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As my colleague Garrett Duncan has noted, there are important complementarities to be found between the ideas of Lev Sëmenovich Vygotsky and those of Paolo Freire.  Of course Vygotsky could not comment on these since he never had the opportunity to read Freire’s works, but Freire clearly did see the connection, proclaiming that “One could not consider herself or himself to be fully prepared to teach children unless they had studied the work of Vygotsky” (1992).

It seems to me that one of the best ways to explore possible conceptual bridges between these two figures is to begin with Vygotsky’s ideas about mediation and then turn to the insights Freire can provide about issues of power, authority, and resistance.  What I shall outline in this regard has implications that go far beyond discussions of the fine points of theory in the human sciences.  It also bears on some of the major issues we face today in the context of rapid globalization.  

My starting point is Vygotsky’s notion of mediation (“oposredsvovanie”).  In a paper that appeared a year before his death, Vygotsky stated that “the central fact about our psychology is the fact of mediation” (1982, p.166).  Elsewhere, I have outlined how this claim fits into Vygotsky’s more general theoretical approach—an approach organized around the basic themes of a developmental method, the social origins of individual mental functioning, and mediation (Wertsch, 1985).   As suggested by Vygotsky, however, the notion of mediation was at the core of his conceptual framework.  Indeed, it is what is most unique and powerful in his thought in my view and is analytically prior to the other two themes in the sense that their very formulation presupposes it.  

Basic to Vygotsky’s analysis of sign mediation is the idea that it does not simply facilitate forms of human action that would otherwise occur.  Instead, “by being included in the process of behavior, the psychological tool alters the entire flow and structure of mental functions.  It does this by determining the structure of a new instrumental act, just as a technical tool alters the process of a natural adaptation by determining the form of labor operations” (1981, p.137).  Instead of being viewed as some sort of afterthought, then, mediation was taken to be an inherent part of human mental functioning, providing insight into how “mind extends beyond the skin” (Wertsch, 1991). 

In Vygotsky’s hands, the notion of mediation, especially mediation in the form of language, provides an essential conceptual link between the individual and the sociocultural setting in which she operates.  On the one hand, this setting provide the mediational means employed by individuals to carry out human action, and on the other, this action serves to reproduce the sociocultural context.  In this formulation the notion of cultural tools serves as a sort of mediational means in its own right since it provides the crucial link between individual and sociocultural context.  

Key to understanding and extending Vygotsky’s ideas about how all this works is understanding the notion of “mediated action” as a unit of analysis (Wertsch, 1991, 1998; Zinchenko, 1985).  From this perspective, humans are viewed as inherently tool-using animals, and the action in which they engage is defined in terms of an “irreducible tension” between active agent and cultural tool.  In order to escape the trap of “methodological individualism” (Lukes, 19xx), it is essential from this perspective to emphasize that cultural tools such as “speech genres” (Bakhtin, 1986) and narratives are not simply means for carrying out goal-directed action that would otherwise occur.  Instead, “by being included in the process of behavior, the psychological tool alters the entire flow and structure of mental functions” (1981, p.137).  

Vygotsky’s emphasis tended to be on how cultural tools have their impact on the mental functioning of individuals rather than on how cultural tools emerge in the first place.  For example, this emphasis motivated the classic studies he conducted in the 1930s with Luria (1976) in Central Asia on the cognitive impact of literacy, a tradition that has been extended by figures such as Michael Cole and Sylvia Scribner (Scribner & Cole, 1981; Cole, 1996).  Using terms from other areas of the human sciences, we can say that Vygotsky’s primary focus was on the “consumption” of cultural tools rather than their “production.”  For example, he was concerned with how concepts and forms of discourse are used and mastered by students rather than the forces that gave rise to these cultural tools.

To be fair, during the final stages of his career there is some evidence of Vygotsky’s interest in the sources of cultural tools.  For example, in chapter 6 of Thinking and Speech he touched on what we would today call classroom discourse, a topic that would seem to reflect a concern for the institutional forces that give rise to it.  For the most part, however, his emphasis remained on the consumption of mediational means, especially, the mastery of various discourse forms.

