by the whole teaching, review, and publishing system.

One of the great achievements of activity theory has been to remind
us of the need to keep in mind that any system of interaction and perfor-
mance lends itself to a multiplicity of perspectives. To stick with the tele-
vision analogy, what the viewer sees as a detached, autonomous stream
of images — namely what the producer has chosen to highlight — is in fact
a construction, once we factor in the context of production. It is all the
elements that the viewer does not see, the perspectives that could have
been privileged - not just the cameras or the cameramen, or even the
studio, but the whole institutional embedding of TV that is actually being
made present: sponsor, banker, advertiser, the lot — that are being what
Cooren (2006) calls “presentified™ paradoxically made present in their
very absence. It is not merely the TV show that is being put together; the
context is itself constructed in and by the same activity, all the way back
to society itself.

As Engestrom (2000b) has written, the baseball game you are watch-
ing at the stadium involves more than the actions of the players. It is the
whole institution of the sport, made contingently present, on this day, in
this park.

Activity theory has chosen as its fulcrum the subject-object axis, and
there again I have always felt comfortable with this manner of concep-
tualizing this crucial link within standard activity theory. I have more
than once cited the characterization of object in Engestréom’s 1990 book
Learning, Working and Imagining: “The object refers to the ‘raw material’
or ‘problem space’ at which the activity is directed and which is molded or
transformed into outcomes with the help of physical and symbolic, exter-
nal and internal fools (mediating instruments and signs)” (p. 79). This is a
definition that retains the crucial distinction between subject and object
(Robichaud, 2006) and yet, at the same time, reminds us that both are being
co-constructed in the same activity, as their relationship is materialized in
the real world, through the mediation of a technology, while simultane-
ously being symbolically constructed and reconstructed within the domain
of language.

My own reading on this concept of the subject-object axis and its sys-
temic dependencies has been deeply influenced by the greatly underrated
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structuralist theorist Algirdas Greimas (1987; Taylor, 2006; Taylor &
Van Every, 2000). The terminology is different, but the central idea of the
co-constitution of subjects and object is grounded in the same insight. The
subject-object co-construction is the basis of all value, and the motive that
justifies intersubjective interaction. All activity is realized in performance,
in a mixed environment of “helpers” (adjuvants, in the French) who are
both material (“tools”) and human. Every system of action has within it
contradictions that are the potential seeds of its own destruction. To sur-
vive means to have learned.

All of this I feel very comfortable with, quite at home. Where I have
more difficulty is with an Engestrom innovation, the inclusion of a concept
of “community.” I certainly concur on the importance of community as a
factor of systemness. But it seems to me that community has been weakly
conceptualized in activity theory: treated as little more than a param-
eter, rather than being explicitly problematized. For me, as an organiza-
tional communication scholar, I am left feeling deeply dissatisfied. So in
what remains of this chapter, I will suggest how we might reestablish the
balance.

THINKING ABOUT COMMUNITY

Let me begin with a premise: A community is not just part of the back-
ground, an enveloping context; it is an outcome. Community must be con-
structed, and in this sense it is also the object of an activity. It is, granted,
a given, but we should also bear in mind that it is equally a finality — an
end to be accomplished. Community is an instance of that most troubling
of mathematical properties — Kurt Godel’s great contribution (Yourgrau,
2005): the reflexive and recursive character of any system of activity that is
language dependent, or grounded in communication. To me, the failure to
come to grips with this recursive reconstitution of community in the very
realization of its activities is the great gap in activity theory, as presently
understood.

If community is an object — an outcome of activity — and not just a
parameter, then we need an explanation of its construction. It is toward this
end that all of my work over the years, as well as that of my closest associ-
ates, has been addressed. To do so I have resurrected and refurbished what
Newcomb (1953) called “coorientation theory.” The rest of this chapter will
set out in broad outline the main thrust of the theory, revised to serve as the
building block of a conceptualization of community.
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Coorientation Theory, My Version

Coorientation theory, like activity theory, takes as a basis the assumption
that all constructive human activity has at its core a subject-object rela-
tionship, mediated by one form of technology or another (the human body,
to begin with). The relationship is realized as a performance, in that the
object undergoes a transformation that is the result of the subject’s acting
on it through whatever means is at his or her disposal. The outcome of the
transformation is the creation of value, in that the object in its new form is
useful in a way that it was not before. I interpret the term “object,” inciden-
tally, broadly to include the gamut of purposes to which human activity is
typically addressed. The important point is the creation of value.

Because it is useful, and because the subject or agent who transformed
it needed to have skill and an access to specialized tools, the artifact — the
locus of value - is now, potentially, the object of a transaction, one that
brings into a complementary relationship the producer and a user or ben-
eficiary. For the subject or agent, the value derives from the exchange, in the
form of recompense, in coin or in kind. For the beneficiary, the value is in
its subsequent use.

I assume that it is this relationship, of agent to beneficiary, in its
multifarious variations on a basic theme that is the building block of
community. I term this, following Newcomb, an A-B-X relationship
(beneficiary—agent-object). The relationship is, it is important to note,
triadic, not dyadic, in kind. Dyadic relationships are often privileged by
those involved in conversation and discourse analysis, and by theorists of
dialogue, as fundamentally discursive. Such a limited, myopic focus has
more than once been criticized by Engestrom (e.g., 1999b), and I share his
view. A and B do not first relate to each other in conversation and second-
arily focus on an object, thematized as a topic of their talk, as too many
communication theorists have assumed; they relate to each other, to begin
with, through their common interest in X. The talk is chitchat; it becomes
organizational only in a context of activity. The triad, where activity is
concerned, cannot simply be decomposed into dyads; as Caplow (1968)
has remarked, “Triads are the building blocks of which all social organiza-
tions are constructed” (p. 1).

Nevertheless, the triadic unit always incorporates within itself the
potential for contradiction (Greimas, 1987). It may easily mutate from a har-
monious two-way exchange — value for equivalent value - into something
less socially acceptable. One or the other may lie, cheat, default, or fudge.
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To put it in different terms, what was the translation of three into one - a
bonding of sociality — can degenerate into two against one: the object
monopolized by one at the expense of the other. What should have been
an equitable exchange is transformed into something less positive: theft or
betrayal.

Here again, I believe the emphasis of activity theory on the potential for
contradiction in any complex system of activity is well founded. My own
way of conceptualizing this is as an incompatibility of “worldview” (Taylor,
1983, 1993; Taylor & Cooren, 2006; Taylor, Gurd, & Bardini, 1997). The
concept of worldview, which derives from earlier work in computer simu-
lation of activity systems, simply incorporates the perception that, in any
agent-beneficiary transaction, A and B occupy different universes of time
and space, and their purposes are fundamentally divergent in that there
would be no transaction without a difference of ownership. The relationship
is never — cannot ever be — symmetric. It is intrinsically complementary
and, as Bateson (1972) argued, therefore has the potential to be “schismo-
genetic™: to dissolve into conflict, in other words. So if a community is to
come into existence, and persist, its potential members must find a way to
bind the coorientational relationships to each other sufficiently to hold the
delicate fabric of human relationships together.

This, I believe, is the role of authority. But I find no in-depth treatment
of authority in activity theory that would furnish enlightenment on this
challenge.

Division of Labor?

In the Engestrom diagram illustrating his theory of activity, the axis of
community is conceptualized as associated with rules and the division of
labor. I want, to begin with, to focus on the latter, the division of labor. T will
take up the question of rules later.

