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Teaching culture and emotions. The function of art in
Vygotsky's theory of child development (L920_19j4);

Rita Hofstetter & Bernard Schneuwly

Reflecting leroen Dekker's studies on the history of teaching emotions

To educate means to transmit curturel and, without this transmission, there can
be no educatiorL much ress educationar research. Jeroen Dekker disagrees with
the conception which casts doubt on this fundamental axiom of the intergen-
erational transmission of culture. proponents of this conception claim that there
is in fact symmetry and reciprocity among generations, 

"rru., 
ur, independence

of the persons to be educatld. They echo prigressitte education,referring to such
illustrious theoreticians as Dewey, Mead and Habermas, and postmJdemists
Lyotard, Rorty and Derrida, and do not refrairy as Dekker raments, from pass-
ing judgement on other periods and other places: "It is an anachronism, a mor-
tal sin for the historian, to impose his or hlr ideas of reciprocity and child au-
tonomy, whether they be traditional or mod.em,'rightist' or,t"rury, progressive
or,post-modem, on generations of the pasf in order to judge their pedàgogical
behavior."2 Taking an opposing stance to these conceptions, Dekkàr illustrates
his point using a proverb regularly used in Dutch pictoral art, notably by the
famous ]an Steen: 'As the old sing, so pipe the young,,.3

Meticulously analysing a vast literature and ,rrr*"ro,r, visual representa-
tions, Dekker shows the extent to which art was used in the service of moral
education in an immense social enterprise in the Netherlands of the 17th and
L8th century, daringly titred "Morar Literary: The pleasure of Learning How to
Become Decent Adults and Good parents in the Dutcrr Republic i. tli" surrun-
teenth Centuy."n The historian arso examines how emotions as d.efined by the
great 17th century philosophers - spinoz4 among others - become a systematic
subject of education, with artistic presentation arso praying u. essÂdd ,ole
here, as Dekker and wichgers show through a semiotic analysrs of the embrems
in Jacob Cats' Mirror of Ancient and Modern Times, one of the most popular books
of the time.s

Reading these texts inspired us to re-read the writings of L.s. Vygotsky, cur-
rently one of the most quoted authors in educational sciences,6 as some of the
questions raised by Dekker as a historian were arso considered by this pedoro-
gist and psychologist in the 1920s and 1930s. In the present contribution, ecno-
ing Dekke/s enquiries, we wil examine the vygotskian theoreticar proposars in
their evolution: we will limit ourselves to the question of the interlenàrational

* we wish to thank Michel Brossard, Irina Leopoldoff and Daniele Nune silva for their
comments on a previous version of our articre and Béibhinn Regli for her high_quarity
translation,

transmission of culfure, and focus on the reception of art and the role that teach-
ing plays in it. To do so, we will take account of the entirety of the available texts
by Vygotsky in which he addresses this issue,T while of course referring to the
immense secondary literature.

Following Dekkels consideration of cultural transmission as constitutive of
human development, and the reception of art as one of the modes of transmis-
sion, we wili test the following hypothesis: Vygotsky addresses the issue of the
reception and function of art from his earliest publications in the 1920s, notabiy
from the point of view of education and teaching. However, the theme disap-
pears almost entirely after 1928.8 We will attempt to outline an explanation for
this surprising silence, which will bring us back to our starting point: Dekker's
"teaching the regulation of emotions"; we will suggest considering this as a

possible extension of Vygotksy's work, the principle which he evoked when
defining his method: "The historical sludy of behavior is not ân auxiliary aspect
of theoretical study, but rather forms the very base."e

The origins ofVygotsky's educatiae thought: The practice of teaching and training; and

of his reflection on art: The practice of critiquing literature and artrj

To accentuate the paradox that we have just evoked, let us attempt to grasp what
led Vygotsky to write his early books, which form the embryonic beginnings of
the theory that he would go on to develop throughout his scientific activity.

