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French Ethnology, Soviet Psychology

Matthew Weiss

I. Introduction


I want to discuss two events which occurred in 1931. At that time, Marcel Griaule was directing an ethnographic expedition across Senegal, Mali, Ethiopia, and Djibouti. It was in Mali that Griaule first came into contact with the Dogon people, thereby establishing a fifteen year relationship which culminated in 1946, when Griaule published Conversations with Ogotemmêli, an account of the thirty-three days during which an elder of the Dogon community, a hunter who had lost his sight, “laid bare the framework of a world system, the knowledge of which will revolutionize all accepted ideas about the mentality of Africans and of primitive peoples in general (Griaule 2). In 1931, however, Griaule and his companion Michel Leiris were concerned in particular with the material culture of the African villages with which they came into contact, and did not resist the temptation to carry off artifacts to be studied and displayed back in Europe. 


During this same year, 1931, the Soviet psychologist Alexander Luria led a team into the “hamlets and nomad camps of Uzbekistan and Khirgizia in Central Asia” (Mind 60). The society there had historically been feudal, mainly illiterate, and dominated by Islam, but was undergoing rapid change due to the Soviet effort towards the collectivization and mechanization of agriculture. By going from village to village and camp to camp, Luria and his colleagues were able to compare the answers given by illiterate and recently literate subjects in similar life circumstances to certain psychological tests. Their purpose was to determine the relationship between literacy and thought. By 1946, Luria was working at the Institute for Neurosurgery in Moscow, having attained considerable clinical experience during the war.


These two events can be situated as part of a larger effort on the part of so-called moderns, educated in the Western style, to understand the nature of uneducated, non-Western thought by journeying into the heart of an unfamiliar territory. The dynamic between the modern and the primitive in the French context has come under sustained scrutiny in recent years, but the Soviet story is less well known. Both the French ethnologists and the Soviet psychologists were familiar with the debate over primitive thought that had been conducted by thinkers such as Lucien Levy-Bruhl and others around the turn of the 20th century, but their methods and indeed the character of their conclusions differ in ways due to the intellectual and political climates in France and the Soviet Union, respectively.

II. The French


In his article, “On Ethnographic Surrealism,” James Clifford tries to establish the French context under which ethnography occurred with particular reference to the cross-over, materially and intellectually, between ethnography and surrealism in the 1920’s and 30’s. He writes that “in the hothouse milieu of Parisian culture life, no field of social or artistic research [could] long remain indifferent to influences or provocations beyond its disciplinary boundaries” (Clifford 539). For example, the aforementioned Michel Leiris, a surrealist, accompanied Griaule on his expedition to the Dogon, and another surrealist, Georges Bataille, ran a journal, Documents, in which ethnographic material was published alongside surrealist work. Furthermore, due to the influence of the supposed African influence on Picasso and the cubists, for example, the alignment between art and ethnography was, as it were, taken for granted.


Clifford describes a certain orientation “more properly called ‘modernist’ than modern, taking as its problem--and opportunity--the fragmentation and juxtaposition of cultural values.” For thinkers oriented in this way, cultural orders were seen not only as constructed and artificial, but often as ideological and repressive. The common sense of the West was the starting point of these critiques, something to be “subverted, parodied, and transgressed” (539). The disorienting power of the unexpected juxtaposition--employed by the surrealists in order to draw out the extraordinary realities beyond common sense--is also the method of the ethnographer. The goal in both cases is to confront the complacency of the West with something that does not fit under its standard of normality. These juxtapositions, however, were not seen as mere devices; the goal of both surrealists and ethnographers was to bring out and emphasize precisely those juxtapositions that “naturally” occur in the unstable condition of modernity. 


