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Despite the popularity of L.S. Vygotsky in the English-speaking world, there is much debate about how 
exactly his ideas are applied in contemporary research. The article provides a quantitative analysis of disserta-
tions on the psychology of emotions that mention L.S. Vygotsky from 2000 to 2020. It covers 177 dissertations 
from the ProQuest Dissertations & Thesis database, considering their topics and application of Vygotsky's 
ideas in the texts. It was discovered dissertations are distributed roughly equally into pedagogical (89) and psy-
chological (88) dissertations. Half of all dissertations refers to Mind & Society, while a quarter relies on English 
editions of Thinking and Speech. Another 16% of dissertations contain no direct references to L.S. Vygotsky. 
In the majority of works, L.S. Vygotsky is mentioned either as the author of the sociocultural theory as a whole 
or as one of the concepts in the field of development. The methodology of the analysis of the semantic structure 
of consciousness and experiences is little in demand by English-speaking researchers. Only two dissertations 
have dealt with the concept of "experience". In 13 works, based on L. S. Vygotsky, the authors apply the ideas 
of mediation, development zones, development of concepts to emotions in childhood, the cultural specificity 
of emotional language, and consider the emotional side of speech. It is possible to trace both indirect influ-
ence of L.S. Vygotsky's legacy on psychology of emotions, testifying to graduate students' familiarity with the 
cultural-historical approach, and direct, through contemporary advancement of is core ideas.
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Несмотря на известность Л.С. Выготского в англоязычном мире, много дискуссий вызывает то, как 
именно его идеи используются в современных исследованиях. В статье проведен количественный ана-
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Introduction

In recent years there has been a growing interest in 
the social and cultural contexts of emotional experience. 
While in the early 2000s, along with rapid improvements 
in psychophysiological methods and precision recording 
techniques, interest in the psychology of emotions as a 
natural science discipline grew [see: 12; 30], after a cer-
tain saturation with data the situation is changing. Thus, 
the famous emotion researcher L.F. Barrett developed 
the concept of the social construction of emotions [1], 
which is supported by neurostudies [27]. Although Bar-
rett herself is familiar with the work of L.S. Vygotsky 
and refers to him, it is not clear how exactly the tradition 
he started in general psychology turns out to be produc-
tive and in demand in this “humanitarian turn” of emo-
tion researchers.

A number of contemporary studies are devoted to the 
reception and development of the cultural-historical tra-
dition in the world scientific literature [3; 6; 9; 10]. A sci-
entometric study shows that works about Vygotsky have 
appeared steadily in the ten-year period since 2009, with 
Russian researchers predominating [9]. Due to the fact 
that interest in the social development of the emotional 
sphere among researchers is now high, the (non)using of 
L.S. Vygotsky’s approach to the psychology of emotions 
can be considered as a separate case of scientometric anal-
ysis. Does a wide range of researchers of emotions resort 
to the works of L.S. Vygotsky as a source of methodologi-
cal ideas? And how exactly does this happen?

To answer this question, a thematic analysis of PhD 
dissertations available through the Pro Quest Disserta-
tions and Theses database was conducted. The disserta-
tions reflected areas that, at a minimum, researchers with 

the right to lead PhD students found promising, and, at 
a maximum, in which interested PhD students were able 
to obtain a specific result. The criterion for selection was 
that the dissertations explicitly manifested knowledge of 
the legacy of L.S. Vygotsky. Therefore, I assumed that 
the analysis of the use of the ideas of cultural-historical 
psychology and the predominant themes of works in the 
field of emotions that mention L.S. Vygotsky allows us 
to describe the contemporary spread of his approach in 
this relatively new subject.

The possibilities of quantitative methods in histori-
cal-scientific and scientific research are limited and do 
not allow for a meaningful analysis of conceptual de-
velopment. Algorithmizing, however, provides research 
with special tools. The possibility of putting different 
kinds of programs at the service of scientific reflec-
tion becomes very real for modern scientists, including 
when studying the development of the cultural-histor-
ical approach.