In addition to this focus on consumption, Vygotsky tended to view cultural tools from the perspective of how they assist and enhance human action, as opposed to how they might constrain it.  This was in keeping with the general program he and his colleagues were pursuing at the time, a program that sought to help the young Soviet Union make rapid strides in the development of its population’s literacy and technocratic skills.  Furthermore, it was in keeping with Vygotsky’s philosophical commitment to abstract rationality as a telos of human development (Wertsch, 1995).  In much of his writing Vygotsky clearly accepted, and even celebrated this tendency of human development, and in the process viewed cultural tools as important contributors to human progress.  

This is not to say Vygotsky was unaware of the fact that cultural tools may constrain and oppress human action.  He demonstrated at several points that he recognized this negative potential, especially in the case of narratives.  As Shapiro (19xx) has noted, for example, even as a young scholar Vygotsky was deeply troubled by the strain of anti-Semitism he saw in the writings of some Russian authors.  Hence he was far from painting a rosy picture in which all cultural tools are friendly and made available through a benign process of constant progress in sociocultural development. 

Beginning with a somewhat different theoretical and practical orientation, Freire tended to have a different emphasis in his writings.  In particular, he was more concerned than Vygotsky with a critical perspective.  For example, instead of viewing formal education as inherently motivated by a commitment to progress and liberation from the oppressive forces of ignorance, he viewed it as a possible source of oppression in its own right.  And instead of accepting without question the cultural tools produced by others, he was likely to insist that we subject them to critical reflection and assume that they sometimes must be taken as targets of resistance.  This is an orientation that tends to look much more closely at the production of cultural tools than Vygotsky did, and it is also one that envisions their consumption as being grounded as much in critical reflection and resistance as in willing acceptance.  

The implications of linking Freire are Vygotsky are myriad, the most important of which is that Freire adds a set of concerns about power, authority, and resistance to Vygotsky’s account of mediation.  Essential “raw materials” for Freire’s analysis are to be found in Vygotsky’s account of mediation.  Indeed, this account is a key theoretical resource for Freire, without which his approach would not have some of the power of insight into human action and mental functioning that it does.  On the other hand, without Freire’s insights, Vygotsky’s writings are left sounding quite rational and incapable of dealing with issues of power, authority, and resistance.

State Produced Collective Memory

A theoretical perspective drawing on the insights of Vygotsky and Freire has implications for a much broader range of issues than I shall be able to outline here.  Instead of providing a list of what these are, I shall limit my focus to what this perspective might tell us about one area of rapid change in today’s world: collective memory as a basis for identity.  

All modern states dedicate massive resources to fostering collective identity among their citizens.  Of course, the state is only one of the many collectivities making claims on our identity in today’s world, but at least over the past few centuries its role has been especially noteworthy.  In the twentieth century, for example, it has been behind the most massive, sustained effort to create collective identity ever undertaken.  In addition to being massive, this effort has all too often been baleful, as witnessed by some of the past century’s worst episodes of demagoguery and destruction. 

The discussion of identity—both individual and collective—almost always touches on memory.  Psychologists have long recognized that memory is a basic building block of individual identity and that memory loss can be a serious threat to it (Schacter, 1996).  And corresponding claims are made on the collective plane.  For example, when outlining collective and individual practices of commemoration, Gillis has asserted, “The core meaning of any individual or group identity, namely, a sense of sameness over time and space, is sustained by remembering” (199x, p. 3).  

There are major differences between individual and collective memory, however, and one of them has to do with how they have been studied.  The conceptual framework for discussing collective memory is much less developed and clear than it is for individual memory.  In what follows, I shall argue that an important step can be made in clarifying the notion of collective memory by drawing on Vygotsky and Freire and invoking the idea of mediation.

The contemporary study of collective memory is usually traced back to the writings of Maurice Halbwachs (1950, 1992) in the 1920s and 1930s.  Halbwachs, who was a student of both Emile Durkheim and Henri Bergson, sparked an interest that has waxed and waned over the ensuing decades and is now enjoying a sort of renaissance in disciplines as diverse as psychology (Pennebaker, Paez, & Rimé, 1997), sociology (Schudson, 19xx), and history (Winter, 2000).  