Perhaps because of the dominating concept of juxtaposition, these thinkers focused on the ways that discrete cultural artifacts could be decontextualized and recombined. For this reason, it might be said that the battle that they thought they were fighting was one over the nature of objects.
Their view of culture did not feature conceptions of organic structure, functional integration, wholeness, or historical continuity. This conception of culture can be called, without undue anachronism, semiotic. Cultural reality was composed of artificial codes, ideological identities and objects susceptible to inventive recombination and juxtaposition (550).

From the semiotic perspective, objects can be taken to be material objects as much as they can be taken as words. The very fact that “artificial codes” can be repurposed between societies establishes that cultural difference is arbitrary and artificial, and that assertions of value are always relative. For example, Clifford relates how Griaule ridiculed “the aesthetic assumptions of primitive art amateurs who [doubted] the purity of a Baoule drum because the figure carved on it is holding a rifle.” For Griaule, these sorts of “cultural impurities and disturbing syncretisms” were precisely the point of departure. There is no difference between a European enjoying African art and an African enjoying “textiles, gas cans, alcohol and firearms.” As Clifford writes (from Griaule’s perspective): “If Africans do not choose to imitate our high cultural products...tant pis!” (549-550). Insofar as the semiotic perspective was employed critically then, these thinkers were invested in shaking the West out of its cultural complacency as much as they were invested in preserving in record non-Western ways of life: indeed, these two goals, critique and preservation, were not seen as different.


This double emphasis had a darker side. Even as Griaule and others were trekking across Africa, they were carrying on a specifically European argument from afar. Clifford writes that “the ethnographers departed for Africa in 1931 with a structured aesthetic in mind, and a certain (essentially fetishist) conception of how ‘it’ should be collected and represented” (555). Especially in those early days, the focus was on what Clifford terms “museum-collecting.” For example, in his published journal of the expedition, L’Afrique fantôme, Leiris relates, “Yesterday, in terror, they had refused to give us several rainmaking statuettes, as well as a figure with raised arms found in another sanctuary. In taking these objects away, we would have carried off the life of the land” (Larson 235). And yet, despite these misgivings, Leiris himself seizes the statuettes and carries them off. Ruth Larson writes that “during the thefts the team felt connected with a powerful persona--they found themselves...[in Leiris’s words] ‘thrown into a sphere far above’... and ‘crowed with a halo of demons.’ And that was how they saw themselves reflected in the villagers’ terror” (235). 


Their own schizophrenic response to the Africans they encountered led to the development of a particular kind of narrative self-analysis which they employed in their records of the expedition. Griaule, Leiris, and others were painfully aware of their own status as “white men”, and Griaule especially portrays ethnography as “a process where power is centrally at stake, fraught with role playing and manipulation” (Clifford 555). Larson writes that “Griaule’s writings depict the ethnographer as a prosecuting attorney, the informants as criminals (protecting a secret crime), and the other members of the society under study as accomplices” (Larson 231). Griaule himself writes in Conversations with Ogotemmêli, long after he and his team had de-emphasized the collection of ethnographic objects: “On the walls, on the rock in the center, on the steps of the house, informants and interpreters waited in groups till their names were called. The scene was a repetition of what had happened the day before and the day before that, and every day for fifteen years past whenever white men visited the southern ridge of Upper Ogol” (Griaule 7). This kind of intense self-reflection and representation perhaps culminates in Leiris’s L’Afrique fantome, in which, according to Michel Beaujour, “the self, with its childhood memories and adult emotions, [is] described as if it were a primitive culture, with its ‘idols,’ taboos, rites, and myths, its idiolect and its ‘secret language,’ as well as its qualitative topography, made up of familiar yet disturbing places” (Beajour 472). 