My initial formulation of coorientation theory posited a single agent
and a single beneficiary. But that hardly adds up to a community. A com-
munity begins to form when there are many agents who relate to each other
with respect to a certain cluster of objects and a shared class of beneficia-
ries. This then brings into focus the character of their internal relationships
to each other as agents who typically occupy complementary roles in the
performance of some task that is too complex for a single actor to under-
take. Notice that word “complementary” again. There is still coorientation,
except that now the object of exchange is a service, or the performance of
atask. As Wittgenstein (1953) observed in his Philosophical Investigations,
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it is language that is the basic tool in this kind of interaction, and the object
is no longer a consumable good, but a performance (Greimas, 1987). The
A-B-X model still applies, except that the A-B axis of the relationship
is mediated by the performance of B (X) acting as an agent for A. Ais a
beneficiary. Wittgenstein cites a trivial instance, where A is a builder, B an
assistant, and the X is B handing stones to A. B’s acting on an object (the
stone) — his performance - is the object, in other words. It is A who asks
B to pass the stone. That is his or her act. B is effectively a tool by means of
which A acts on X.

For Hobbes (1996), B is an “actor,” and that person, A, who “owneth”
the words and actions of B, is the author: “In this case the actor acteth
by authority” (p. 170). B is the agent, an actor-for; A is the source of the
authority to act.

Austin (1962) baptized this function of language-as-acting-on-an-
object by introducing a neologism, “illocutionary,” and the outcome that
is thereby brought about, in his jargon, as a “perlocutionary” effect. But
he needn’t have been so inventive, because using language as a tool to act
on an object or subject in the quest for an outcome is a standard feature of
language that linguists call modality (Bybee & Fleischman, 1995; Halliday,
1985; Palmer, 1986).

Notice that we have introduced a recursion - a transaction within a
transaction: a performance (B’s action on X) that is itself an object (B’s
acting on behalf of A or, in other words, A’s action on B). Two outcomes
are achieved in the performance of B: acting in a material world and, in
doing so, constructing a social relationship, B with respect to A, and vice
versa.

It is this recursiveness that is at the root of community formation,
because in its absence the community has no permanence. It quickly dis-
solves once again into no more than a disparate collection of individual
performances. Engestrom’s model treats this linking of performances
as a “division of labor.” But this has always prompted, for me, the trou-
bling question of who is the “divider”? It must have been, should we pre-
sume (?), someone with the authority to make the division. But this is
surely to beg the question, where did the divider’s authority come from
in the first place? For early management theorists such as F. W. Taylor
and Henri Fayol there was no issue: The authority waslodged in the chief
executive, by definition. But that is a view that is now outdated (other, of
course, than in the minds of some executives and their mentors and dis-
ciples). I cannot believe that an analyst as subtle as Engestrom actually
subscribes to it.
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How Authority Can Be Established from the Inside

The authority that reflects a stable social relationship has to be constituted
in the transactional dynamic of interagent communication. That this
occurs, spontaneously, seems to be empirically the case. A nice instance of
this is furnished by Linde’s (1988) research centered on “a cooperative work
situation in which the authority status of the two participants is subject to
a moment to moment negotiation” (p. 52). The context was a helicopter, in
an airborne law enforcement agency, with a crew of two: a pilot (the air-
craft commander) and a flight officer (the mission commander). The pilot
was recruited from the Air Force, with supplementary training in police
procedure; the flight officer from the police. Two parallel hierarchies were
involved, in other words. Since each had authority over his own domain,
their joint performance had to be negotiated: Neither could tell the other
how to do his job. There were, in principle, two equals, each holding the
rank of officer. Basing her analysis on hours of audio and video recordings
of performance, Linde found, nevertheless, that there were clear signs that
the pilot had the greater authority, perhaps because of a higher remunera-
tion or because of a greater set of skills that had received official recognition.
The emerging authority relationship could be discovered in the back-and-
forth chitchat of the two. It emerged, for example, in off-work teasing and
casual banter: Whereas the flight officer might be ribbed about poor job
performance, the converse did not happen. But it entered into their work
talk as well. The negotiation of authority, Linde found, was sensitive to the
exigencies of the task, even though, overall, the distribution was skewed
toward pilot primacy. The authority could shift, depending on the situa-
tion. But it was always present.

There are several reasons, I have concluded, for the stabilizing of author-
ity in acommunity. In contemporary organizations, for example, the norm
is exchange: labor for salary. The possession of finances and other key
recourses by the executive thus constitutes a powerful instrument for the
establishment of authority. Barnard (1938) points to another that has since
found confirmation in the work of Barker (1993; Barker & Cheney, 1994):
the discipline exerted on the individual within a work group by peers, who
may not share the same resistance to authority as the individual plain-
tiff. The authority is now generated within the group, not imposed from
without. And then there is a further factor that was emphasized by Arendt
(1961). For her, modern society has witnessed a steady erosion of author-
ity over the past century or more. As she wrote, “Authority has vanished
from the modern world” (p. 91). I think that is to considerably overstate
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the case. But this is not to downplay the importance of tradition and the
assumptions of hierarchy it projects onto the current experience of people
in community. The “word” still matters, and so does the binding effect of
origins.

Rules?

The Engestrom model describes this set of background assumptions about
the right and the wrong way to organize as “rules.” I have the same ques-
tion as before: Who wrote the rules? Whose rule is it? When I was teaching
in Amsterdam, there was a sign outside the main building that read, “No
bicycles allowed.” Right in front of the sign were literally dozens of bikes,
tied up. I asked my students about the rule. “Well, yes,” they replied, “it’s
the rule but not really.” Who wrote their rules? Where did their authority
originate?

To me, the notion of rules does not capture the full significance of what
people accept as the way to govern their life. Nor does the notion of rules,
in the abstract, accurately reflect the authority a society accepts as “really”
the rule. The pattern varies from country to country, and even between
social configurations within a single society. Rules, explicitly enforced, are
an instance of the overt exercise of authority and tend to be resented. As
Sennett (1980) pointed out, the assertion of authority within the United
States typically generates resistance. It seems plausible to hypothesize even
greater intolerance to the imposition of authority in the Scandinavian
countries, which are notorious for their egalitarianism (Heaton & Taylor,
2002). In other countries, however, the exercise of direct supervisory con-
trol may be more taken for granted. It depends.

There is another factor, this time structural. Let us return to Linde’s
case study. Presumably, her helicopter team had to report to a superior,
who was in a position to sanction the team’s performance as meeting the
expected standard (the “rule”) or failing to do so. In making their report,
they would have had to be represented (“re-presented,” for Cooren, 2006).
Hobbes (1996) refers to this reconstitution of the team (minimum of two)
in the voicing of its perspective as “personating” it: constituting the many
(minimum two) of the team as a oneness, through its im-personation in a
spokesperson. In doing so, it is making an account of its performance: jus-
tifying it. The representative assumes, literally, authority, since it is he or
she who is responsible for authoring the account. And this process is itself
a powerful instrumentality for the constitution of authority, because the
members of the team may become intensely committed to their account
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(for good reason; it protects their collective face). And this tends to cement
the authority relationship within the group, by establishing it as a pro-
tagonist, and the alien, outside judgmental authority as an antagonist
(Greimas, 1987).

But the discipline need not stop there. Giliney’s (2006) research will
serve to illustrate. She studied the steps leading to the development of a
new product line in a globally known high-tech firm in the United States.
Two centers were involved, which she whimsically dubbed “Hotville” and
“Snowfield.” One was famous for its high-end, technically sophisticated
products, marketed mainly to very large clients, such as the military. The
other specialized in user-friendly software and firmware aimed at a dif-
ferent market of midsize enterprises. Their cultures were totally different.
Hotville was “cowboy” emphasis on individuality, low visible management
intervention. Snowfield was conservative, and collaborative. Both had sunk
investments in their establishment, and both counted on persuading the
company to invest in their development priorities, because their status
depended entirely on the continued financing. The company decided, how-
ever, that it needed a new line that would incorporate the best of the two
centers, by combining their hardware and software excellence. But in its
new fall plan, the objective was stated broadly, and much of the elaboration
of the plan was left to the centers themselves to work out. The result was a
form of open warfare, as Snowfield insisted that one of its new technically
advanced innovations be incorporated into the new product line, whereas
Hotville just as strongly rejected the proposal, on the grounds that the com-
pany’s scheduled release time did not allow for its inclusion. For a couple
of months, the schedule was frozen. Snowfield tried to bring in the higher-
ups to buttress its argument, and Hotville found out about the move and
blocked it. Finally, the company issued an ultimatum: They would have to
sit in a room, for however long it took, and work out a solution. They did,
because they had to. They eventually came up with a compromise, but not
without strong residual feelings of resentment on both sides. Nevertheless,
the project did finally go ahead.

