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Introduction

This paper presents a discussion about the concept of
concept from a cultural-historical activity theory perspec-
tive, considering mainly the works of Vygotsky and Leon-
tiev. Even though these scholars are part of the same re-
search tradition, their interests and analysis had different
emphases. While the former focused on the higher mental
functions formation through sign mediation, the second
emphasised the influence of objective activity on men-
tal activity development [3]. Our arguments are mainly
grounded in both authors’ primary references and estab-
lishes relationships between the notions of concept and
activity in order to achieve a possible synthesis.

Concept and activity are both polysemic terms, which
means that they assume different meanings depending on
the academic tradition considered [2, 22]. For instance,
the classical theory of concepts generally puts concepts
as entities related to the categorization and definition
of attributes that construct the sense of the objects for
individuals [10]. Other approaches consider concepts as
mental representations or abstract objects [23], informa-
tional units that can be processed [9] or dialogical gen-
eralizations [16]. However, only recently some attention
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has been given to the notion that concepts are not just
structures of subjects’ internal psyche but are also shared
manifestations of social practices [14].

The definition of activity is also multifaceted and has
a common sense associated with task or practice, but ac-
quires a specific meaning within Russian psychology, in
which the term is connected to the development of the
human consciousness. Dafermos [3] elucidates that two
contending traditions were underpinning the use of the
term in early twentieth-century Russian psychology.
The first tradition was connected to the reflex theory
of Pavlov and Sechenov and considered activity as the
physiological activity of organisms. On the other hand,
the second tradition was rooted in Hegel and Marx’s
philosophy and ascribed activity to the sense of human
praxis or “the basic unit of concrete human life” [29,
p. 2]. Despite these two meanings being referred by two
different words in Russian literature, aktionost and dey-
atelnost, both are translated as activity in English [31].

Many studies have discussed how concepts are
formed in collective activity, and thus presenting a no-
tion of concept that detaches it from a mere mental and
individual elaboration [8, 11, 13]. For instance, Nerses-
sian [24, 25] presents concepts as dynamic, social and
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collective creations that take shape throughout histori-
cal processes of attempts to solve specific problems. This
view poses a close relationship between the way concepts
are formed and articulated, and the norms and commit-
ments shared among participants in a given community.
Similarly, Hutchins [14] admits that concepts in prac-
tice go beyond individuals’ contributions, and Hjerland
[12] points out that concepts cannot be understood in
isolation and outside the interests and theories that mo-
tivate their construction. Engestrom, Nummijoki and
Sannino [6] note that complex concept formation is a
fundamentally social and collective process, and it can-
not be reduced to an individual dimension of cognition
or behaviour. In any case, concepts are embedded in hu-
man activity; being products or instruments of it [8].
The works discussed above already suggest an inter-
dependent relationship between concept and activity.
Therefore, the contribution of our paper is to draw on a
perspective in which concept and activity are framed as a
dialectical unit. However, dialectical unity does not mean
taking these terms as a unity of opposites or an identity,
but as an indissoluble unity [4, 26]. We call this theo-
retical construct concept-activity. The argument of this
paper is divided into four other sections besides this in-
troduction. In the first and second sections, we introduce
Vygotsky’s ideas of concept and Leontiev’s structure of
activity. In the subsequent section, we relate these per-
spectives through two interconnected categories, namely
volition (or will) and conscious awareness that play a rel-
evant role in those psychological perspectives above.
While Vygotsky employs volition and conscious
awareness to distinguish everyday concepts from sci-
entific ones [5, 7]; these same categories appear in the
Leontiev’s framework when discussing the difference be-
tween actions and operations, the formation of motives
and voluntary memory [28]. Here, we follow the un-
derstanding that conscious awareness “is an act of con-
sciousness whose object is the activity of consciousness
itself” [32, p. 190], whereas volition refers to the “human
ability to deliberately influence mental processes, behav-
iour and external circumstances” [28, p. 3]. In this sense,
to be conscious of something is directly related to the vo-
litional processes of being aware of objective reflection.