Emotions in Cultural-Historical Perspective

Emotion is not a key term for cultural-historical psy-
chology from the experts’ point of view [9], although 
the analysis of publications in the journal Cultural-His-
torical Psychology shows that from 2005 to 2016, 11% 
of articles belonged thematically to the “Personality, 
Motivation, and Emotion” section, 13 articles were pub-
lished on “Experiences” and 15 on “Meaning.” Studies of 
emotional life, despite the fact that their methodologi-
cal schemes are not as elaborate as those in studies of 
learning and development, are related to very important 
problems for L.S. Vygotsky.

лиз диссертаций по психологии эмоций с упоминанием Л.С. Выготского за период 2000—2020 годы. 
Описаны 177 диссертаций из базы Pro Quest Dissertations & Thesis, их тематика и использование в 
них идей Л.С. Выготского. Выявлено, что диссертации распределяются примерно поровну — на педа-
гогические (89) и психологические (88). Половина всех диссертаций ссылаются на «Mind & Society», 
четверть опираются на английские издания «Мышления и речи». Eще в 16% диссертаций нет прямых 
ссылок на Л.С. Выготского. В преобладающем числе работ Л.С. Выготский упоминается либо как ав-
тор социокультурной теории в целом, либо в качестве изобретателя одного из концептов в области 
развития. Методология анализа смысловой структуры сознания и переживаний мало востребована 
англоязычными докторантами. Лишь в двух диссертациях проведена работа с концептом «пережива-
ние». В 13 работах на основе методологии Л.С. Выготского авторы применяют идеи опосредования, зон 
развития, развития понятий к эмоциям в детстве, культурному своеобразию эмоционального языка, а 
также рассматривают эмоциональную сторону речи. Можно проследить как косвенное влияние насле-
дия Л.С. Выготского на психологию эмоций, свидетельствующее о знакомстве аспирантов с культур-
но-историческим подходом, так и прямое, через разработки релевантных идей.

Ключевые слова: эмоции, методология психологии, переживание, Л.С. Выготский.
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By 1933, L.S. Vygotsky wrote the critical part of his 
treatise “The Doctrine of Emotions”. [4]. His positive 
part was never written [7]. In 1932, he gave a lecture 
“Emotions and Their Development in Childhood”. [5]. 
Vygotsky referred to the related problems of emotion —
affect and experience —in their connection with the de-
velopment of the child’s personality (for example, in “The 
Crisis at 7”), art (aesthetic emotions), intellect (the unity 
of affect and intellect), mastery of the actor, etc.

The concept of “experience,” which is difficult to 
translate into English, is important for Vygotsky’s ap-
proach to emotional life [14]. Vygotsky did not explicit-
ly formulate a methodology for analyzing emotional life 
proper. This incompleteness creates space for discussion 
of possible cultural-historical versions of the theory of 
emotions [see: 16; 18; 23].

As a preface to the analysis of materials on emotions, 
it can be noted that among the followers of L.S. Vygotsky 
the most developed version of the psychology of emotions 
known to the Russian-speaking reader can be found in 
the Moscow psychological school [8]. For A.N. Leontiev, 
emotions are a tool of activity regulation that signals mo-
tivation to the subject. As such, a person’s emotional life is 
closely connected with his or her life world.

The analysis conducted by Brazilian researcher J. 
Mesquita is called “Vygotsky and the Theories of Emo-
tion in Search of a Possible Dialogue”. [28]. She sug-
gested the possibility of viewing emotions as a product 
of mediating cultural scripts of primary emotional reac-
tions with subsequent interiorization by analogy with 
concepts in the development of thinking. This approach 
is realized in the Brazilian school of the KIP [see, for ex-
ample: 31], but not only in it.

A more developed version of the Vygotsky idea of 
cultural mediation is Holodinsky’s theory of emotion in-
teriorization, known to the Russian-speaking reader due 
to the textbook by G. Breslau [2]. In 2013, the journal 
“Mind, Culture, and Activity” published two special is-
sues on emotion in cultural and historical terms. The ed-
itor was Manfred Holodinsky; in this issue, in particular, 

he also outlined an updated version of his theory [22].
Another way to talk about a holistic theory of emo-

tions from the perspective of cultural-historical activity 
psychology is offered by I. Burkitt [16]. For him, emo-
tions are also connected with personality and L.S. Vy-
gotsky’s ideas are supplemented by M.M. Bakhtin’s 
work on emotional and semantic processes.