Notice again, asin the instance of reporting to a superior, that the author-
ity within the group was greatly enhanced by the conflict of perspectives
without. No superior officer imposed a solution on Hotville and Snowfield.
Instead, the company said, “Work it out yourselves” (the company did, how-
ever, establish the conditions). The result was an intensive concentration on
developing a persuasive account that would satisfy both parties, but only
more or less. Those days when the representatives of the two centers were
locked in a room in Showfield were filled with PowerPoint presentations,
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highly detailed projections involving very sophisticated technical data, and
arguments for and against. The result, finally, was an account that could be
presented to management as the compromise. The whole process was one
of engendering authority, from within.

Many of my colleagues in organizational communication studies favor
dialogue over conflict, and I can understand, and sympathize with, the sen-
timent. But I think they are reluctant to grasp the nettle. I have a sense that
to depend on dialogue, and the kind of “authentic” communication favored
by someone like Habermas, is fundamentally misguided. Nobody likes
authority when it is someone else who is exerting it. No one wants to be one-
down in a one-up/one-down relationship (Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson,
1967). There is a great deal of empirical research showing that authority is
accompanied by more or less covert resistance (e.g., Sennett, 1980). And yet
it is my sense that in the absence of authority the community will dissolve,
as Hobbes believed. In our own research, we have documented what can
happen to a complex enterprise when the authority system fails (Taylor &
Van Every, forthcoming). In two different environments we studied, broad-
casting and police work, the result was catastrophic in its consequences and
left permanent scars on the organization, with a very considerable weaken-
ing of its internal bonds of community and, externally, its capacity to carry
out its mandate.

It is not a popular idea to celebrate, even in mitigated terms, authority.
There is no doubt in my mind, moreover, that the constitution of authority
is all too often characterized by its abuse. And yet, like Hobbes, it is hard
for me to see the alternative, the absence of a system of authority, as an
improvement. The existence of authority is an inconvenience we have to
live with, as a condition of civilized society. At the very least, it seems to me,
authority is a topic worthy of our close attention, as social scientists. In my
own field, unfortunately, there is instead a resounding silence, and I am not
aware that the literature on activity theory is much more informative.

CONCLUSION

I am a great admirer of Yrjo Engestrom and the contribution he has made
to the advancement of our field over his distinguished career. I continue to
be astonished by his productivity: A whole shelf of my bookcase is stuffed
with copies of the articles he has generated in an amazingly short time.
What is even more impressive is the quality of the work. He is adept at tak-
ing empirical data and finding ways to illuminate its significance for the
reader. This being said, I think there is a danger that his intense focus on
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the activity as such, a seductive positioning of his “camera,” indeed, but not
the only possible one, may have made him less sensitive to how the activ-
ity re-creates the larger system of activity. No system of activity is going to
persist very long if it does not produce its own community in the very act
of accomplishing the practical purposes of the people who make it up. I do
not believe that activity theory has yet explained the genesis of community,
in spite of its philosophical commitments. Partly, I think, this is because,
while Engestrom has from the beginning insisted on the empirical impor-
tance of communication, in practice activity theorists have paid little atten-
tion to its theoretical foundations. Yet as John Dewey (1944 [1916]) wrote,
“communication” and “community” share a common Latin root.

The issue here is profound. The crux of the matter is the question of
how a community reproduces itself. The self-reproductive loop has been
described in more than one way. Maturana and Varela (1987), for example,
have described it as autopoietic - self-reproducing. More recently, complex-
ity theory, associated particularly with the work of the Santa Fe Institute in
New Mexico, has borrowed the expression auto-catalytic to describe the
indispensable mechanism that explains the origin of life in, and out of, the
original chemical soup that was the world (Kauffman, 1995). The principle
is the same. For any activity system, human or other, to reproduce itself and
display continuity in its activities, beyond the immediate response to its
environment, it must have the means to re-create the conditions of its own
survival and perpetuation as a system. My sense is that this is the dimen-
sion of activity that has received less attention in the work of activity
theorists than it merits.

How, then, can the omission be corrected? I think there is only one way:
by an intensified concentration on the instrumental properties of human
language - language as itself a tool. I do not mean by this a focus on ideol-
ogy or discursive formations in the tradition of Foucault. I mean instead,
as I have tried to outline in this chapter, how it is that in doing something
together to deal with an object people are simultaneously doing some-
thing to themselves. There are always, where humans are concerned, two
outcomes of activity, not one. One of those outcomes is an intervention
in a practical world. The other is the formation of community, but here, I
have tried to argue, there is a price to be paid. It is less appealing to be the
done-to than the doer, to be the “object” of an exercise of authority than
the subject, but if society is to perpetuate itself, there will have to be a good
deal of “doing-to.” Here I think Engestrom has it just right. Every system
of activity has within itself the seeds of its own contradiction. Complexity
theorists have a term for this. They see organization as being possible only
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at what they call the “edge of chaos.” The term may be a bit overdramatic, but
I'think the insight is authentic. Constant change is anathema to the forma-
tion of an organized community. Nothing ever settles down long enough
to allow for coherent action. On the other hand, total order is equally the
enemy of constructive activity. As Atlan (1979) described it, life is possible
only between the crystal and the smoke.

Community is like that. It may seem stable as crystal, but that is only
because the fire is, for the moment, damped down (Law & Mol, 1998). It can
flame up into smoke at any time (and not infrequently does). But if commu-
nity crystallizes foo much, it dies. The “edge” is where learning and adapta-
tion go on. This, I believe, is the challenge that still faces activity theory: to
explain how community is constructed at the edge of chaos.
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Research Leadership: Productive Research
Communities and the Integration of
Research Fellows
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In this chapter we focus on what can be described as especially productive
research groups and communities. We take cultural-historical activity theory
as the premise and focus on how we can understand research groups’ work
when using the concept of object as our main analytic concept (Engestrom,
1987). Policy studies of research emphasize that the organization and fund-
ing of research are going through changes, from individual to collective
models. The question then becomes, what does this mean for the researchers
in their everyday activities? This trajectory, which has been seen for a long
time within the research disciplines and communities of medicine, science,
and technology, is starting to influence and play a significant role in the “text
subjects” within social science, educational science, and the humanities.
These areas are probably the fields of research where this trend in research
development is currently at its weakest.

The shift in models can be illustrated by new arrangements like Centres
of Excellence (CoE), Centres for Research-Based Innovation (CRIs), and
Networks of Excellence in the European Union that aim to create better
conditions for elite research, which will lead globalized knowledge pro-
duction and in so doing expand research frontiers. As part of these efforts,
the development of more focused and defined doctoral and postdoctoral
research schools is taking place. These new research models are imple-
mented across fields of sciences in Europe and in the United States.

We would like to thank all of the informants for sharing their time and experiences with
us. This research is supported by the CMC, a strategic effort at the University of Oslo
(http://www.intermedia.uio.no/), and the Norwegian Research Council-supported project
Transform. Transform’s focus is on understanding and characterizing productive learn-
ing communities. We thank Professor Olga Dysthe and Ph.D. student Cecilie F. Jahreie for
very stimulating comments on different versions of this text. We also thank the anonymous
reviewers and the editors for very helpful comments on the manuscript.
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Research groups or communities can be seen as environments for work
and learning, where collective demands, including intellectual agendas,
are crucial for long-term success. This kind of work environment is often
described as an intellectual community in which professors work closely
with other professors, researchers, postdoctoral fellows, and Ph.D. stu-
dents. Research leadership is very important when it comes to welding
these kinds of work communities and creating productive learning condi-
tions for research recruits.