Concept and conceptual system

The development of concepts is a central topic in the
Vygotskian research programme, and although most of this
discussion is found in the collection known as Thinking
and Speech [32], one can find more about it in other texts
[33, 34]. In general terms, Vygotsky [32] argues against a
classical notion of concept as an associative network and
develops his theory pointing out that the thinking in con-
cepts assigns a new quality to human psychology. For him,
the higher mental functions — conceptual thinking, among
them — are results of the internalization of sign operations
as psychological tools. In his framework, the role sign medi-
ation — mainly through language — underpins the concept
formation process. “The concept is not possible without the
word. Thinking in concepts is not possible in the absence of
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verbal thinking.” [32, p. 131]. In other words, the genesis of
a concept is a twofold process that simultaneously couples
intellectual with speech operations.

The key discussion is that concept formation is a long and
continuous process once the mere presentation of a name does
not mean the concept formation in its totality. It registers the
beginning of a development that never ends, “when the child
first learns a new word, the development of its meaning is not
completed but has only begun.” [32, p. 170]. In this devel-
opment, there are mental operations coupled up with social
interactions, mainly through language, that culminate in a
particular word meaning, which then becomes the bearer of
the concept. Vygotsky relates concept formation to the men-
tal operations of abstraction and generalization:

“In its natural developed form, however, the concept
presupposes more than the unification and generaliza-
tion of the distinct concrete elements of experience. It
presupposes the isolation and abstraction of separate
elements, the ability to view these isolated, abstracted
elements independently of the concrete and empirical
connections in which they are given” [32, p. 156].

Vygotsky [32] also assigns certain synonymy to terms
such as concept, meaning and generalization, treating them
often asidentities: “any concept is a generalization” (p. 224)
or “generalization and word meaning are synonyms”
(p. 244). We understand that Vygotsky uses these asso-
ciations with two objectives: firstly, it would approximate
the phenomenon of thought to the phenomenon of speech,
being the word meaning “a unity of word and thought”
(p. 244). Secondly, it would be to frame generalization as
conceptual development. To build on this perspective, Vy-
gotsky often calls upon the situation of a child elaborating
the meaning of a word through the interaction with people
around them. "By addressing the child in speech, adults
determine the path along which the development of gen-
eralizations will move and where that development will
lead, that is, they determine the resulting generalization”
(p. 143). In other words, the ways in which concepts and
word meanings are negotiated are determined by the in-
teractions between the child and the people around them.

In the Vygotskian framework, concepts are not iso-
lated but compose a system that maintains the charac-
teristics of the developmental path of such concepts.
For example, he explains that a conceptual system is
nothing more than a system of relations between con-
cepts, in which a concept is designated by means of other
concepts. “Every concept arises already connected with
all others and, having arisen, seemingly determines its
place in a system of previously recognized concepts” [34,
p. 48]. In more detail, he explains that:

“if a higher concept arises above the given concept,
there must be several subordinate concepts that include
it. Moreover, the relationships of these other subordinate
concepts to the given concept must be defined by the sys-
tem created by the higher concept. If this were not so, the
higher concept would not be higher than the given con-
cept. This higher concept presupposes both a hierarchical
system and concepts subordinate and systematically re-
lated to the given concept. [...] Thus, at one and the same
time, generalization implies the conscious awareness and
the systematization of concepts” [32, p. 192].
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With mention to higher and lower concepts, this hi-
erarchical scheme is central in Vygotsky’s theory for the
differentiation of concepts into everyday and scientific
concepts. Roughly, we understand that concepts that
have their elaboration linked to the everyday experi-
ence (and discursive interactions around it) are called
concepts of everyday genesis, or, simply, everyday con-
cepts. Vygotsky [32] emphasizes that this process of
elaboration is based on the “immediate encounter” that
children have with “real things” but also based on the
explanations given by the adults (p. 219). On the other
hand, concepts formed within a systematized circle of
instruction, usually beginning with a verbal definition,
are called concepts of scientific genesis or scientific
concepts. Then, the distinction into these two forms of
concepts reflects the differences of their genetic paths,
which, by their turn, are expressions of the kind of the
activity that subjects are participating in.

