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,herê Vygotsky covers severa! ofhis major themes, includ.;. 
_ _ ing genetic�explanation, the sociál.origins of cognition, .inter-

nalization, and the role of sign systems in mediating human 
J · thinking. As noted previously, these themes have come to 
'--piay an important role in the theory of activity. 
r Vygotskybegins this paper with an analysis of the nature of 
1 genetic explanation. He takes into account both historical and 

ontogenetic forms of development and a.rgÜes that an under­
standing of mental phenomena must be based on an undêrstand.;. 

\ ing oftheir origins and evolution. He devotes severa! pages 
'-To analyzing the very notion of development, since he thought 

tha,t many psychologists had false ideas about its nature. Spe.;. 
cifically, he criticizes analytic approaches based on the pre­
formism he saw underlying much of the thinking in develop­
mental psychology. He also rejects the notion that the onto­
genesis of higher mental functions consists simply of a steady 
process of quantitative increments in the child's knowledge; 
in contrast to this, he claims that sudden, qualitative, "revolu­
tion.ary" shifts play an important role. · He argues that rather 
thàn try to ignore these qualitative shüts in development � as 
if they were disruptions in the otherwise sinooth progression 
that cünstitutes devélopment - the investigator should give 

From L. S. Vygotsky, Razvitie vysshikh psikhicheskikh 
funktsii [ The development of higher mental functions]. Mos_; 

cow, 1960. Pp. 182-223. 
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them a major plâce in genetic explanatión. 
T�e most important of these qualitative.shüts·.in ontogenesis 

is concerned with the introduétion of cultural ineans of media­
tion into what were for01erly ''natural" pl"ocesses. _ . The. use of 
culturalsign systems plays an especiallyirnportant role in 
this qualitative shift. The introductiori of these sign systems 
into the child's functioningin areas such .as memory and prob­
lem solving changes the ri.ature of these processes in a funda­
mental way. There are a massivedisruption and a restructuring 
of the child's mental processes at this point. There may even 
be a temporary decrease in the level of functioning; but after 
the psychological processes have béen restructured as a result 
of a,cqu_iring $ign syst�ms_, tb� proc�$S_{e.g.' roemory) becoines __ 
much more powerful in the cultural inilieu in which it will be 
called upon to operate. 

ln what we have covered so far there are two ways in which 
the ideas expressed in the present work are direct reflections 
of Marx's ideas. First, Vygotsky stressed that the explanation 
of a phenomenoh in social and psychological realms must rest 
on ID analysis óf its origins and development. Just as Marx 
argued that an analysis of society must be baseei on a knowledge 
of the socioeconomic history of that society, Vygotsky claimed 
that an analysis of an individual' s mental processes must be 
based on a knowledge of the earlier stages through which he/she 
has gone. Second, Marx emphasi:ied that although a society 
may develop over long periods of time by making quantltative 
increments (e.g., froin an earlier fórm of capitalism to a later 
one), fundamental qualitative shüts \Vill occasionally take place 
and will restructure the entire society. These revolutions are 
a necessary and important aspect of history. · ln the present 
paper Vygotsky uses the notion of revolution in his argument 
against theories of child development that view ontogenesis as 
a steady stream of quantitative incrementsin mental functioning. 

Perhaps the most interestJng argument Vygotsky makes in 
this paper (and in the paper on vohintary attention) is concerned 
with the social foundations of cognitfon. As noted in the intro­
duc tion to this volume,. this is one of the key ideas in the theory 
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