Most studies of research communities are either historical (Kvale,
1997) or more structural analyses in which publishing patterns are identi-
fied (Kyvik & Sivertsen, 2005). However, in studies conducted by Latour
and Woolgar (1986), we can see descriptions of “everyday life.” Here,
research work is described as a social activity, situated in practice, and
strongly attached to theory, methods, and instruments, in other words,
how scientific knowledge is produced (Latour, 1987; Pickering, 1995) or the
machinery of knowledge construction, (Knorr Cetina, 1999). These studies
are based on an epistemic perspective (Saari, 2003). Following in this tradi-
tion, we try to understand how the everyday life of research is unfolding
and how the research community defines and follows its objects of research
(Saari, 2003). In our study, we have chosen to look specifically at research
leadership, aiming to understand how productive research communities
are developed and maintained, and how Ph.D. students are integrated into
these communities. Our study is based on the following questions:

1. How does one establish a joint object in a research community?

2. How are standards developed, and to what degree do these standards
bring structure to the researchers’ work and learning?

3. Whatkinds of implications will a joint object have for Ph.D. students’
learning environment?

We have chosen two different research communities, and our analyses of
the practices in these settings are based on interviews, observations, and
document data. Both communities are recognized both nationally and
internationally, and they have been awarded several large research grants.
One of the communities is part of a larger research center. Both communi-
ties work within what we can describe as text-producing research, which
means within a genre where the text itself and the arguments within the
text are considered highly significant.

The aims of the chapter are twofold. First, we will give a set of empirical
descriptions that can provide more insight into how productive research
groups actually work and why they structure their research in specific
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ways. Second, we will demonstrate that cultural-historical activity theory
gives us very sensitive analytic tools to understand how research groups
construct their objects of research and why they do so.

CULTURAL-HISTORICAL ACTIVITY THEORY:
A PERSPECTIVE AND SOME CONCEPTS

A theoretical perspective that gives us the opportunity to understand the
constitution of a research community is cultural-historical activity theory
(Engestrom, 1987; Saari, 2003). On the basis of a cultural and historical
understanding of human genesis through the concept of activity, a set of
conceptual terms has been developed to understand how different com-
munities and institutions develop through short-term actions and long
cycles of activities. Concepts like tension, conflicts, breakdowns, and con-
tradictions are emphasized, and the term object is especially significant
(Engestrom, 1987; Kaptelinin, 2005; Leont’ev, 1978) for understanding
how change takes place and what direction it takes. In moment-by-moment
interactions, tensions become visible at the empirical level, but in order
to understand and explain how and why tensions occur, we must include
institutional and historical analysis of long-term activities. Contradiction
is seen as a feature that arises within these long cycles of activity.

An object is something potentially shared by several parties (Engestrom,
1987). We make a distinction between two aspects of the object. The first
applies to objects that work over a longer period of time and are part of
institutional structures. These may be routines, standards, or procedures
(Miettinen & Virkkunen, 2005). The other dimensions of the term object
are the procedural aspects. When we enter into an activity, we must find
objects that enable us to coordinate our actions. In research communities,
these will often be texts, different kinds of methods, or methodological
orientations that become the objects we use to coordinate our activities.
More precisely, we must make decisions regarding the choice of theory or
perspective, concepts, interpretation of data (either qualitative or quantita-
tive), what to include in a summary of previous research, how far to stretch
the analysis (in relation to reliability criteria as well as validity), and how to
connect theory to data within the field of research.

The discipline of research, the epistemic area, and the research commu-
nity will, of course, provide guidance with respect to several of the choices
to be made, but within the actual research we still have to make many
decisions on a “microlevel.” These more general aspects will - in relation
to the different phases a text goes through - not necessarily be the same,
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so in every single research project these aspects must be concretized and
solutions must be developed.

The different aspects of the term object give us the opportunity to
understand how structures and processes work over time within a research
community. When using the expression structures, we mean standards,
conventions, and genres within the field of research. One example is the
manner in which one writes articles for certain scholarly journals. This
can be seen as routine in other institutions; i.e., the routines are sturdy
and seldom change. When using the expression processes, we mean the set
of choices we have pointed to in this section, which form the core of the
research work. Together, structures and processes create different kinds
of communities of work and learning (Engestrém, 2001; Leont’ev, 1978;
Toiviainen, 2003). Given the discussion of objects as a concept, we would
like to emphasize that this concept might help us understand how histori-
cal aspects are related to participants’ meaning-making, which means that
we can connect different timescales or what we can call multiple levels of
human genesis (Engestrém, 1987; Ludvigsen, Rasmussen, Krange, Moen,
& Middleton, in press). In the next section, we will describe this on an
empirical level.

METHODICAL ORIENTATION AND
DATA COLLECTION

In this study, we chose to look at two communities, both consisting of pro-
fessors, senior researchers, associate professors, postdoctoral researchers,
and Ph.D. students. The size of these communities varies, but both can be
described as having a collective organization of research. We chose one
community within what we define as the humanities and one community
within computer science. This difference offers possibilities for contrast,
and at the same time, the communities exhibit some common traits with
regard to how the research is organized. We used interviews as a primary
database for our analysis for this chapter. We conducted 25 interviews,
which were transcribed.

The interview guide consisted of the following main topics: biogra-
phy, research community, research topics, research leadership (supervi-
sion situation), expectations (standards), aims, and engagement. Within
each of these main topics, there were specifying questions. The interview
data we collected gives us the opportunity to scrutinize and understand
how the informants understand and potentially act in accordance with
the topics they were asked about over longer stretches of time. These data
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will, to a limited degree, give answers about what exactly they do. For
this, different kinds of data, for example, video recordings, are neces-
sary. In this chapter, we have used data concerning a limited set of topics.
The selected topics are aimed at the organization of the research com-
munity, research leadership, and the establishment of a joint focus. The
significance this might have for research recruits is what we try to bring
into focus.

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS: SOME COMMON
TRAITS AND DIFFERENCES

First, we will suggest some common traits and differences found in the two
communities. All the research leaders emphasized the need for a joint focus
and the need to establish it through work forms and publications. This may
include concepts, methods, projects, or theoretical positions.

Both communities wished to make a substantial contribution to the
research field, as well as take part in setting the agenda for forthcoming
research priorities in their areas. In each community, the senior researchers
spendalot of time building the environment; that s, the research leadership
engages in professional and economic decisions, as well as social organiza-
tion. Research leadership is, for all interviewed leaders, a matter of moving
within vertical axes from political and strategic decisions at the manage-
ment level to actually being engaged in research, working with texts with
other senior colleagues and Ph.D. students. The horizontal aspects of the
activities are related to how the research is organized and enacted through
participation in multiple activity systems (Engestrom, 1987, 2004). By
multiple activity systems, we mean that researchers and research students
engage in research activities in a center or a department, but also in work-
shops, conferences, and other venues, which implies moving between the
activity systems that constitute the larger field of knowledge.

Description of Research Community 1

This research community is based in media and communication research.
Itis situated at a university, and its roots go back to the establishment of this
discipline at the university. Two research leaders (professors), two postdoc-
toral researchers, and four Ph.D. students are associated with this research
community. In addition to this core of eight people, there are also a number
of master’s students.
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Organization and Gradual Development

We will look at the organization and gradual development of the project
from the perspective of the participants in this research community.
This group is characterized by the fact that other researchers keep
joining it.

Three aspects seem central to the research organization: First, each
subproject may be dispersed. Second, these dispersed subprojects must
contribute to the cumulative work within the research community. Third,
integration appears to be a challenge, especially for research leader A:

One has, in different ways, an idea, then one gets together, and then one
has a small steering committee which first decides what to research ...,
and subsequently one will work together in different ways in the writing
part. The idea is that the accumulative effect in the project, the gathering
and finding of new, interesting issues, happens there, primarily. And the
development of this paramount umbrella should also happen there, as
much as possible.