Describing the underlying processes, Vygotsky says
that everyday concepts are given from the object to the
concept, while in the scientific case, the development fol-
lows an opposite direction, from the mediated relation,
that is, from the concept, to the object. This differentia-
tion becomes particularly clear when Vygotsky discusses
the elaboration of the concepts of ‘brother’ and ‘Archime-
des’ law’ by a school-age child, the first as an example of
everyday concept and the second as a scientific one:

“The child formulates Archimedes’ law better than
he formulates his definition of what a brother is. This
obviously reflects the different developmental path that
have led to the formation of these concepts. The child
has learned the concept of ‘Archimedes’ law’ differently
than he has learned the concept of ‘brother’. The child
knew what a brother was, and passed through many
stages in the development of this knowledge, before he
learned to define the word ‘brother’ (if he ever had the
occasion to learn this). The development of the concept,
‘brother’, did not begin with a teacher’s explanation or
with a scientific formulation. This concept is saturated
with the child’s own rich, personal experience. It had
already passed through a significant part of its develop-
ment course and had exhausted much of the purely em-
pirical content it contains before the child encountered
it in definition. Of course, this was not the case with the
concept that underlies ‘Archimedes’ law’.” [32, p. 178].

At this point, it is worth noting that we do not see ev-
eryday and scientific concepts as ontologically distinct,
i.e., with different natures. Thus, the emphasis here is on
the contexts and processes of concept formation, that
is, the activities that imprint the genesis of concepts. In
other words, although these two forms of conceptual de-
velopment occur in different ways and under different
conditions, the overall process remains unified.

Here, we propose a detailed examination of these
conditions that affect the process of concept formation
and their implications for the composition, structure
and dynamics of the conceptual system. The aim is to

highlight the factors that differentiate the genesis of ev-
eryday concepts from scientific ones. Vygotsky [32] em-
ploys volition and conscious awareness to describe the
underlying processes of everyday and scientific concepts
formation. The point is to contrast volitional (volun-
tary) and conscious processes with non-volitional (in-
voluntary or spontaneous) and non-conscious ones. By
non-conscious, we mean lack of conscious awareness.

In this sense, the formation of everyday concepts is
said to be non-volitional because the child “possesses
them only when they are used spontaneously or auto-
matically” (p. 205), and non-conscious because when a
child uses everyday concepts, “he has a concept of the
object and is consciously aware of the object that is rep-
resented in the concept. He is not, however, consciously
aware of the concept itself.” (p. 217). Contrarily, scien-
tific concepts are apprehended in a volitional and con-
scious way, because in the school, the child learns to
have “conscious awareness of what he does”, that is “his
capacity moves from an unconscious, automatic plane to
a voluntary, intentional, and conscious plane” (p. 206).
Therefore, learning in a systematized environment oc-
curs under a context of voluntary control.

Considering the earlier examples, during the learning
of the concept of ‘brother’, which occurs through succes-
sive generalizations from the object and the discursive
interactions around it, the child has no conscious aware-
ness and volition over the process. Conversely, when
learning about ‘Archimedes’ law’ in an environment of
formal instruction, the child operates the process con-
sciously and volitionally. Here, we do not mean that a
child only elaborates everyday concepts when at home
or scientific concepts when they are at school. Certainly,
there are non-conscious and non-volitional learning at
school and conscious and volitional learning at home.
Still, in our understanding, this means that the concept
of ‘brother’ will not always be considered an everyday
concept, and that of ‘Archimedes’ law’ a scientific con-
cept. This distinction merely marks two different paths
of the concept genetic process. The point to be noticed
is that these two contexts of learning are characterized
by different conditions and require different activities
from the subjects, which will affect the ways concepts
are elaborated.