Lev Semionovitch Vygotsky (1,896-D3 ) was a Soviet scholar who led the
grounds for a conception of the human person as the result of education as

artificial development of human beings and of self-construction, on the basis
of socio-historically elaborated "instruments" (Ianguage, technical and artistic
"æuvres", other signs systems). His main influences were the works of Marx
and Engels and of Spinoza. As a new regime was coming into power in the

USSR in l9l7,Yygotsky completed his studies in both law and literature and
the arts, and retumed to his hometown of Gomel. The German occupation there
continued until January 7979, and the town government was not formed until
April. One of its principal tasks: build a new school system, with the local teach-

ers refusing to cooperate with them. Vygotsky played an active role, teaching in
several schools. When the "pedagogical tekhnikum" - a sort of teacher training
institute - was founded, he almost immediately began contributing to the edu-
cation collective that ran it. Vygotsky gave classes in general child psychology,
experimental psychology, and educationai psychology. He also contributed to
the continuing education of teachers, in particular in rural schools, by giving
educational psychology classes. He proposed setting up a school bureau of
experimental psychology, the goal of which would be to show future teachers

psychological experiments, to drive practical work and research, and to analyse

teaching activity. Vygotsky carried out numerous experiments.
Simultaneously, he undertook significant cullural activities: he wrote dozens
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of books, theatre and ballet reviews, and even published a short book on
artist Bykhovsky; he edited a literature review and founded a
for literary works; he gave dozens of conJerences on classic and
authors as well as on the theory of relativity, and psychoanalysis.
distinguished himself as an organiser of theatre productions, inviting the
innovative theatre companies in the USSR to Gomel, companies
directing theories of Stanislavski, Meyerhold and Tairov Moreover
parficipated in the management of the local press musuem, which made
able to the public dozens of daily newspapert and organised literary
with contemporary writers.

This intense activity dedicated to the construction of the school and
instilutions, coupled with ihe publication of literary and theatre reviews,
nated in two major books: Tfte Psychology of Art (192512005) and Educational
chology (192612006). These constirute the early drafts of his future
educaliory notably the role of education in the area of imagination
The first is centered on the exploration of the function of art; the second on
cation and teaching. We would note here that most of Vygotsky,s
of this period especially insist on his knowledge of and involvement in
- particularly literary - circies, and underline his philosophical
notably evoking the importance of Hegel, Spinoz4 and, occasionally,
For our part, we believe that Vygotsky's professional activiry as a teacher
teacher trainer was just as decisive in the orientation of his work. we will
defend the theory that psychology was a means for him to understand the
that education plays in development, and what mechanisms exist to allow
to understand the effect of human works on the constitution of the
Psychology might have proven to be a sort of detour on the path to achieving
other goals. Kozulin says so, in a certain manner: "Vygotsky was
thinker, psychology being just the most appropriate stage on which the
of ideas could be played."11

The Psychology of Art: Art as a social technique of feelings demands an ed.ucation in
perception of art

This intense activiry in artistic circlet coupled with his observations,
classes, and reviews,l, Ied Vygotsky to more systematically add.ress
tion to which The Psychology of Art responds: ,,Thus the question arises
or not it is possible to determine some psychological laws of the effect of art
man?".13

Rejecting at once the methods which seek answers in the psychology of
artist, the reader or the receiver, Vygotsky suggests an indirect
sembling that of the historians who must construct their knowledge of the
using muitipie sources, none of which truly corresponds with the past, or a summary of the main themes of. The Psy chotogy of Art, and an outline of a
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bones: starting with the specificity of works of art.ra ln The psychology

Vygotsky claims that one of the central dimensions is the essentiallv am-
mode of the aesthetic experience, which may at once contairy to take

the horror of an event described, as well as a sense of liberation
by the work itself. The reaction of the reader resides in this contradic-

This dialectic manifests itself in a catharsig presupposing the
participation of the reader, whidr allows the discharging of affect, which

the intemal experience, thanks to the imagination. Transposing
of art and its laws of functioning at the level of society, Vygotsky

affirm: "We realize that science does not simpty infect one person or
society with thoughts and ideas, any more than technology helps man

handy. We can also recognize that art is an expanded 'social feeling' or
of feelings."15

essential elements appear in this conception of art. Firstlp art is a tech-
a toof or an insti'ument that affects the emotions or feelings. This idea

instrument would later be systematized by Vygotsky, who would APPIY
other dimensions of psychological life. But the significance of this phrase

another one, as evidenced by "Art is the organizaton of our future be-
It is a requirement that may never be fulfilled but that forces us to strive
our life toward all that lies beyond it." It is a specific way of acting: ,Art