Here, the research leader discusses how he tries to generate acommon object
for the research, the shared writing process being seen as essential. Nobody
should own the text, and contributions from all participants are evaluated
seriously and critically. A Ph.D. student (F) describes the research leaders’
focus like this:

The challenge is to find topics which everybody can work with. So we
write lots of articles. This may not be very central for lots of people, but
it’s been immensely stimulating, because everybody has had enough
interest in it to actually spend time on it. They have also managed to take
advantage of each person’s knowledge in a very good way, so that we’ve
had good constellations - meaning we’ve shared the tasks between us in
clever ways, which has made working together good.

The organization, in which one party uses the individual project as a base
and then creates cross-writing groups, is seen by several of the participants
as complicated and demanding. However, it provides an opportunity for
in-depth study of some projects involving more than the owner, and at the
same time the current projects’ contribution to the mutual agenda can be
articulated.

The timeline for this type of research is clearly strategic and long term.
Every single contribution is valuable, and at the same time the cumula-
tive effect over time is essential. Seen from the position of the postdoctoral
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researchers, these methods of work are both stimulating and challenging.
Postdoctoral researcher C puts it this way:

I can’t throw myself into those joint experiments in the same way, even
though I find them interesting. But the whole time I've been going
around, considering: “What’s in it for me?” because I'm just in a tempo-
rary position.

Here emphasis is placed on how topics may, under certain conditions, func-
tion as common objects for researchers who initially didn’t have strong
common interests. The dilemmas and tensions between personal research
and the collective projects, from the point of view of a Ph.D. student, are
evident from Ph.D. student A’s comment:

Sometimes I think we’ve noticed that the joint projects are given
priority at the expense of individual projects, so we’ve had to raise
that issue when we’ve all been together, because we get so excited, and
then you come up with all these joint projects, but I can’t be part of
everything.

From the point of view of both postdoctoral researchers and fellow
researchers, tensions related to the degree of joint focus are visible. The
long-term agenda established by research leaders attempts to achieve a bal-
ance through the development of short-term projects headed by temporary
employees. Even though there is a sharing of professional interests and the
possibility of collaboration, this will not be sufficient if the tensions become
too strong in relation to the objects steering the research. It is important to
stress the fact that even though the researchers share their interests within
one field of knowledge, the objects will be developed within the more lim-
ited and specified areas. This is what we refer to as the procedural part of
the research work. This could cause trouble for the Ph.D. students if the
research leaders and students don’t share the same perspective on the
concrete focus of the research.

The Research Leadership’s Challenges

As indicated in the introduction, research leadership is offered as the solu-
tion to a series of problems identified at the policy level. In this section, we
will take a closer look at the way our participants describe this. Research
leader A expresses his ambitions for the community as follows:

To achieve good research together, and explore how productive one can
be as a team. ... we wanted to do something that was integrated pretty
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tightly, both because of the professional development and the working
processes. Simply the way we work together.

In this research community, the two research leaders have different roles
and functions. The one who has been the longest in the field, and has guided
numerous Ph.D. students on their way to their doctorates, contributes
through professional inspiration and the maintenance of the social envi-
ronment. The latter involves the promotion of an experimental and play-
ful attitude toward the ways one can cooperate, which gives the research
community a distinguished openness and a diversity of voices. The other
research leader is described as having a more organizational function, and
his role is to create boundaries and a strict focus. The two research leaders
are described as complementing each other. They give the project direction,
both internally, within their own unit, and in the external community in
which the project is positioned. Postdoctoral researcher C puts it like this:
“It seems like they [the research leaders] are incredibly coordinated.”

During the interviews, different goals and ambitions related to the
research community became apparent. The primary ambition seemed to
be to develop research at a high international level of recognition through a
strong and inclusive work environment. Another stated ambition is related
to the social dimension of being a researcher. Emphasis is placed on areas
like job satisfaction, well-being, and positive social interaction. Here, the
different areas merge, and there is no strict division between the work con-
text and social life outside the workplace. Ph.D. student A expresses it like
this: “getting away from the loneliness and getting away from the feeling of
being on your own.” In other words, a picture is drawn of a work and learn-
ing environment in which the Ph.D. students face high expectations when
it comes to production, but in return they receive a highly valued profes-
sional and social experience.

Summary

The first research community seems active and innovative. A researcher
works directly with the development of conventions and genres of research
within his or her own field. This field of knowledge is open to different meth-
ods of publishing so that the structures can’t be taken for granted. Here we
find that strong ambitions and different collective working methods are
used to develop the research and the research genres. Three types of tension
can be identified. The first is related to time. Different participants are oper-
ating with different timelines, depending on their institutional affiliations.
Here norms about individuality and autonomy become important issues.
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This influences the opportunities to participate in collective research and
writing activities. For example, the Ph.D. students have to prioritize finishing
their own projects before they are able to move on. A second tension exists
between symmetry and asymmetry. On a social level, all can be seen as
equal, but professionally the research community appears to have a distinct
leadership. This is made clear, and is seen as obvious, by the participants.
This is a tension between the rhetoric of equality and how the research is in
fact framed and focused. The third tension is related to the degree of divi-
sion of labor in the construction of the object of research. What is the single
researcher’s object of his or her own research, and what constitutes the joint
research? The way we interpret this is that the project, as a collective activ-
ity, can be described as a negotiation zone, where all the participants are
given the opportunity to give voice to their research agendas. But given that
one has joined a research community, the negotiations aren’t completely
open. For the Ph.D. students and the postdoctoral fellows, this means that
they must also enter into a set of joint activities, working with crosscut-
ting problem areas within the projects, even if their own projects suffer as
aresult.

Description of Research Community 2

The computer science research community is part of a research center. The
unit where we carried out the interviews is a department within this center.
The community started as a small group in 1999, and since then has gradu-
ally grown to its current size. In the department there are research leaders,
four senior researchers, three postdoctoral researchers, six Ph.D. students,
and several master’s students.

Organization and Gradual Development

The project has made its mark internationally and chooses new paths in
relation to research organizing and types of projects. The department is
divided into three areas.

The research leaders stress that a joint focus is central to the community’s
ability to produce good research results, and they support the department’s
division into three fields. According to research leader A:

We've had a few strategy discussions where we say that we will focus on
certain areas, three subareas ..., and then you have to stick with those
areas. ... The philosophy is that if you want to become internationally
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good, we all have to pull in the same direction, and you got to keep your
focus.

The focus of this research community grew out of negotiations early in the
process of the development, with a strong steer from the leadership. The
object established by the leadership is not an object of research for general
discussion. The aims and ambitions were articulated by research leader A
through a consideration of three aspects:

One has to work concentrated, several people in the same field over a
period of time, if one wants to reach far out, internationally. So of course,
focus is important in all parts of it, and then you have the thing about
being stimulated, meaning getting people to perform, you've got to have
fun, you've got to look at the things that unite hobbies and work, and of
course resources, meaning that you shouldn’t spend too much time on
things interrupting the research, and things you can make other people
do, other people should do.

The following seem to be important from the perspective of the research
leader: focus, quality, support, and resources. These aspects point toward
a strong degree of cohesion and continuity within the research work, and
thisis also mirrored in the subareas. Much emphasis is also placed on larger
projects crosscutting smaller research groups. A reasonable interpretation
is that this community places a strong emphasis on cohesion and continu-
ity when it comes to the objects that drive its research. The negotiation of
these objects takes place at the leadership level, with close reference to the
development of the project itself.