In another of Vygotsky’s writing [33], regrettably in
Russian only, it presents the findings of a psychological
test about the uses of some verbal logical connectives
by children and a discussion is done in the light of voli-
tion and conscious awareness. For example, he finds that
children have difficulty of using or interpreting the ‘why’
and ‘though’ connectives when they are required to do so
on a conscious and volitional basis. He notes, however,
that children are able to correctly use these same con-
nectives spontaneously, that is, in a non-conscious and
non-volitional way. In this case, he explains that “the
child does not know how to voluntarily do what he or
she involuntarily does many times” [33, p. 8]

! We are enormously grateful with Prof. Manolis Dafermos, who made the translations from the original citations in Russian to English: «uro
peGeHOK He yMeeT [POM3BOJIBHO CAEIATH TO, YTO HEIIPOU3BOJIBHO JI€JTAeT MHOTO Pas».
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Thus, a child who masters concepts in a non-con-
scious way can routinely employ them correctly but
might struggle to define or explain them. This is one of
the everyday concepts’ features, “children who have al-
ready mastered these concepts and causal relationships
unconsciously, have not yet mastered them consciously,
that is voluntarily” [33, p. 9]°. Again, in the case of the
concept of ‘brother’, the child uses it in discursive in-
teractions within their family, but they might find diffi-
culty in defining it as ‘boy or man with the same parents
as another person’. On the other hand, the formation of
a scientific concept occurs in a volitional and conscious
way, “the child easily uses it in response to the teacher’s
question, that is voluntarily” [33, p. 12]°.

Vygotsky also relates the impact of volition and con-
scious awareness on the conceptual system. He associ-
ates these categories in order to assign a systematicity
within the system of concepts:

“Thus, spontaneity and a lack of conscious awareness
of concepts, spontaneity and the extra-systemic nature of
concepts, are synonymous. Correspondingly, nonsponta-
neous scientific concepts, because of what makes them
nonspontaneous, will be characterized from the outset by
conscious awareness. From the outset, they will be char-
acterized by the presence of a system” [32, p. 236].

In this extract, Vygotsky indicates that everyday
concepts are associated with a lack of systematicity,
while scientific concepts are linked to a system. In our
interpretation, the part of the system related to every-
day concepts is more immediate, with fewer conscious
mediations among them. On the other hand, the subsys-
tem of scientific concepts is more consciously mediated,
and therefore a more conscious system. That is to say, for
example, when a child who learns the concept of ‘Archi-
medes’ law’ consciously, they easily relate it to a whole
conceptual network (water, density, volume, force) and
use it with a certain level of conscious awareness and
volition within this network. Although it is clear that
the concept of ‘brother’” also belongs to a system and is
linked to other concepts (son, father, mother, family),
when a child uses it in everyday life, the relationships
between these concepts are not conscious.

Finally, Vygotsky conventionally takes a vertical hi-
erarchy within the conceptual system and explains the
dynamics between everyday and scientific concepts. As
we interpret it, everyday concepts would be in a less
systematized part of the system and therefore subjects
would operate with them less consciously. In turn, scien-
tific concepts would be in a more systematized part of the
system, leading to more conscious uses. In other words,
the hierarchical levels between concepts are reflected in
the levels of the subject’s conscious awareness. Thus, for
Vygotsky, everyday concepts develop towards scientific
concepts, that is, through the use with more conscious
awareness and volition, while scientific concepts would
have an inverse movement. When scientific concepts are

incorporated into the everyday conceptual chains, they
would lose specificity, gain generality, and become less
conscious and voluntary.

Even though these two concept formation processes
have different paths, they are “internally and profoundly
connected with one another” [32, p. 219]. Given this
complementary character, there is a dynamic relation-
ship between these two conceptual processes that merge
during the subjects’ life when in activity. We shall return
to this theme in the following sections.

Activity and the structure of the activity

From the theoretical tradition Vygotsky initiated, a
psychology research branch was derived under the name
of Activity Theory, whose important developer was Alexei
Leontiev. The main hypothesis of this perspective is that
the structure of the internalized mental processes would
be analogous to the structure of the activities carried out
by the subjects. This thesis is usually depicted as a princi-
ple, which treats consciousness and activity as a unity [4].

The meaning of activity, even within Russian psychol-
ogy, is not simple. One of the reasons for its complexity is
that the notion of activity refers to a category of analysis
that comprises the totality of human development, which
is constituted by the cultural, social and historical dimen-
sions of that process [1, 3]. However, it might be argued
that the most consensual meaning refers to the Marxist
perspective, in which the concepts of activity and labour
are related: human being transforms the natural world
while dialectically transforms themselves.