with our bodies and through our bodies." And more generally: ,,The

practical scope of art ultimately comes down to its educational action.,,16
educational actiorç however, is itself mediated; its path must be cleared:
social discourse on the subject, and notably the critique of works of art,

itself. Educatiory notably teaching, facilitates the educational ac-
of art. Against the positions taken by those aiming to extract art from the

environment by virtue of the so-called exceptionality of art as a human
Vygotsky defends the absolute necessity of school mediation in two

the construction of knowledge of the work from a historical and social
of view, and the analysis and knowledge of its aesthetic function in order

the reduction of the work to its contents. This explanation allows a
of reflective consciousness whidu far from impeding emotioq orients the
of the work, fortifies it, preserves it, and confers a direction on the deploy-

the "unconscious" processes that it awakens.
we find one of our central themes, i.e. education as cultural transmis-

in this case split in two: the educationai action of art presupposes an educa-
'in art. But the few elements provided inThe psychology of Art, a book which

as we have seery to respond to the question of how art affects human be-
only briefly outlined. Ir this book, it is above all Vygotsky the art critic

speaks, notably reflecting on his own practice as a critic, and on the social
of his activity in the area of the diffusion of art in all its forms.

briefly retums to the question in a short text that appears at once
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The infectious nature of art is not based on a simple transmission of feel-
ings from one to another - in this sense, the speech of the speaker, the cry
of pain, the loud hurrah are no less infectious. Verses on sadness lift us
above the sadness, they defeat it, overcome i! solve it. How they achieve
tlns, by what psychological means - that is the X, the proper name of art, the
unknown quantity from which any investigation should start.l7

As we will see, this research on X would never materialise.

Aesthetic education: A first systematic theory - An outline of a psychology of
and catharsis

Vygotsky explores the question of mediation through art, and above aii the
diation of art through education and teaching, in greater depth in the book
was written in the contexi of his training activity. Educational psychology (1,

is a teacher training manual, no doubt a result of the classes Vygotsky gave
teachers. The chapter on aesthetic education offers eiements of an
theory. Vygotsky begins with an in-depth analysis of the place generally
tributed to aesthetics at school: it is in the service of teaching; it does not
an educational function in iiself and through itself. ln this critical
Vygotsky distinguishes three extemal pedagogical functions. The first is
education: in this field, aesthetics should have an immediate effect, resulting
the analysis of the work from this point of view. Suppressed, the aesthetic
mension of the work disappears. Considering, secondly, a book as a reflection
reality is iust as problematic: the characters would then represent a sort of
photograph of their time; this would not only give a false notion of reality,
would also erase the aesthetic elements of the booÇ thereby reducing it to
contents. And thirdly, the work of art is approached as an end in itself; the
of the aesthetic experience is limited to the percepiion of pleasure that the
experiences, quite apart from the specificity of the work of art.

The dominant trends of educational aesthetics criticised by Vygotsky are
tably the result of a psychological conception that considers aesthetic
tion to be a passive experience. Vygotsky posfulates that emotional
on the contraty, arc the result of an active aesthetic reaction. In theorising
reaction, he is again in disagreement with the classic conceptions which
particularly widespread in the movements of new education.l8 Aesthetic
tions do not consist of an intensification of life, a pooling of feeling felt by
author, an "infection" through the emotion of the artist, as Tolstoy puts it.
is catharsis, the resolution of contradictions experienced in the perception
a work, which creates the effect. To achieve this, each person must, to
extent, recreate the work, or at least recapitulate in part the creative
forming the basis of the work. "This dialectical, reconstitutive behavior of us our creative poientialify becomes the accomplice of shakespeare when we
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complex of all activities of intemal struggle, which is resolved in cathar-
ln other words: the aesthetic reaction implies an active participatiory a
of the imagination. Its points of reference are the aesthetic dimensions

give shape to the material. It is in this type of reception of aesthetic work
people should be educated, Vygotsky believes: not art as narrowly moral

nor as a representation of the real, nor art for art,s sake, but art as
possibility of transformation of the person through catharsis. More gener-
still: the aesthetic reactions provoked by the reception of the art aim ,,not

reproduce any genuine reactiory but to transcend it and to triumph over it.
,] Thus art is not a means of making up for a lack in life, but issues irom what

in man that exceeds life."le
This is an extremely strong demand which implies a sophisticated and multi-

conception of aesthetic education. Vygotsky theorises it bv distin-
three separate but interrelated dimensions which this education must
a) developing the creativity of the student; b) developing the technical

and knowledge related to works of art and aesthetic practice; c) training
aesthetic judgement, teaching the ability to comprehend works of art.2o
The development of students' abilities of aesthetic creation transforms the

link between lived experience and emotiorç and allows its exteriorisa-
by giving it a semiotic material form. Art and the writing of literary texts in

allow the child to develop their creative abilities while transforming
relationship to their experience and their emotions.