The Challenges of the Research Leadership

As indicated in the introduction, this research group is described as
hierarchical, with a clearly defined leadership and organizational struc-
ture. Taking a closer look at this structure, we will see how the partici-
pants describe the research leadership and their position in the group.
One significant action is the arrangement of a three- to four-day internal
seminar for the department twice a year. According to research leader B,
“It’s one hundred percent compulsory, and then we’ve got intense discus-
sions and a tight schedule, nearly twenty-four hours a day for three to
four days.” These seminars are highly appreciated by the Ph.D. students
and the postdoctoral researchers. Several of the informants mention the
seminars as an important contribution to the social unity within the
community.
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High levels of pressure at work and clear organizational structures make
the standards and the division of labor within the work environment clear.
We can identify tensions between the different members of the group, in
relation to the established standards and aims. One tension is between the
Ph.D. students’ need for cooperation and the research leaders’ ambition to
create tracks for the development of independence of the Ph.D. students
and the postdoctoral researchers. This tension has made the Ph.D. students
come together to form their own groups, in which they have provided each
other with supervision based on their own experiences. When it comes
to being included in different working arrangements and meetings, those
who wish to participate need to take some sort of initiative. As one post-
doctoral researcher said, “If you ask about it, he’ll pass it on, but you’ve got
to ask. If youre not being active yourself, you can easily end up just sitting
there.” It must be stressed that within the group, the different Ph.D. stu-
dents have different perspectives — some value protection and quiet work-
ing environments, whereas others want more sparring with their seniors.
Time is referred to and experienced as one of the most central tensions in
this group. This is also related to the strong ambitions that exist.

In this group, much emphasis is placed on status, position, and rank-
ing in the international research community. Activities are organized with
regard to this, which means that one will experience tensions internally,
within the group and the center (e.g., with regard to how much each indi-
vidual contributes to strengthening the international position). For the
Ph.D. students, this means that their contributions become part of this
positioning. The support increases, but so does the pressure.

Summary

The second research community has a clear, institutional foundation in
that it is part of a research center. This anchor provides clear directions
for the work, and means that research is the main activity. Those working
within this community have high ambitions, and the direction in which
these ambitions are channeled is controlled primarily by the leadership.
In this research community, different tensions are identified. First, the
research community stands out as hierarchical, with a clear work division
between researchers on different competence levels. There is little openness
for researchers other than the senior researchers to negotiate the future
agenda within the field of knowledge. From the Ph.D. students’ perspective,
this tension has implications for their integration into the community. This
is strongly related to the fact that conventions and genres are established
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with regard to products such as scientific articles. The results produced by
this center are collective and institutionally based, which means that the
collective result is superior to the work each individual researcher contrib-
utes. This is expressed most clearly when it comes to the Ph.D. students. We
could say that there are very few differences between the research leaders’
projects and the Ph.D. students’ projects.

This aspect is related to the second tension, the shared objects for
research. As we have indicated, this means that the Ph.D. students’ work is
followed closely whenever that work is contributing to the research leader-
ship’s agenda. The Ph.D. students’ work is closely integrated into the collec-
tive knowledge development of the research group. The tension here could
also be described as that between individual contributions and develop-
ment and the collective outcome for the research group.

The last tension is related to time and is concerned with the practice of
prioritizing the research leaders’ own research, strategic work, international
participation and branding, co-writing with other senior researchers, as
well as guiding Ph.D. students. We can describe this as a strong asymmetry
between professors and Ph.D. students.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In our analysis of the research group, we have pointed out learning poten-
tials and affordances that are seen as crucial to the way Ph.D. students and
research recruits get involved in their communities. Research organiza-
tion and research leadership are crucial in this context. We have attempted
to emphasize some of these main factors seen from the perspective of
the research leaders and the Ph.D. students. In the empirical analyses, it
becomes obvious that different kinds of negotiation zones are established.
We can conceptualize this as emerging objects that direct and redirect
the work and the meaning-making for the researchers (Engestrom, 2004;
Saari, 2003). Negotiation in this context is a process whereby one discusses
and debates in order to achieve a common understanding. This involves
structural aspects like standards, genres, and conventions and the micro-
processes that constitute these activities.

In media and communication research, the most important thing seems
to be the negotiations concerning the constitution of the object. The con-
stitution of the object is not given and is gradually changed throughout
a Ph.D. student’s development. This is what Engestrom (1987) and Saari
(2003) describe as an emerging object, which means that the object gradu-
ally changes over time, redirecting the activities. The negotiation zone can
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be described as open, given that participants adhere to the set of thematic
frameworks that this research group is based on, and the individual Ph.D.
student will have many choices. Individuality and autonomy are strong
norms in this group. These norms have a strong basis in many universi-
ties as knowledge institutions (Olsen & Maassen, 2007). If you choose to
position yourself close to the joint focus, it means that the support from
the research community increases. If you choose to position yourself at the
periphery of the research group activities, there will necessarily be fewer
overlapping interests, and direct support will be reduced. In the humani-
ties field, constructing the object of research is part of the creative aspect of
research activities. When the research group moves toward more collective
models, contradictions can emerge.

In the computer science community, the Ph.D. students’ learning activi-
ties are characterized by a relatively limited zone for negotiation. Here the
objects also change, but the change process is not open to all the partici-
pants in the community. The main emphasis is placed on an overlapping of
the research leaders’ and Ph.D. students’ focus. This means that the Ph.D.
students increase their opportunities for support, and at the same time the
pressure with regard to the production of a collective agenda increases.
One possible contradiction here is between the creative aspects of research
training and the collective outcomes. In this group, it is difficult for the
Ph.D. students to be remote participants. The degree of overlap with the
research leaders must be significant enough to create strong common areas
of focus.

For the Ph.D. students, being included in different types of research
groups necessarily gives rise to different experiences. This chapter gives us
the opportunity to discuss how open versus closed the research focus
can - or should - be. We have looked at concepts like conventions and
genre to clarify what is given, and how and why negotiation is played out,
and we have also examined the structural level of the research activities.
In addition, we have described the process dimensions of the object, where
one makes decisions on a microlevel within the research. This negotiation
is aimed at making explicit which conventions and genres are valid. In the
humanities communities, we see much more openness in both the struc-
ture and the process dimensions than in the computer science community.
At the same time it is important to emphasize that on a general level the
research leaders” work is similar; that is, their challenge is to offer direc-
tion, stimulate creative research contributions, and ensure that the Ph.D.
students can manage the basic conventions and genres within their field of
knowledge. They must also create conditions that can provide easy access to



Research Leadership 253

the forefront of research and determine how to develop contributions that
are highly relevant to the accumulated knowledge within the respective
field.

These findings seem important for a policy-related discussion when we
use concepts like centers of excellence. When we describe the research lead-
ership challenges on a more general level, they could be seen as the same,
but at the microlevel the challenges are described differently. Here the tra-
ditions, rules, norms, organization of the research community, and their
institutional context play a major role. It is at this level where the research
activities are actually realized. Without detailed analysis of the everyday
activities of the research work, we will have limited insight into how we
can create more collective models in communities where individuality and
autonomy stand as the most central norms.

We stated that object as an analytic concept is our key concept in this
chapter. The reason for this choice is that in the field of learning theory
and also in neighboring approaches to activity theory like actor network
theory and microsociology (e.g., ethno-methodology), a strong concept
that combines the material world and people’s meaning-making is missing
(Engestrom, 1999b; Engestrom & Middleton, 1996). We see this concept
as a major contribution from activity theory and Engestrom’s work. In
this chapter, we have used it at the empirical level to discern how difter-
ent research groups and communities define and work with their object of
research. Because the concept of object is often viewed as rather abstract
when we come to empirical studies, we have used what we call intermediate
concepts that come from the empirical data or from related studies. That is
why we have found it productive to connect notions like standards, conven-
tions, and genre to how the object was constituted and developed in the
two research communities. The object as a concept becomes more securely
anchored in the data that provide the empirical premise for the analysis.
Notions like change and expansive learning are at the core of activity the-
ory (Engestrom, 1987, 2004). In this analysis, incremental change becomes
transparent through the zones for negotiations. These processes do not cap-
ture expansive cycles, but provide us with an analysis of how boundaries
get created and maintained over time. The duality of objects of research is
central for the direction of the incremental processes that research leaders
and their colleagues work with in their everyday activities.