Thus, the cultural-historical perspective of emotion 
research constitutes a separate substantive area, suc-
ceeding L.S. Vygotsky.

Method

Criteria. The sample of the study consisted of 
177  Ph.D. dissertations from the Pro Quest Disserta-
tions & Theses database. Inclusion criteria: dissertations 
written after 1999 in English, containing in their text 
the name Vygotsky and among the key words the term 
emotion. Of the 196 results, language and access criteria 
excluded: 3 dissertations in Spanish; 8 master’s theses; 
and 7 dissertations were either unavailable or their texts 
were not searchable. The distribution of dissertations by 
year is shown in Figure 1. Of the 177 dissertations in this 
database, 172 were defended in the United States. The 
analysis was conducted in 2021.

Parameters. The Pro Quest Dissertations & Theses 
database contain information about the place of defense, 
year, subject and subject field. The number of thematic 
and subject categories assigned to each dissertation is 
unlimited. Moreover, there are six types of classifica-
tions with names: classification, classification codes, 
major classification codes, subject classifications, subject 
terms, subjects. For subject coding, the list of subject 
terms was taken.

The references used to Vygotsky’s work in the litera-
ture and the context in which the work was cited were 
coded. From the array of citations, one subcategory in-
cluded those in which Vygotsky is mentioned only as 
the author of the theory of “sociocultural development” 

Pic. 1. Distribution of number of dissertations on emotions and Vygotsky by year
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without elaboration. The second subcategory included 
citations in which L.S. Vygotsky is briefly mentioned 
in connection with the zone of nearest development or 
the role of cultural tools (scaffolding). An example of 
the citation defining assignment to such subcategory is 
“L.S. Vygotsky (1962) also argues that the self-concept 
of a child emerges through interaction with others. [25]. 
The works with extended and analytical citations were 
arranged into a separate subcategory of methodological 
continuation and considered accordingly.

In a random subsample (alphabetically) of disserta-
tions (n=50), the paradigm of the main study was cod-
ed into large categories: 1) correlational research with 
quantitative measurement, including testing or inter-
views; 2) experimental and quasi-experimental designs; 
3) qualitative research, including ethnographic and 
anthropological methods; and 4) the “other” category, 
which included cross-cultural comparisons, action re-
search, and theoretical research.

All types of coding were done by a single coder. In ad-
dition, the same database was analyzed using Vos View-
er, a program designed for bibliographic analysis.

Results

Topics of papers. The topics of works displayed by 
the system Proquest Dissertations & Theses are present-

ed in Table 1. Based on the 22 thematic fields, disser-
tations were classified by two-stage clustering into two 
groups. Their size turned out to be almost equal, of 88 
and 89 papers (silhouette measure = 0.3).

Thus, there are two groups of research on emotions 
using the works of L.S. Vygotsky, which can be desig-
nated as psychological and pedagogical. It is interesting 
that studies in the fields of social psychology, cognitive 
psychology, family studies and communication studies 
turn out to be integrative. They are represented compa-
rably among both pedagogical and psychological stud-
ies of emotions. Clusters do not differ by year (F=0.90; 
p=.764) in pedagogical studies (M=2011.99; sd=5.098) 
and psychological studies (M=2010.69; sd=5.087).

Automatic processing of the same base by means 
of Vox Viewer resulted in not two, but three clusters 
(Fig.  2.). “Education” and “Psychology” were supple-
mented by the cluster “Social Sciences” and separate 
groups like “Language” “Early childhood education,” 
etc. The main divergence in the analysis is that the clus-
tering method in Vos Viewer is supplemented by MM-
algorithm, and it uses a different list of keywords from 
the metadata of articles.