Aesthetic education then comprises the teaching of tectuLical abilities. This
must be broad, relate to all forms of art, and refer at once to the produc-
the students themselves and the reception of works of art: only instruc-

which goes beyond the techniques in and of themselves makes sense in the
of general aesthetic education.

is the last - and most complex - form of education, the comprehension of
of art that is by far the least developed, Vygotsky laments. It is, however,

most important:

We must always bear in mind, basically, such an orientation of the child
towards the esthetic experience of mankind as a means of bringing the
child face to face with real art and, through this experience, to include
the child's psyche in that general labor mankind throughout the world
has engaged in for thousands of years, sublimating the child,s own psy-
che in art - here is a fundamental task and the fundamental goal.2r

favour
ends his remarks on aesthetic education by adopting a strong stance

of the need to provide access to art to all. The widespread idea that the
should be given a different education from other children must be com-
he says. Talent is not the starting point, but a goal of education. ,,For each
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phonies, and it is this which is the most striking indicator that in each of us

is concealed a potential Shakespeare and a potential Beethoven."z

Concentration on the deaelopment of psychological functions - disappearance of

reflections on art and art education

As we have seen, art thus appears to be a technique, a psychological
to operate on mental processes, specifically the emotions. Vygotsky
the idea that semiotic means are instruments to be used on the mental
memory, attentiory perceptio4 even language itself. He systematises the

ogy, which we have already encountered, between tools which allow us to

the material world in the broad sense of the term and, through their
tion, those who use them, and the tools which affect mental functions, those

others and their own: the semiotic means at large, the signs. As
instruments, signs fundamentally transform these processes: writing, the

of producing language; concepts, the means of thinking; maps, the means

perceiving space. The appropriation of these semiotic instruments
throughout history, and their interiorisatiory at once reorganises mental
tions, articulates them with others, and simultaneously constitutes the basis

building new functions, in fact new mental systems. Included in the list of
semiotic instruments enumerated by Vygotksy are "works of art".a And
contrary to the numerous other psychological instruments he would later
(for example, in Chapter 6 of Thought and Language), works of art were no
the subject of in-depth analysis, except, marginally, in his short book on
nation and Creatiaity in Childhood published in 1930 and, indirectly, in his draft
a psychoiogy of the actor.2a

In Chapter 2 of the short book mentioned, which is dedicated to
tion and reality" , Vygotsky retums briefly to the function of art. He
returns to the distinction between technical and psychological tools:

why do we need works of art? Do they not influence our internal world,
thoughts and feelings just as much as technical equipment influences the

nal world, the world of nature?"5. Without expli.citly referring to The

ogy of Art, Vygotsky nevertheless evokes its essence: works of art have an

ternal logic that results from the complex combination of the internal
of the author, in particular thoughts and emotions, and the extemal
The work constitutes exteriorisatiory the extemal incarnation of this
transformation of the material, and forms to some extent the closing of a
that goes from the exterior, from events, from multiform reality, and returns

them. This brief reminder of the instrumental function of art (Vygotsky
tions prose, poetry and music), the only one in the book, leads us to deduce
his fundamental conception of art has not changed. But nor has it been
developed in the light of the systematisation of his theoreticai approach, nota-

iln
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works of art as means of transforming their own mental functioning
the course of history

brief reminder essentially serves to contrast the function of works of art
productions of the child's imagination and creative activity, the analysis of

is at the heart of the book. Vygotsky explicitly brings into opposition the
types of creatiory and thereby contradicts the interpretation agreed upon in

fold of ideas of the child and education previously mentioned.
Chapiers 6, 7 and 8 of the booÇ Vygotsky analyses the creative activi-

writing, theatre and drawing, and their function in development. But
insists on the fact that these activities are far from producing works