Our purpose in this chapter has been to describe and in an analytical
way point out resemblances and differences between two different research
communities. If the focus becomes too open, the negotiations become
time-consuming and unproductive compared with the collective agenda.
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On the other hand, if the research focus is too closed, and the negotiations
are not sufficiently transparent and substantiated, it reduces the Ph.D.
students’ opportunities to become participants and contributors to the
collective agenda. Such tensions, dilemmas, and contradictions are part of
most types of research communities and groups, but with new mechanisms
like centers of excellence and collective research agendas, the contradictions
will increase.
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Who Is Acting in an Activity System?

RITVA ENGESTROM

How is it, are we the material or are we the producer of the outcomes
or observations ... although I understand that it is difficult in a way,
because it is as if emerging from discussions, but in what place can such
observations be made that now the idea emerged and now we share the
same opinion?
(Excerpt from a Change Laboratory session, Spring 2006,
in the project “Crossing Boundaries for
Helping Families at Social Risk”)

Having an educational background in Marxian sociology, I have been
inspired and affected by the research methodology proposed by Yrjo
Engestrom for the dialectical study of links between the individual and
the society. Drawing on the cultural-historical school of psychology, he
has argued for a “radically new methodology” that incorporates historic-
ity and developmental judgment into analyses that might “yet take fully
into account the diversity and multiplicity inherent in human activities”
(Engestrom, 1999a, p. 28). This methodology became identified with
a collective learning activity from the very beginning. By introducing
the methodology of developmental work research with his colleagues,
Engestrom broke new ground in the theory of his own disciplinary field
of adult education. The aim of developmental work research was to enable
workers to become conscious subjects of their own learning activity and to
combine independent learning activity with work.

The foundations of the methodology are presented in the book Learning
by Expanding (Engestrom, 1987) in such a rich way that this text continues
to carry forward certain, partly unfulfilled ideas related to how to study
individual learning and societal change from the point of view of human
development. In this book, the author expands on Vygotsky’s idea of the
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Figure 16.1. The structure of human activity (Engestrém, 1987, p. 78).

zone of proximal development as the basic category of developmental work
research. Behind the elaborated idea, there are two paths of theorizing.
The first one is the model of an activity system. The second path uses the
model in the analysis of the cultural evolution of learning. As should be
obvious, the paths are intertwined and support each other in the theorizing
process.

The model of the activity system developed by Engestrom depicts the
constituents of societal activity within a triangular structure of activity
(Fig. 16.1). The model is suggested for grasping the systemic whole, not
just separate connections, in order to analyze a multiplicity of relations
(Engestrom, 1987, p. 78). Furthermore, Engestrom argues that the model
is actually the smallest and simplest unit that still preserves the essential
unity and integral quality of any human activity (p. 81). It therefore facili-
tates analysis of the dynamic relations and historical change of activity -
for the understanding of developmental transformations.

In delineating the evolution of learning, Engestrom utilizes Gregory
Bateson’s (1972) theory of a complex hierarchy of the processes of learning.
In his reading of Bateson, “Learning I” indicates the object, which pres-
ents itself as mere immediate resistance, not consciously separated from
the subject and instrument by the learner. In “Learning II,” the object is
conceived of as a problem, demanding specific efforts. The subject is no
longer a nonconscious agent but an individual under self-assessment. In
Learning IT1, the object is seen as a system containing the subject within it.
Engestrom (1987, p. 151) cites Bateson:

Selthood is a product or aggregate of Learning II. To the degree that a
man achieves Learning ITI, and learns to perceive and act in terms of the
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contexts of contexts, his “self” will take a sort of irrelevance. The concept
of “self” will no longer function as a nodal argument in the punctuation
of experience. (Bateson, 1972, p. 304)

The notion of Learning II made possible the questioning of existing learn-
ing theories and offered for Engestrom the basis of expansive learning
theory. In this theory, the individual self is replaced - or rather qualitatively
altered - by a search for a collective subject, capable of mastering the com-
plexity of “contexts of contexts,” that is, of societal practices with a highly
developed division of labor as well as multilevel technological and sym-
bolic mediations (Engestrom, 1987, p. 152). On the basis of the historical
framing of learning activity, Engestrom distinguishes among three types
of development: the individual-explosive, the invisible-gradual, and the
collective-expansive. He sees the third type as the one that requires con-
scious mastery — the subjectification of the subject. Although development
can take place only as a “result” of learning, in Learning IIT development
itself becomes the object of learning that is basically collective in nature
(p. 158). Looking for the future of human activity, Engestrom provides a
view that activities are becoming increasingly societal. According to him,
this is manifested in three different ways. First, different activity systems
become gradually larger, more voluminous, and denser in their internal
communication with a growing number of people. Second, different activ-
ity systems, and people within them, become increasingly interdependent,
forming ever more complex networks and hierarchies of interaction. Third,
this interdependence of activity systems is increasingly penetrated and sat-
urated by the basic socioeconomic laws and by corresponding contradic-
tions of the given society (p. 157).

From today’s perspective, this theorizing of learning activity is coher-
ent and convincing. However, there is an embedded dimension, continu-
ously present, but left open or left to rely on the foundations of the school
of cultural-historical psychology. This dimension concerns the question:
Who is the collective subject, or “what kind of a subject is required and pro-
duced by learning activity?” (Engestrom, 1987, p. 127). Engestrom found
the levels of human functioning introduced by A. N. Leont’ev (1978) rel-
evant to his concept of a collective activity system. Operations bear certain
typified features of actions in response to ongoing conditions of activity.
Actions are artifactually mediated and carried out by individuals. They
involve cultural interpretation. Activity is “an irreducible molar unit, an
object-driven complex of goal-oriented actions” (Leont’ev, 1978, p. 61). On
the basis of these levels, he views development “as the transitions between
the levels of learning as movement from operations to actions to activity”
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(Engestrom, 1987, p. 163). He also applies the idea of the learning activity
as a triadic process. According to him, “Each corner of the triangle would
thus have three qualitatively different levels: that of the overall activity, that
of actions, and that of operations.” Instead of attempting “such a complex
graphic presentation,” he prefers to summarize the various characteriza-
tions of those three levels in a table entitled “The Proposed Hierarchical
Structure of Activity” (pp. 153-154). In this table, the three levels of the
subject are “non-conscious” (operation), “individual subject” (action), and
“collective subject” (activity) (p. 154).

The aim of the present chapter is to examine subjectivity within the
methodology of developmental work research. One reason for such an
examination is the diversity of readings and interpretations of Engestrom’s
unit of analysis. Another reason is that a future vision of activities seems
to indicate movement toward increased subjectivity. I am also inspired by
recent comments from followers of Holzkamp’s (1995) “subject science of
learning.” For example, it has been asked whether or not the activity system
itself has taken the place of the subject that realizes and reproduces itself
by generating actions and operations. Or, put the other way around, it has
been asked if the activity system is misattributed as “collective” regarding
the expansive learning process (Langemeyer, 2006; Langemeyer & Roth,
2006).

On the basis of my own experiences from several developmental work
research projects and on my long-term interest in processes of signification
(R. Engestrom, 1995, 1999), I consider theoretically promising the sugges-
tion presented by Anna Stetsenko (2005). She points out that the dichotomy
of individual and collective planes of activity is still insufficiently resolved
in the research tradition of cultural-historical activity theory. She takes
up for discussion the one-sided dependence of human subjectivity “on
the processes of material production (especially in A. N. Leont’ev’s works)
and on associated societal forms of exchange between people (especially in
Vygotsky’s works)” (Stetsenko, 2005, p. 74). She calls for more attention to
the subjective mechanisms allowing for individual participation in collec-
tive processes. For her, the three processes at the very foundation of human
life and development are (1) the material production of tools, (2) the social
exchanges among people, and (3) the individual mechanisms regulating
this production and these exchanges.