Even with the renewed interest of today, however, there is a striking lack of clarity about basic constructs in discussions of collective memory, and this has led some to dismiss the whole term as lacking any concrete referent.  In my view discussions of collective memory often become confused due to their failure to recognize basic insights that can be provided by the notion of mediated action.  Psychologists often focus on one moment of this unit of analysis, namely the active agent, and have generated a massive amount of research on how individual minds and brains are involved.  This effort, which is grounded in assumptions about “mind-within-the-skin,” stands in opposition to assumptions that sometimes guide debates among historians, where one can find a view of “mind-outside-the-skin.”  In the first case, the focus is on the individual acting in isolation, and in the second, the focus is limited to the texts and other cultural tools produced by society.  In the former, collective memory is viewed as residing in individuals, and in the latter it is viewed as residing in books and other cultural texts.  

Such assumptions and the oppositions they generate are seldom made explicit or defended, but they guide a great deal of the debate and reinforce the tendency for disciplinary perspectives to remain isolated.   Introducing the notion of mediated action into the picture makes it is possible to transcend at least some of these problems and get on with a more productive line of inquiry.  The foundations for such a strategy can be found in the writings of Halbwachs himself, a figure sometimes accused of being committed to views of social reductionism or even “quasi-mysticism” (Douglas, 1980, pp. 16-17).  

In fact, Halbwachs noted that “it is individuals [to be sure, “as group members’]  . . . who remember” (1980, p. 48), but he also made a Vygotskian point about mediation in that he viewed these individuals as remembering with the help of cultural tools.  From this perspective, even when sitting alone in seemingly solitary contemplation, the individual typically uses language, images, and other cultural tools provided by a specific sociocultural group in the process of remembering.  In the terms of contemporary studies in cognitive science and psychology, one could say that Halbwachs viewed remembering is an inherently distributed process involving an irreducible tension between active agent and cultural tool.

The specific form of distribution between agent and cultural tool that I see as being at the heart of a great deal of collective memory is “textual mediation.”  Textual mediation involves active agents using symbolic means such as written texts, especially narratives, and it emerged as part of the last major transitions in human cognitive evolution outlined by Donald (1991).  

In contrast to earlier transitions involving changes in organic, “hardware,” this one was based on “the emergence of visual symbolism and external memory as major factors in cognitive architecture” (p. 17).  At this point in cognitive evolution the primary engine of change switched from being within the individual to “external symbolic storage” such as written texts, financial records, and so forth.  While making this point about the offloading of memory to cultural tools, Donald emphasizes that it does not leave the psychological or neural processes in the individual unchanged: “the external symbolic system imposes more than an interface structure on the brain.  It imposes search strategies, new storage strategies, new memory access routes, new options in both the control of and analysis of one’s own thinking” (p. 19).  

Such a view of textually mediated collective memory has several major implications.  The first of these has to do with Vygotsky’s claim about how the inclusion of a cultural tool into human action “alters the entire flow and structure of mental functions” (1981, p.137).  Putting the ideas of Donald together with those of Vygotsky, the point is that qualitatively new forms of remembering arose when cultural tools such as written texts appeared on the scene.  The transformations involved are neither simple nor sudden, but they are powerful and have wide-ranging ramifications.  

In this view the texts that mediate remembering branch out along several lines of development and are neither universal nor independently invented by each individual using them.  Instead, they reflect—and help reproduce—specific sociocultural settings.  What this means is that simply by employing a particular text to remember the past, we become a member of a collective of others who share its use.  

A concrete illustration of this point can be found in literary analyses that have concerned themselves with ways in which genre shapes our collective memory of past events.  For example, in The Great War and Modern Memory Paul Fussell (1975) outlines how the emergence of new conventions in poetry and fiction affected the ways in which the events of World War I have been remembered.  He argues that the experience of this war had such a devastating impact on its participants that it was impossible to represent or remember it using the cultural tools in existence at the time.  Instead, the trauma of experiencing this ghastly war called for the creation of new means for remembering, especially irony, and this gave rise to “irony-assisted recall” (p. 30).  