Leontiev [19] argues that the emergence of labour
and the formation of society produced qualitative chang-
es in human mental processes, the rise of “higher forms
of psyche” (p. 58). In this context, collective activity is
considered the proper human ontogenetic development,
the process which endows human being with human na-
ture. Leontiev calls this process appropriation — “the in-
dividual’s reproduction of historically formed human ca-
pacities and functions” [20, p. 266], and therefore poses
activity as the “activity of a member of a human society
at a certain stage of development of labor” [19, p. 60].

In Leontiev’s perspective, activity is the molar unit of
analysis of human consciousness and life [20, 21]. Activ-
ity comprises the relationships between human beings
and the world and orient the subject towards the world
of objects; for this reason, it is said to be an object-orient-
ed activity. In this sense, the notion of activity does not
consider the practical processes in isolation, but it coor-
dinates them with the psychological processes involved
in achieving the activity’s motive. Object and motive are
key in the activity framework, in which the “consciously
realized object” coincides with its motive [20, p. 62].

So, an activity is distinguished from another by its ob-
jects and motives. Each activity is directed to an object

2 «4TO JAE€TH, KOTOPbIE YK€ OBJIA/IC/IN 3TUMU NOHATUAMN U IPUYNHHBIMW OTHOIIECHUAMN HEOCO3HAHHO, €Ile He OBJIa/le/In UMW OCO3HAHHO, TO

€CTb IIPOU3BOJIBHO».

3 «B MIKOJIE TO, 4TO pe6eHOK JIETKO €ro yHOTpe6]I$IeT B OTBET Ha BOIIPOC y4uUTeEJIA, T. €. HPOI/ISBOJII)HO».
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that expresses, materially and ideally, the motive that is the
activity source. For instance, in the collective hunting ac-
tivity, the object is the animal prey which materialises the
activity’s motive of hunger and fulfils the need for feeding
[20]. Taking another example from Leontiev’s writings, in
order to know whether the reading of a book can be con-
sidered an activity or not, one should analyse the needs of
the subject and the conditions of this reading activity [19].
Such analysis will identify, for example, whether the sub-
ject is a student that is preparing themselves for one exam.
In this case, the reading is not an activity as the motive
that orients the subject to read the book is not its content
but the need for having a good grade. Therefore, the ac-
tivity is the preparation for the exam. Conversely, if the
subject is reading the book for pleasure and entertainment,
then it is considered an activity because it realises its mo-
tive — the need to acquire knowledge or simply a pastime.
In other words, while in the former the object is the final
grade, in the latter the object is the book content.

A second level in the activity’s structure is identified
as action, a coordinated and subordinated process to the
overall activity level. As every activity is associated with
a motive, every action also finds its aim in the realisation
of a specific goal that is in the subject’s conscious aware-
ness [19]. Therefore, being at different levels, the action’s
goal cannot be misunderstood with the activity’s motive.
Going back to the latter example where a student is pre-
paring themselves for an exam, the book reading is con-
sidered an action within the whole activity. Other actions
could be reviewing the notes of the lessons attended, writ-
ing summaries and discussing with colleagues. To summa-
rize, “human activity exists only in the form of an action or
a chain of actions” [17, p. 24], i.e., each activity is consti-
tuted by the coordination of actions and their goals.

The third and final structural component is operation,
which registers the conditions to the realisation of actions.
Leontiev [20] defines operation as “the mode of performing
an act”, “the necessary content of any action but it is not
identical with the latter” (p. 369). In general, an action is
constituted by different operations, and one same operation
can compose different actions. The operations are dependent
on the concrete conditions imposed by the current situation.
One of the main operations’ characteristics is that the sub-
ject performs them in an automatic way, i.e., such subject
does not have conscious awareness of them [21]. Taking the
reading activity again, the muscular movements that sup-
port the book or control the eye are examples of operations.