Research paradigm and sources. Of the 50 works 
selected for additional coding, 24 are based on quantita-
tive measurements, 5 are experimental, and 13 are quali-
tative. The rest use other paradigms: 3 cross-cultural 
comparisons, 2 historical-theoretical papers, and 1 each 

T a b l e  1
Dissertations topics and cluster distribution (n=177)

Subject terms* Claster H0: clusters are equally probable 
Subject n Psychology, % Education, % Chi sq, df=1 p-value 2-side

Developmental psychology 61 74.1 25.9 19.64 p <.001
Educational psychology 37 - 100 42.56 p <.001
Clinical psychology 25 88 12 16.56 p <.001
Social psychology 20 65 35 1.95 .162
Early childhood education 18 - 100 15.37 p <.001
Cognitive psychology 17 62.5 37.2 1.05 .305
Teacher education 17 - 100 17.79 p <.001
Psychology 11 88.9 11.1 5.65 .017
Education 10 - 100 169.17 p <.001
Personality psychology 10 100 - 9.34 .002
Individual & family studies 9 75 25 2.05 .152
Language & arts 8 - 100 21.53 p <.001
Behavioral psychology 7 83.3 16.7 2.71 .099
Communication 7 66.7 33.3 .67 .414
Elementary education 7 0 100 5.20 .023
Organizational behavior 7 57.1 42.9 .14 .711
Psychotherapy 7 100 - 7.21 .007
Curriculum development 7 - 100 7.37 .007
Higher education 6 - 100 6.28 .012
Neurosciences 6 80 20 1.82 .178
Rhetoric 6 80 20 1.82 .178
Special education 6 - 100 4.14 .042
* based on subjectTerms category in the database



140

research-in-action (formative research) and secondary 
quantitative data analysis. These distributions showed no 
significant relationships with year of work (F from .315 
to .405). Quantitative dimensions as a paradigm predomi-
nated in the psychological dissertation cluster compared 
to the pedagogical cluster at the trend level (χ¬2= 3.82; 
p=.051) and qualitative/ethnographic dimensions pre-
dominated in the pedagogical cluster (χ2= 5.03; p=.025).

The analysis of dissertation source lists revealed that 
half of all dissertations refer to some edition of Mind in 
Society [37] a quarter rely on the English editions of 
Thinking and Speaking [38; 39], and another 16% of dis-
sertations contain no direct references to L.S. Vygotsky, 
which means that his ideas are presented in them on the 
basis of secondary sources [15; 32; 41]. Only three pa-
pers [24; 33; 42] cited the English translation of the text 
“Emotions and their development in childhood” in two 
different editions [35; 36]. The references have no con-
nection to the thesis year and thematic cluster.

In a large part of the works, emotions, although 
considered, are not the main subject. The context of 
references to L.S. Vygotsky’s works was specifically ex-
amined across the entire database of theses and disserta-
tions. Three types of citations of L.S. Vygotsky on this 
basis can be distinguished. First, it is the use of reference 
to indicate the sociocultural approach in general; in this 
case, Vygotsky is often mentioned together with other 
authors, such as A. Bandura [e.g.: 17]. Secondly, it is the 
citation of a specific idea, most often about development 
or speech: the zone of closest development, mediation, 
and interiorization [e.g.: 13]. Third, dissertations where 
L.S. Vygotsky’s ideas are used to construct a hypothesis 
or argument about emotion. One— early — dissertation 
is devoted to the theoretical understanding of L.S. Vy-

gotsky’s legacy in understanding personality and emo-
tion [26]. In several papers, the authors use the idea of 
mediating to the development of socioemotional con-
cepts, such as children’s understanding of the concept 
of apologetics [34]. One dissertation reveals the idea of 
experience [19]. Others in one way or another use the 
approach of L.S. Vygotsky to analyze the development 
of emotional regulation, considering the connection of 
emotional experience and language [29; 43].

Discussion

The method of coding the content of dissertations 
used in the present article has two serious limitations. 
First, the coding for this work was done by only one 
researcher, which means that the threat of bias in this 
evaluation has not been assessed. Second, a search by 
name was used to determine the context of the use of 
L.S. Vygotsky’s legacy. This means that works written 
in the framework of the cultural-historical approach 
and studying emotion might not fall into the appropri-
ate category if they drew on the developments of later 
followers. In our sample, for example, there are works 
that mention L.S. Vygotsky and use only references to 
abstract works or those that postulate their connection 
to the theory [15; 21; 32; 40; 41].