It was perhaps an awareness of their own limitations as researchers, and their own implication in the crimes being committed, that led these thinkers to avoid presenting “a unified version of African reality...free from the gaps and discontinuities of a documentary presentation” (Clifford 555-6). Indeed, Conversations with Ogotemmêli is a characteristic case. Griaule often refers to himself in the third person, not so much to remove the subjectivity of the first person claim, as to embed his own actions in a documentary, narrative--in fact, novelistic--discourse. One does not have to read very far into the book to perceive this device; the first chapter opens, “The sun had risen abruptly from the plain of the Gondo, and was shining down upon the roofs of Lower Ogol. The birds had ceased their song, leaving the sun to take the center of the stage...” (Griaule 5), and it is only a suspenseful chapter later that we meet our protagonist, Ogotemmêli. Indeed, the type of “objectivity” that Griaule is after is, in some sense, the novelist’s objectivity, or the artist’s. There is no attempt to organize the ethnographic material; rather, chapter by chapter, the Europeans and the Africans are juxtaposed in the narrative as if to avoid objection or argument. Indeed, it is as if the more abstract theorizing and analysis Griaule engages in, the less realistic the narrative, the less things are left precisely as they are, and the more damage is done, perhaps unknowingly, to the reality of the Dogon way of life. In this mode, it is the work of the reader, not the ethnologist, to digest the information, and thereby juxtapose his or her own semiotic codes with the codes represented over the course of the text.


That said, Griaule ensures that this disorienting juxtaposition occur in the act of reading by forcing the European reader into a complicity with the European ethnologist. Griaule, in fact, very frequently comments upon the actions that do occur--as well as those actions which do not occur--not so to explain or analyze the material so much as to highlight places of semiotic difference for the reader to exploit. In the second chapter, for instance, we read:

[Ogotemmêli] was anxious, however, to give an idea of the size of the sun.


‘Some,’ he said, ‘think it is as large as this encampment, which would mean thirty cubits. But it is really bigger. Its surface area is bigger than the whole of Sangra Canton.’


And after some hesitation he added:


‘It is perhaps even bigger than that.’


He refused to linger over the dimensions of the moon, nor did he ever say anything about them...He said however that, while Africans were creatures of light emanating from the fullness of the sun, Europeans were creatures of the moonlight: hence their immature appearance.


He spat out the tobacco as he spoke. Ogotemmêli had nothing against Europeans. He was not even sorry for them. He left them to their destiny in the lands of the north (17).
Just as Ogotemmêli is anxious to give an idea of the size of the sun, we as readers are at once equally anxious to know if his idea coincides with ours. The implicit silence of the interrogator places the reader in an uncertain suspense which Ogotemmêli shares; his hesitation occurs perhaps as he waits for a sign of agreement or disagreement from Griaule, who is no doubt also familiar with the size of the sun, and which he, however, does not give. Ogotemmêli’s refusal to linger over the dimensions of the moon is precisely a refusal to group together the sun and moon in what Griaule implies is a characteristically European way. The comment “nor did he ever say anything about them” is only understandable once its perceived as an answer to the question of the European reader, “Did he ever talk about moon, as well?” The question is already anticipated, and marked as provincial.


Of course, Ogotemmêli’s mapping of sun/moon onto African/European is not likely to be an invention of Griaule’s, but it is significant that Griaule seizes on this moment to provide further dissonance for the European reader: “Ogotemmêli had nothing against Europeans. He was not even sorry for them. He left them to their destiny in the lands of the north.” Implicitly the European is forced to re-orient him or herself as his or her own view of African is juxtaposed with the African view of the European. Nor is this moment unique. Just a few pages before, Ogotemmêli decides to induct Griaule into Dogon metaphysics, and the elder is faced with a problem: “From what [another informant] had told him, and from the reports of other persons, he had formed a correct idea of the aims and objects of his interlocutor and his unwearying passion for research. But the situation was unique. How was one to instruct a European? How could one make him understand things and rites and beliefs?...How then to set about it?” (14). This fictionalization of Ogotemmêli’s thought process has the effect of defamiliarizing the problem of cross-cultural communication, by switching the usual (for a European) subject and object; it also has the valuable side-effect of taking responsibility for the quality and organization of the ethnographic data off Griaule, and placing it solely on Ogotemmêli. 