All three processes need to be viewed as a unified system of interactions
and truly dialectically connected, that is, as dependent on and - at the same
time — conditioning and influencing each other. According to Stetsenko
(2005, p. 85), human subjectivity can be conceptualized on this designated
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ontological foundation as an agentive and inherently necessary moment
within unfolding activity processes. My argument is that the internal dia-
lectics of the hierarchy of human functioning (proposed by Leont’ev) do not
resolve the issue of subjectivity within the methodology of developmental
work research and in the study of developmental transformations. I argue
for the “immanent content” of the activity system as a unit of analysis, con-
sidering it conceptually as a collective activity “in itself” (I'enkov, 1982,
p- 102). This content is an object-driven complex that carries longitudinal-
historical aspects of human functioning and has its own development
(Leont’ev, 1978, p. 50). At the same time, actions performed by individuals
can have analytical independence. People are usually positioned so as to
inhabit multiple activities simultaneously, especially in the case of Learning
II1. Capturing the multilayered nature of different activities allows for cre-
ative configurations of individual actions. And most important, the unit
of analysis should reflect conceptually and epistemologically the fact that
subjectivity and society, in representing their emergent properties, differ in
the specific mechanisms of their realization, in their degree of generality, in
their power, and in their role in the genesis of practice (with the intersub-
jective level of practice being historically and ontogenetically prior to the
intrasubjective level) - as pointed by Stetsenko (2005, p. 84).

I'shall examine how subjectivity might be constructed when one is using
the activity system as unit of analysis and keeping in mind the points made
above. For this endeavor, I will discuss a set of intervention projects that
used the methodology of developmental work research. The methodology
(depicted also with the help of the cycle of expansive learning) basically
redirects the attention to the knowledge we do not yet have and looks for
ways in which to study the direction of societal change as not yet exist-
ing. The methodology implies a parallel conceptualization and construc-
tive facilitation of social transformations of activity, utilizing principles
originating from the method of double stimulation (on formative or devel-
opmental methodology; Cole, 1996; Engestrém, 2007d; Lompscher, 1999;
Vygotsky, 1978).

IN SEARCH OF SUBJECTIVITY

The analysis of developmental work research from the perspective of
subjective mechanisms allowing for individual participation in collective
processes requires special attention to participation. In order to intercon-
nect the formation process with an open approach to the future, develop-
mental work research compels people to face situations in which they are
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knowledge creators with opportunities to formulate a desirable culture.
Thus, the approach, as Joachim Lompscher has put it, is used for societal
transformations in directing research toward the formation of conscious-
ness rather than simply describing what can be found in societal activities
(Lompscher, 1999). For him, the potential of the methodology resides in
solving the contradiction “that acquisition presupposes adequate activ-
ity, but that activity cannot emerge and develop outside of the respective
acquisition process” (Lompscher, 1999, p. 141). Lompscher suggests three
lines of logic in the “activity-and-formation strategy” of learning activ-
ity for dealing with the unity of the learning activity and learning object.
I appropriate these logics and propose three intertwined activities that
together constitute the context of the intervention methods of develop-
mental work research: the central activity (logic of the “subject matter
domain”), workplace learning activity (logic of the “acquisition process”),
and experiencing and sense-making activity (logic of the “psychic devel-
opment”). Object-relatedness makes each line of logic require a particular
methodological attention based on the same ontology. The participants do
not necessarily share the same meanings with regard to these activities, but
they share the process of engagement and construction of their subjectively
unique understandings of their participation based on the communicated
messages across and within activities and participants’ past experiences of
certain practices (R. Engestrom, 2005; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003; Valsiner,
2001, pp- 95-96).

I will review three Finnish projects as examples of developmental work
research methodology conducted together with Yrjo Engestrom. Owing to
the limits of space and the tentative nature of this examination, I will focus
quite straightforwardly on the issue of subjectivity in these projects. I will
concentrate on the function of the activity system model in these projects
and on the ways in which the subject has been construed in these studies.
The first project dealt with the development of cleaning work (1983-1984).
The second one dealt with the functioning and development of a munici-
pal health care center (1986-1989). The third example concerns applica-
tions of the Change Laboratory method in health care (1997-1998 and
2000-2002).

The Cleaning Work Project

The study was initiated by the professional trainers of cleaning work
employed in a multi-business service company. Some of the trainers had
taken a course in adult education (taught by Yrjo Engestrom and his
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colleagues) that presented a new approach to workplace education. The
trainers wanted to experiment with these ideas in the domain of cleaning,
which they saw as neglected or underestimated, both in terms of educa-
tion and in the daily practice of managers and clients. As this was the first
developmental work research project, the researchers’ motive was not only
to study cleaners’ thinking in a practical context, but also to use the possi-
bilities to test some theoretical and methodological elements of the emerg-
ing research paradigm (Toikka, Engestrom, & Norros, 1985). The empirical
part of the research was carried out in collaboration with the training unit
of the company. A researcher was employed by the company during the
project and located in the trainers’ unit. The study consisted of interviews,
video recordings of a series of selected cleaning tasks performed by individ-
ual cleaners, and stimulated recall interviews based on the video record-
ings. The project also included so-called object-historical analysis, based on
written narratives and reported studies on cleaning, and theory-historical
analysis, based mainly on textbooks of cleaning (Engestrom & Engestrom,
1984). The cleaners’ accounts of the meanings they attached to their clean-
ing actions (stimulated recall interviews) played a central role in switching
the perspective from teaching to learning.

The findings produced two historical models of cleaning: the model of
home cleaning and the model of rationalized cleaning work. Consequently,
a zone of proximal development of cleaning work was suggested. In this,
the strategic element was a meta-thinking tool for planning local tasks of
cleaning. The object of cleaning had moved historically from the past object
of “home” to the present object of rationalized cleaning work depicted as a
measured “cleaning area.” The present outcome was an agreed-upon (by the
client and the cleaning service) “appropriate level of cleanliness” (based on
functionality and health requirements of the cleaning area). The designed
planning instrument contained a new vocabulary for understanding clean-
ing work and was meant to be used and further developed by the floor-level
cleaners themselves. The trainers redesigned their instructions by taking
into account the findings of the study, realizing that the company’s prin-
ciple of “acquiring cleaning experience at home” was misleading in the
search for competency (Engestrom & Engestrom, 1986).

The subject of the activity system was a historically conceived subject
changing from that of “housewife” (supposedly competent in cleaning) to
that of the present “wage laborer with a minimal amount of specific train-
ing.” The zone of proximal development implied a new subject in a restruc-
tured division of labor, with competencies and tasks expanding toward
the functions of guidance, consultation, and joint planning, all of which
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gained in importance among the floor-level cleaners. The subject of the
activity system was not the same as the subject of Learning III. This latter
subject was formed through a collaboration between the members of the
cleaning work training unit and the project researchers. The members of
the training unit had a motive to look for new knowledge in order to make
a qualitative change in training for cleaning work. Soon after the project
was finished, the company in question acquired a new top manager, who
brought in an alternative approach to training, based on distance learning.
Four of the five trainers made the personal choice to give notice and termi-
nate their employment. They chose to continue their developmental or con-
sulting work in cleaning in or with other organizations. Their work later led
to new development projects in this area and expanded into collaboration
with the occupational health professionals.

The Health Center Project

This project was initiated by the health care management of a midsize city
under nationwide pressure to find new ways to organize primary health
care, which was increasingly criticized for functioning like a faceless
assembly line. The reform focused on the principle of “a physician’s popu-
lation responsibility” (also called personal doctor practice) instead of the
existing practice of arbitrarily allocating patients to physicians. The three-
year project was conducted in the practitioners’ workplace. The project
was not, however, an implementation project in which a new model given
by policymake