In reading memoirs of the war, one notices the same phenomenon over and over.  By applying to the past a paradigm of ironic action, a rememberer is enabled to locate, draw forth, and finally shape into significance an event or a moment which otherwise would emerge without meaning into the general undifferentiated stream. (Fussell, 1975, p. 30)

Although irony provided an important new means for the collective memory of World War I in the West, Fussell argues that even it was not sufficient in the long run to remember an event that was so massive, horrendous, and senseless.  It was only with the later writings of authors such as Norman Mailer, Thomas Pynchon, and James Jones that cultural tools really up to the task began to be employed.

It is the virtual disappearance during the sixties and seventies of the concept of prohibitive obscenity, a concept which has acted as a censor on earlier memories of “war,” that has given the ritual of military memory a new dimension.  And that new dimension is capable of revealing for the first time the full obscenity of the Great War.  The greatest irony is that it is only now, when those who remember the events are almost all dead, that the literary means for adequate remembering and interpreting are finally publicly accessible. (p. 334)

In this case, then, there is a sense in which the individuals or groups who actually experienced an event can be said to have less adequate memories of it than others who had not because they had less adequate instruments for remembering.  

The introduction of new, previously unavailable cultural tools for remembering in this case did not have consequences only for the cognitive and emotional functioning of individuals.  It also shaped the communities of memory that emerged.  The appearance of new cultural tools provided the impetus for new alignments of students and scholars of literature, war veterans, and others.  This should not be taken to imply that the appearance of new literary conventions caused the appearance of these new collectives, but it does recognize that new cultural tools provided a necessary condition for their existence. 

The more general point is that collective memories—and memory collectives—emerge when groups come to share the same form of textual mediation.  This does not mean that all members of such collectives understand or use identical texts in identical ways.  Indeed, it does not mean that everyone has even read, or otherwise had direct access to the texts.  But it does mean that a “textual community” (Stock, 1983, 1990) of collective memory emerges because of a shared set of cultural tools rather than on the basis of some other psychological or “quasi-mystical” process. 

From this perspective collective identities are viewed as emerging around shared memories, on the one hand, and shared memories are reinforced by collective identities, on the other.  This whole process of mutually reinforcing tendencies is made possible by the existence of cultural tools.  These tools may take the form of a general convention in literary or everyday discourse such as irony-assisted recall as outlined by Fussell, or they may take the form of specific  narrative texts which occupy a canonical position for a collective.  

One of the ways that this set of ideas plays out in modern sociocultural settings takes us back to the state.  What I have in mind is how states produce official history.  As already noted, modern states devote massive resources to this effort.  This often involves the mass media in some way, and in virtually all modern states it is manifested in education.  

The role of formal instruction cannot be overstated in this connection.  As outlined by one of the major commentators on the rise of nations and nationalism, Ernest Gellner (1983), education plays a central role in this process.  Gellner even proposed that Max Weber’s classic definition of the state as that agency in society that possesses the monopoly of legitimate violence needs to be revised in light of how central education has become.  “At the base of the modern social order stands not the executioner but the professor.  Not the guillotine, but the (aptly named) doctorate d’état is the main tool and symbol of state power.  The monopoly of legitimate education is now more important, more central than the monopoly of legitimate violence”  (p. 34).

In Gellner’s view, this monopoly of legitimate education is important first of all because of the “generic” education that states must provide in order to insure the productive functioning of their citizens.  However, it is also part of an effort to create citizens whose loyalty to the state supercedes that to other groups.