To make clear the dynamics between actions and opera-
tions and illustrate the different levels of the subject’s con-
sciousness, Leontiev [21] gives us another example; a per-
son driving a car. For a novice driver, the gear shifting has a
conscious orientation in which this driver considers the car
speed, the different strengths and pressures in each foot to
release the clutch and push the accelerator, the hand move-
ment on the gear and so on. As the novice driver is conscious
of all those acts, the gear shifting is considered an action
within the activity of driving a car. However, these actions
become more and more routinized during the practice, leav-
ing the conscious plane and are transformed into operations.
Thus, all acts required to shift the gears are already at the
operations level for an expert driver, and they are not in the
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subject’s conscious awareness. In this situation, the driver’s
activity is not more ‘driving a car’, but ‘go to work’, in which
they perform conscious actions such as choosing the best
route or how to overtake a slow car. In this situation, ‘driv-
ing a car’ has become an operation.

A relevant point here is that the activity’s structure is
a dynamics between actions and operations in which one
can be converted into another and vice-versa. Leontiev
[21] explains this process through the shifting of motives.
For example, the activity’s motive can be transformed
into a goal, i.e., the activity can lose its main motive and
be converted into an action. Alternatively, an action can
become itself an activity whether its goal becomes inde-
pendent and motivating the entire process [21].

The main feature of this dynamics is the subject’s
conscious awareness in relation to the motive and goals.
An action is converted into operation when such action
becomes a condition to perform another action; in this
process, “what was the goal of the given action must be
converted into a condition of the action required by the
new aim” [20, p. 370]. More, the mechanism that un-
derpins such conversion is grounded on the shift from
volitional and conscious processes into involuntary ones
(p. 375). Going back to the expert driver, even though
they perform all the acts of shifting gears at the opera-
tions level, those acts can be brought to the conscious
awareness when this driver experiences a new activity
such as driving an automatic car or in left-hand traffic.
Then, these operations momently become actions.

In this section, we have presented the activity struc-
ture and the features and dynamics of its components. In
the next section, we draw a parallel between these two
theories considered until this point.

Concept-activity

The grounds for building this section are based on the
thesis of the “common structure of human activity and indi-
vidual consciousness” [21, p. 98]. In fact, both psychologists
signalled for an understanding of concept that calls for the
consideration of practical and objective life. For instance,
when taking Vygotsky’s later writings, there is a definition
for concept that is seldom commented in the literature.

“A real concept is an image of an objective thing in its
complexity. Only when we recognize the thing in all its con-
nections and relations, only when this diversity is synthe-
sized in a word, in an integral image through a multitude of
determinations, do we develop a concept. According to the
teaching of dialectical logic, a concept includes not only the
general, but also the individual and particular” [34, p. 53].

While in his first writings, there is a tendency to deal
with the concept formation as successive acts of abstraction
and further generalizations, in this later work he argues in
terms of “a complex system of mediating connections and
relations disclosed in determinations of the concept” (p. 53).
Thus, the result of those movements from the general to the
particular is the rise of the concept as an objective reflection.
He also replaces terms such as abstraction and generaliza-
tion for “acts of thought” or “act of judgments” that, again,
signal the focus on the objective reflection. Overall, a con-
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cept is now understood as a process that accounts for the
object’s essence in all its complexity and diversity and in
connection and relationship to the reality, which is a much
closer view to the dialectical materialism.

Leontiev [18] also discusses concept formation in
terms of word meaning and puts it as a result “of man’s en-
counter with material reality in the process of his relating
to it, i.e., in the process of practice.” (p. 24). Here, it is also
noticed the same effort to extend the concept of concept to
include the dimension of concrete reality, or, in our terms,
the concrete activity. Elsewhere, he says that meanings are
a “materialized ideal form of the existence of the objective
world, its properties, connections and relations revealed
by aggregate social practice.” [21, p. 16]. Again, there is a
sense to frame concept under a perspective beyond a pure-
ly intellective element and includes the practice.