In the 2000—2020 dissertation sample, there is no re-
versal of interest in L.S. Vygotsky’s legacy over the years, 
although some upsurge took place in the noughties and 
was expressed by the peak of publications in 2009. This 
differs from the dynamics of mentioning L.S. Vygotsky 
in the general array of academic articles, where, accord-
ing to colleagues [9], there is a slow growth with a peak 

Pic. 2. Coherence of thematic fields of dissertations in the area of emotion studies, that mention L. S. Vygotsky. 
Three thematic clusters established by Vox Viewer processing
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rather around 2015-2017. This may be due to thematic 
specificity, as the presented analysis is focused only on 
works on emotion, and not on all academic materials. We 
can surmise that the preparation of the English-language 
dissertations on emotion is not oriented to the general 
context of publications in the field of cultural-historical 
psychology. Perhaps, due to the manifested perception 
of L.S. Vygotsky predominantly as the author of socio-
cultural theory in psychology and pedagogy, there is no 
close connection in them specifically with the develop-
ment of cultural-historical methodology.

The data obtained about citations of L.S. Vygotsky’s 
works correspond to the observation of M. Dafermos [6] 
and N. Veresov [3], who also noted that the predominant 
references are translations of “Thinking and Speech” and 
“Mindin Society”.

A study by A. A. Shvedovskaya and N. V. Mesh-
kova [11] allows us to compare the topics of works in 
the field of emotions in dissertations and in the journal 
of cultural-historical orientation. It showed that out of 
316 empirical articles published in the journal “Cultural-
Historical Psychology” from 2006 to 2016, 11% can be 
grouped into the block “Personality, Motivation, Emo-
tion.” In this block the themes of fears, the participation 
of bodily sensations in the understanding of emotions, 
sense-making, and self-regulation stand out [11]. These 
themes form a generally unified field with those to which 
the theses in the analysis presented here are devoted. 
However, there are possible stylistic differences: for ex-
ample, in the English-language dissertations the role of 
language is problematized rather than the participation 
of bodily sensations in emotional processes, whereas in 
the Russian-language works the trend is reversed. Also, 
the Russian-language journal contains 13 publications 
on experience, which was analyzed only twice in the 
English-language dissertations (once specifically [19] 
and once in a paper devoted to the contribution of L.S. 
Vygotsky [26]). Some materials of Beth Verholt’s dis-
sertation on experience were subsequently published in 

a special issue of the journal “Mind, Culture, and Ac-
tivity” [20], including in a polemical way. This is a re-
minder that dissertations not only mark interest in L.S. 
Vygotsky, but are themselves factors in the development 
of the cultural-historical psychology of emotions.

Conclusions

Dissertations on emotions, in which the authors use 
L.S. Vygotsky’s ideas, form two equal blocks: psycholog-
ical research, mainly on development, and pedagogical 
research on education and its participants. In the major-
ity of works L.S. Vygotsky is presented as the author of 
the sociocultural approach and such concepts as “zone 
of the proximal development”, “mediation”, etc.; and in 
them there is no direct connection with emotions as a 
subject of research. Only two dissertations [26; 19] work 
with the concept of “experience”.

Half of all the theses refers to some edition of “Mind 
in Society”, a quarter refers to the English editions of 
“Thinking and Speech”, and another 16% of theses make 
no direct references to L.S. Vygotsky. The scientist’s 
work on emotion is relatively underrepresented in Eng-
lish and has yet to find its way to researchers.

In absolute numbers, the number of works based on 
L.S. Vygotsky’s methodology in developing the psy-
chology of emotions is small. Among the dissertations 
on emotions there is a number where the authors make 
creative attempts to apply the ideas of mediation, devel-
opmental zones, development of concepts to emotions at 
different stages of childhood, to the cultural specificity 
of emotional language and experience, and to the emo-
tional side of speech.

It is possible to trace in dissertations both the indi-
rect influence of L.S. Vygotsky’s legacy on psychology 
of emotions, testifying to graduate students’ familiarity 
with the cultural-historical approach, and the direct one, 
through the development of relevant ideas.
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