The task with which [the educational] system is entrusted is to turn out worthy, loyal and competent members of the total society whose occupancy of posts within it will not be hampered by factional loyalties to sub-groups within the total community; and if some part of the educational system, by default or from surreptitious design, actually produces internal cultural differences and thereby permits or encourages discrimination, this is counts as something of a scandal. (p. 64)

As many observers have noted, modern states have good reason to be concerned with the creation of an official collective memory that will enhance the loyalty of their citizens.  They recognize that local identities and tendencies often must be overridden to create a loyal, homogeneous citizenry, and in this connection their goal is to generate the impression of a unifying essence that binds all the citizens of a state together into one seamless whole.  In carrying out this program, states often try to build on assumptions in the modern world about natural essences that already bind people together into obvious collectivities.  Assumptions about these matters are often widely shared and strongly defended by the members of a nation-state, at least with regard to their own case.  A common language, history, religion, genetic make-up, or other characteristics have all been proposed at one time or another as the essence that binds people together into natural national communities.  Claims about these matters are often accompanied by assertions about the purity of the essence—and hence the group, and about how ancient this essence and group are.  

Over the past several decades scholars from a variety of perspectives have subjected these assertions to critical scrutiny, noting that the essences that supposedly underlie a group are often more “imagined” (Anderson, 1991) or “invented” (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1993) than real.  From this perspective nations are not natural or spontaneous formations—i.e., not implicit communities, but instead require major efforts to produce and maintain.  As Gellner (1983) stated in a well-known formulation:

Nations as a natural, God-given way of classifying men, as an inherent though long-delayed political destiny, are a myth; nationalism, which sometimes takes pre-existing cultures and turns them into nations, sometimes invents them, and often obliterates pre-existing cultures: that is a reality, for better or worse, and in general an inescapable one.  (p. 49)

In the theoretical framework I have been outlining, textual mediation is a key component in the efforts to create a united and loyal citizenry.  States and other collectivities do not, indeed cannot produce collective memory directly.  Instead, what they produce are texts, which may—or may not—be used to mediate a desired collective memory.  As Tulviste and Wertsch (1994) and Wertsch (in press) have outlined, the mere existence of such texts does not guarantee that they will be consumed in the way the state intended. Indeed, groups may take official texts to be targets of resistance rather than objects for “appropriation” (Wertsch, 1998).  

Conclusion

There are many parts to the story I have outlined here, but the point I would like to emphasize is the essential role that mediation, as envisioned by Vygotsky and Freire, plays in human action.  I have been particularly concerned with collective remembering, but the general point applies to other spheres of action as well.  What a focus on mediation in the study of collective memory contributes is clarity on several points.  First, it allows us to avoid the traps of hidden and quite debilitating assumptions about collective memory as some kind of quasi-mystical process.  By making the role of textual mediation explicit, we see something that is all too often unrecognized and hence left out of the picture.

Second, approaching collective memory in terms of textual mediation makes it much easier to recognize the complementary processes of text production and consumption.  Examining the case of official history mediated by state-produced texts reveals that textual mediation is often by no means a neutral cognitive process.  Instead, the production of the mediating texts is laden with issues of power and authority.  The kind of state sponsored collective memory I have been examining is also a site where one can observe resistance, appropriation, and other forms of textual consumption.  The Vygotskian point is that mediation is the key to analysis; the insight contributed by Freire is that this mediation is a site of contestation, control, power, and resistance.  At a more general level, the point is that any account of collective memory that does not recognize the existence of textual production as well as textual consumption, no matter how sophisticated and exhaustive the account may be, is likely to be inadequate, if not misleading.

Collective memory was an important theme for neither Vygotsky nor Freire.  This makes it all the more striking, therefore, that their ideas have such powerful implications for this topic.  The genius of these two figures was born in a specific sociocultural context and reflects a specific set of concerns, but the power of their ideas extend far beyond.  It is fitting that we honor these two individuals from an earlier era as we grapple with the problems of our own.  

References
ANDERSON, B. (1991) Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of ationalism. London: Verso.

DONALD, M. (1991). Origins of the modern mind.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
FREIRE, P. (1992). Remarks to interns and faculty of the Office of Teacher Education, The Claremont Graduate School.  (Video recording).  Claremont, CA: The Claremont Graduate School.

HALBWACHS, M. (1980). The collective memory. New York: Harper & Row.