Notwithstanding, we can further develop the asso-
ciation between the conceptual system and the activity
structure more literally. From this perspective, everyday
concepts would be for operations, and scientific concepts
would be for actions. In this regard, we consider the cat-
egories of volition and conscious awareness as common
attributes to both processes, concept formation and ac-
tivity. In Vygotsky’s words, “The problem of voluntary
activity is directly dependent on the problem of con-
scious awareness of this activity.” [33, p. 8]%

Exploring the above correspondence, scientific con-
cepts and actions present some similar features; both are in
a higher level of a subject’s conscious awareness, and both
are employed in a volitional manner, i.e., oriented to a spe-
cific goal. This conjunction is identified as concept-action.
Similarly, everyday concepts and operations comprise an-
other unity, which the main features are the lower level
of conscious awareness and non-volitional use. Here, the
concept-operation is a condition to the concept-action.

In our proposal, the concept-activity makes explicit
that both are products of the relationships between hu-
man beings and the world. Dialectically, concepts are giv-
en in/by activities, while activities are built around shared
concepts. In other words, the concept-activity is not only
the ideal-intellectual activity or nether the material-prac-
tical activity, but a unity, it is a momentary and transitory
emergence of the synthesis between thinking-speech and
consciousness-activity. Drawing on Vygotsky’s Marxist
perspective, Roth [27] agrees that thinking should not
be theorized in itself, that is, divorced from the subjects’
life, but also including what he calls “the chain of events
within which it arises of necessity” (p. 17, emphasis in the
original), outside from the mind. This is the concept-ac-
tivity’s spirit, the conjugation of concept and activity that
emerges through the human praxis.

Finally, Zinchenko [35] draws a beautiful example of
how language supports the production of images and actions
that illustrate the concept-activity. He considers the activ-
ity of a mother feeding a child by giving her breast while
gently saying sweet words. The emerging concept-activity
from this co-created event relates satiety and hunger not
only to the meaning of milk but also to the emotions, feel-

ings and actions that involve the entire process. Paraphras-
ing Zinchenko’s words, we can say that the concept-activity
is “literally absorbed with mother’s milk”, dialectically aris-
ing from the mother-child’s lived experience (p. 71). This
example might form a rich image for the description of the
dialectical synthesis that we are proposing.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have presented and discussed some as-
pects of Vygotsky’s and Leontiev’s works to propose a syn-
thesis in the form of the concept-activity. Its direct implica-
tion is overcoming concept as something internal, subjective
and mental, and activity as something external, objective
and practical. Others have already tackled this problem of
the separation between internal and external activity, how-
ever, the theoretical importance of our effort is twofold:
first, it employs only primary sources of cultural-historical
works, and second, the dialectical unity is explicitly based
on the association of psychological structures regarding the
categories of conscious awareness and volition.

We have argued about the essential and interconnected
relationship between concept and activity as a unity that
emerges through human praxis; that is, concepts consti-
tute-and-are-constituted within activities. They are intrin-
sically connected and should not be considered separately
or the same thing, but a unit. On the one hand, concepts
detached from activities are crystallized and sterile enti-
ties that have lost their relations with the world. On the
other hand, activities are impossible to be carried out with-
out concepts, there is no way of an activity being collective
and objectified without negotiating and sharing meanings.
Therefore, we are pointing out that different practices de-
velop different qualities on concepts embedded in them;
those practices produce and express the formation of con-
cepts with higher or lower levels of consciousness-volition.
The mechanism behind this genetic route lies in the “gener-
alizing activity of consciousness” [18, p. 26]. Apart from the
theoretical and academic problem described on the lines
above, when addressing the concept-activity we can deal
with two other issues, schooling and human development.

This proposal sheds light also on the kind of general-
izing activity of consciousness that happens at traditional
teacher-centered schooling. Students are typically seated
in rows in such a format, copying the content from the
board or book and answering the teacher’s closed ques-
tions. The ultimate goal is to reproduce such a definition
in a future exam. As a result, the object of knowledge is
attached to a verbal definition within a very narrow dis-
cursive practice. The concepts produced in this kind of
activity “lose their attachment with the social practices
in which they were born” [15, p. 527]. In this educational
process, the generalizing activity of consciousness is lim-
ited, and there is no expansion towards other registers of
conscious awareness and volition. To overcome this situa-
tion, educators might use the concept-activity as a tool for
designing classroom activities that can promote different

4 «HpoGHeMa HpOI/ISBOJIbHOﬁ JAeATEJIbHOCTHU HaXOAUTCA B HeHOCpeﬂCTBeHHOﬁ 3aBUCUMOCTH OT HpO6JIeMI)I OCO3HAHUS ATOM JIESTENIbHOCTH.