On the one hand, because they consist of productions characterised by a
syncretism: these kinds of activities are not distinguished or mastered
by children; and more generally every children express in an immedi-

their experiences, actions, and thoughts, for example when they
or perform. On the other hand, drildren have not severed the link with

interests and experiences. At once originaf precisely by virtue of their
and stereotypical, through a lack of mastery of artistic meant children

use blueprints. Childish productions of a moment, they have no claim or
function to works of art. Their function and effect are precisely to

the imaginatiort influence the emotions, come into contact with and
rudimentary forms of artistic languages - where we find, once agairç

briefly, the question of reception of art.
conception of the results of children's creative activity is fundamentally

from the theories propagated at the time, notably by Tolstoy. Certain-
we sometimes find surprising treasures in children's texts, which Tolstoy
not hesitate to compare to the most beautiful pages of Goethe himself, they
ways sifuated within a narrow context, realising limited, even primitive,

The consequence of this way of seeing is not to view educational inter-
as harmful to the natural spontaneiÇ of the child, killing their creativ-

as in the Rousseauist aim defended by Tolstoy, but, on the contrary, as a

condition of this creativity.26 The action of the educator, for example
of Tolstoy, is in fact massive, and Vygotsky analyses it admiringly, show-

its inner workings and influence. In ihe "dogmatic-religious" ideology of a

, and other people who adhere to that ideology, Vygotsky claims, this
action is a blindspot. It is however the very condition for the pos-

of developing the imagination and creative activity. Technical mastery
teaching can contribute - plays an essential part in the appropriation

development of the capacities for writing and drawing. "All art, by cultivat-
methods for embodying its images, has its own special technology

this merger of technical disciplines and exercise of creativity is, undoubt-
, the most valuable method in the educator/s repertoire for students of this
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A surprising silence - An attempt at an explanation

The book on imagination and creativity aims to

human ability, in particular through education
comprehend the
and teaching in the area of

ous artistic activities.2s It is therefore unsurprising that the question of

is not addressed therein. But neither is it found in other contexts which

however, lend themselves perfectly to it. Most notably in the famous

6 o1 Thought and Language, which systematically addresses the question of

transformation of mental Processes through the teaching of content related

school disciplines: foreign languages, grammar, writing, scientific concePts.

us recali the main theory: the systematic transmission of knowledge and

how in schooi disciplines is the condition of the transformation of the

ship to everyday, spontaneous knowledge and know-how. The awareness

functions through their clarification in verbal thought fundamentally

the functions, which reorganise themselves with other functions

way means that everything becomes conscious), forming new mental

We easily recognise the few elements developed by Vygotsky,

to aesthetic education in Educational Psychology and, more subtly

depth, in The Psychology of Art. \ trhich, without doubt, is closer

"educational" effect of art, its function as a "social technique of

presupposes mediatioru does not appear even disiointedly in his later

in which Vygotksy introduces the heuristic concePt of a psychological

instrument and further develops his now weli-known theory of the

between teaching and development. How can this be explained?

Let us recall that art is defined as a social technique of feelings. Let us

remember that Vygotsky, on several occassions, tackles the

a theory of emotions: he mentions it in the text on mental

produces a long, unfinished manuscript entitled The Teaching about

Historical-Psychological Studiesze in which he prepares the material to

theory.æ Two main theories are discussed and demonstrated'

l.Vygotsky maintains that all the existing theories on emotions are

foundly dualist. Either they seek a bodily foundation of emotion and must

recourse to metaphysical explanations to address more complex emotions,

they define emotions as spiritual phenomena without the possibility of

ing them to physical manifestations. Contrary to what the proponents

first position (notably James and Lange) might claim, their theory is not a

of Spinoza's monist philosophy, but reproduces in fact the Cartesian

tion of emotions, with, notably, the possible domination of the emotions

wiil
2. The only possible issue outlined by Vygotsky in the book, is to analyse

emotions as a product of development reorganising the relationships

the various mental functions, in the tradition of what he meticulously

in his pedological work.3l Mental and physical processes are deepiy
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(which in

bothwith
and

to his heart:

feelings",

systems, and

y constituted tools are the conditions that make such trans-

possible.
tools must be produced to allow the transformation of emotions. Cui-

- in history and through history - endlessly construct, transform and

particular emotions thanks to social techniques. And Vygotsky states

plays the role of the revealer of emotions, and is an instrument for their

difference between the mystical devotion sworn by the knight to his
and the gallantry of 17ù century nobles remains unexplained [...] In
we can only admit that the mere glimpse of a feminine silhouette au-

y provokes an infinite number of organic reactions from which
spring a love like that of Dante for Beatrice, if we do not PresuPPose

entirety of the theologicaf political, aesthetic, and scientific ideas

compose the consciousness of the wonderful Alighieri.32

about Emotions: Historical-Psychological Studies essentially limits
to critiquing existing theories; Vygotsky situates the problem, then pro-
material to construct a theory of emotions which responds to the requi-

which emerge from his harsh critique of the existing proposals. It is

doubt precisely the impossibility of formulating a theory of the emo-

that prevents him from articulating his intuition about the function of art

social technique of feelings, with his analyses of'the develoPment of higher

functions and the creation and transformation of new mental systems.

shall remain "X"

to a history of emotions through their education through art

certain themes addressed by Dekker, we have defined two central

with which to explore certain aspects of Vygostky's work: a) art is a

of educating; it notably allows the teaching of the feelings, the emotions;

educational function in the broad sense of art implies an education in
have found in Vygotsky's work a theory of art and aesthetic education

centers on the question of work on the emotions. The artistic ceuvre is

technique of feelin$s", he claims, analysing - similarly to the way in
Dekker semiotically examines symbols - the internal logic of works of

transform the emotions. But this PresupPoses an education in the

of works of art, a prerequisite for the deployment of their educational

and this education must be aimed at everyone in the egalitarian society

USSR of the time was plarming to establish. As we previously men-

Vygotsky began outlining a theory of aesthetic education in the recep-

works of art in his first published book, Educational Psychology, but this
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descriptions of the construction of imagination and of creative activity

children's artistic activity, the goal of which is not to create works of

precisely to develop these functions in relation to the work on the

The question of the effect of art and its mechanisms, like that of the

reception, ceased to be addressed in Vygotksy's work.
A draft of an aesthetic education therefore, which, in order to be

was doubtless awaiting a theory of the emotions which would allow

to more preciseiy define the possibilities of art education as an educational

tion; a theory which itself has remained a draft, with a strong emPhasis on

need to be able to analyse the emotions as a historical and cultural

notably thanks to the educational action of art. The enquiries of Dekker

numerous others propose concrete descriptions of this intertwining of

tion and emotion. However, the psychological theory to analyse in detail

concrete mechanisms essentially remains a wasteland.
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of English and teachers of Russian in Vietnam,
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on the history of educationl have gained the attention of scholars
diverse disciplines as political science, intemational relations, cul-

sociology, development studies, and finally, history. Each field of
brings its own methodoiogy, including various theories and research

as well as its own context for exploring the history of education.
of intemational relations, for example, consider education as
of national security, foreign policy, and draw on theoretical

such as realism and constructivism in studying the history of
From this perspective, education becomes a cohesive part of cultural
, public diplomary, and soft power, making the academic world part

game on both local and international levels. \Â/hile adherents of
agree that education as a part of public diplomacy or soft power helps

foreign poliry aims, followers of constructivism argue that educa-
academic exchanges shape a system of values and norms that, in tum,

perceptiong and social, political, and economic constructs of the
the webs of traditions, practices, identities, and interests of

can limit the intentions of a political power and its foreign policy
constructivism offers insights in the binary system of perception as

in such terms as "welthey", "strangers,' or,,another,, that is widely
in the study of intemational relations.3

embraces diverse forms of research and views on education from the
of its cultural, famitp and social functions. Historians typically launch

from the standpoint of definite historical periods, using them to
research subject in various historical contexts and assess what is h"P-

with education under the effects of these contexts. Today, historians
a period of European and global tristory known as the Cultural Cold

taking a close look at the history of education. Researchers are renewing
on educational exchanges, exploring the Americanization of European

and start new studies on how and why some new educational in-
were established in the context of the Cold War. Most of the studies
such anthropological concepts as AmericanizationL/Sovietizatiorç cul-

cultural transfer or response theory.a
offers a narrative on the history of education in terms of the his-

intemational relations and, more narrowly, in terms of the Cold War