HALBWACHS, M. (1992). On collective memory. Chicago : University of Chicago Press.  (edited, translated, and with an introduction by Lewis A. Coser)

HOBSBAWM, E. (1983).  Introduction: Inventing traditions.  In E. Hobsbawm & T. Ranger, eds., The invention of tradition.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 1-14.

HOBSBAWM, E. & RANGER, T. (1983). The invention of tradition.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

SCHACTER, D.L., ed., (1995). Memory distortion: How minds, brains, and societies reconstruct the past.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

SCHACTER, D. L. (1996) Searching for memory: The brain, the mind, and the past.  New York: Basic Books.

SCHUDSON, M. (1992). Watergate in American memory: How we remember, forget, and reconstruct the past.  New York: Basic Books.

STOCK, B. (1983). The implications of literacy: Written language and models of interpretation in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.  Princeton: Princeton University Press.

STOCK, B. (1990). Listening for the text: On the uses of the past.  Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

TULVISTE, P. & J.V. WERTSCH (1994). Official and unofficial histories: The case of Estonia. Journal of Narrative and Life History, 4(4), pp.311-329.
WERTSCH, J.V. (1998). Mind as action.  New York: Oxford University Press.

WERTSCH, J.V. (1991). Voices of the mind: A sociocultural approach to mediated action.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

WERTSCH, J.V. (1985). Vygotsky and the social formation of mind.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Summary

The study of collective memory has taken on new urgency in the age of globalization.  As nation-states have grown increasingly anxious about the permeability of their borders and as ethnic, racial, and other groups make increasing calls for independent recognition, there are new demands being placed on collective memory as the foundation for collective identity.  As a result, there is a major renegotiation of collective memory underway in today’s world.

When trying to discuss this issue, however, a  significant problem arises.  Namely, there is little agreement on what the term “collective memory” means.  From the time of the path-breaking writings by Maurice Halbwachs in the early twentieth century it is a term that has been widely employed when discussing commemoration, the popular media, and so forth.  However, there seem to be as many definitions of it as t here are disciplines, if not individuals involved in the debate.  Furthermore, it is a term that has not been widely employed when discussing the most important effort that has been made in modern society to create and manage collective memory, the promulgation by states of official history, especially through public education. 

In this presentation I shall argue that these issues can be productively formulated by employing the notion of “textually mediated collective memory.”  By introducing this notion, which traces its origins to the ideas of Vygotsky, Bakhtin, and others, it is possible to address several of the most perplexing problems often considered under the heading of collective memory.  For example, it is possible to specify what makes collective memory collective and how one can distinguish between collective memory and history.  

An important key to all these issues is the role that narrative texts play as cultural tools in the formation of collective memory. I shall approach this issue in terms of the production and consumption of these texts, arguing that an understanding of both is required to provide an adequate picture. Under the heading of production, I shall examine how two basic potentials, or “affordances” of narratives shape official accounts of history.  Specifically, I shall examine the “referential” function of narratives, which concerns their capacity to depict settings, events, and actors, on the one hand, and the “dialogic” function of historical narratives, which concerns the ways in which they relate to other accounts of the past, on the other.  Under the heading of consumption I shall examine  issues such as the “control of narrative information” and the “control of narrative peformance.”  

Taking Soviet and post-Soviet Russian history as an illustration, I shall argue that the various dimensions of text production and consumption have changed, in some cases drastically, over the past decade.  For example, I shall argue that the dialogic function of narratives has taken the lead in the production of official state history.  This means that instead of accounts of the past motivated by the need to deal with newly opened archives, this process has been shaped primarily by how one narrative dialogically responds to others.  From the perspective of text consumption, I shall argue that several major changes have occurred over the past decade.  In particular, I shall address changes in the performance of narrative text, changes reflecting a basic renegotiation of the distinction between private and public discourse.

Throughout this discussion I shall argue that a sociocultural analysis grounded in textual mediation can provide insights into the complex topic of collective memory that are otherwise likely to escape us.  I shall also argue that the points that I make in connection with the Soviet and post-Soviet case apply to other settings, especially settings that involve marginalized groups. 