34




KYJbTYPHO-UCTOPUYECKAA IICUXOJIOTUA 2021. T. 17. Ne 2
CULTURAL-HISTORICAL PSYCHOLOGY. 2021. Vol. 17, no. 2

levels of students’ conscious awareness and volition on
their ownership of concepts. Moreover, a metacognitive
approach on the concept-activity at school might foster
students to reflect on the content and form that they are
learning, consciously developing the psychological opera-
tions they are operating. Here, each student is viewed as a
productive subject of concepts-in-school-activities.

We see the concept-activity unity points to an even
broader construct based on the Spinozian dialectical
principle that nothing can be separated from its relation
to the world [27]. Stetsenko poses this principle as the
entanglement of individual human beings and the world:

“This project posits that there is only one world—the
world that people create through their activities—in
which human beings come to be and to develop as well
as get to deal with and to know about. [...] Therefore,
knowledge and concepts (in whatever degree of general-
ity and abstractness) do not exist as free floating con-
structions, in some realm that is separate from what indi-
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B macrogmeit ctaThe, KOTOpasi HOCUT ANCKYCCUOHHBIHN XapakTep, IPEATPUHSTA TTONBITKA PACCMOTPETh
npobieMy (OPMHUPOBaHUSI TIOHATHH CKBO3b IIPU3MYy CHUHTE3a IIOHATHHHOTO almaparta KyJbTypPHO-
ucropuyeckoii reopun JI.C. BbIrOTCKOTO U cHCTEMBbI MOHATH JiesiTesibHOCTHOTO noaxoza A.H. Jleontbesa.
Wpes cBA3aTh O/IHO € IPYTUM IIPUBEJIA HAC K TEOPETUYECKOMY KOHCTPYKTY, KOTOPBII Mbl Ha3BaJIM IOHATHE-
JeaTebHOCTD (concept-activity ): aTo AMaIeKTUYeCKoe e/INHCTBO ITOHATHS 1 €r0 FeHeTUYeCKOi /IeITeJIbHOCTH,
T.€. CUCTEMATH3MPOBAHHBIX BUIOB JESTETLHOCTH, B KOTOPBIX POXKIAIOTCS M 0OPETAIOT IeJIeHATPABIEHHOCTD
noHATHS. VIcTomp3ysl KaTeropuy BOJW W CO3HAHWS, MBI CBS3bIBaeM HAyUHbIe TOHSATHS C JeHCTBUSIMU
(TOHATHSI-IefiCTBUA ), a KUTEHCKUe MOHATUS — ¢ onepanusamu (moHstus-onepaiyn). OObenHe e 9THX
2JIEMEHTOB I103BOJISIET pacCMaTpUBATh BO3HUKHOBEHHUE IMOHATUHHOTO MBIILJIEHUS KaK JesTeJbHOCTh U
0603HaYATH ITO TEPMUHOM <IIOHSITHE-[EATEILHOCTb>. VIHbIMY CI0BAMU, €CJIU HAYYHbIE OHSITUS CBSI3aHbI
C JIeUCTBUSAMM, TO, TIOCKOJIBKY U T€, U JIPYTHE TIPOUCXOJAT U3 CO3HATENBHOTO U IIPOU3BOJIBHOTO, KUTEHCKIEe
MOHATHUS CBA3AHDI € OTIEPAIUSAMHE, T.K. HAXO/ATCA B chepe He-co3HATEIBHOTO 1 He-TIPOM3BOJIbHOT0. B craThe
TakxKe 00CyKIAeTCsT, KAaKUM 00Pa3oM KaTeropust MOHsITHsI-AeTeTbHOCTH 00600IIAeT Mepexojl MEK/LY JABYMsI
hopmamu TOHATHI 1 KaKOe 3HAUEHKE 9TO UMeeT IIPUMEHUTENBHO K (DOPMUPOBAHUIO TIOHSTHII.
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