All these devices are employed in order to establish the legitimacy of the Dogon world-view to the European reader. In order to record Dogon beliefs “as they are,” indeed, as they are in the context of European intervention, the French ethnologists feel compelled to simultaneously critique past European misunderstanding by placing themselves in the scene as well as employ a style of objectivity not unlike that of the psychoanalyst in regard to his subject.  As Griaule writes in the preface to the work, “As a result of patient and methodical research, pursued for fifteen years...[we know that] these people live by a cosmogony, a metaphysic, and a religion which put them on a par with the peoples of antiquity, and which Christian theology might indeed study with profit” (2). And yet, there are limitations to this method. On this point, Clifford brings up Mary Douglas’s critique of the work: 

The picture is curiously skewed. We can never grasp, for instance, just how daily life is conducted, how the circumstantial political decisions are made. There is an overemphasis on elaborately cross-referenced native theories of the ways things are, or should be--a mythic conception of cosmic order than aspires to embrace every gesture and detail of the profane world. The extraordinary beauty and conceptual power of Dogon wisdom, known in its fullness to only a small group of elders, never satisfies the nagging question: what are the Dogon really like? (Clifford 556).

Griaule might have argued that there is no answer to what the Dogon are “really” like. Insofar as one can understand a society, one works with a network of semiotic codes which always conflict with one’s own. The goal was never to record what the Dogon are really like, but rather to activate for the reader the possibility of contrasting and recombining their own semiotic codes with those of another. In order to explode the distinction between primitive and modern thought, all non-semiotic differences are suppressed, and the semiotic world of the other is explored in depth in order to show that all semiotic systems go as deep as any other.

III. Critical Interlude (The English)


Semiotic reduction might, however, go too far. In the following critique, I draw on the work of the anthropologist Jack Goody. In The Domestication of the Savage Mind, Goody takes on the work of writers such as Lucien Levy-Bruhl, who famously posited a distinction between logical and pre-logical thought--the former being modern, the latter being primitive--and Claude Levi-Strauss, widely regarded as the founder of structural anthropology, which deals with similarly semiotic concerns. Goody does not specifically critique Griaule at length, although in a review of Conversations with Ogotemmêli, Goody places Griaule in the same category as the former Frenchmen, so his criticisms may be taken broadly (Review 240). In fact, Griaule can be seen as straddling the two thinkers. In her introduction to Griaule’s book, Germaine Dieterlen alludes to the work of writers like Levy-Bruhl in her account of the problems faced by Griaule and his team: “It was by no means easy for minds attached to occidental logic to penetrate systems of thought such as these in which analogies and the power of symbols have the value of facts” (Griaule xiii). There is some question whether Griaule himself would make exactly that claim; as the work of Clifford and others has shown, in this case, it is worth considering that the surrealist goal had always been, even expressly, to see their own society in such a way that “analogies and the power of symbols have the value of facts.” Not only does this move have the effect of relativizing the difference between semiotic systems, it also levels the distinction of modern and primitive; it is this move that Levi-Strauss also performs, and which leaves both of them open to Goody’s criticism. 


In any case, Goody writes: 

The trouble with the framework [primitive and modern, etc] is that it is either largely non-developmental or else simplistically so. It has been non-developmental because the anthropologists and sociologists interested in these questions have tended to set aside evolutionary or even historical perspectives, preferring to adopt a kind of cultural relativism that looks upon discussions of development as necessarily entailing a value judgement on the one hand and as over-emphasizing or misunderstanding the differences on the other (Domestication 2).

This is not a criticism of thinkers who employ a simplistic judgmental binary of primitive/modern, but of those thinkers who explicitly or implicitly re-instate that binary only withholding the judgement. For example, a thinker like Levy-Bruhl can be taken in a perhaps sympathetic light, if he is read--indeed, as he probably intended himself to be read--as suggesting that criticism of the primitive ought to be withheld, since that which is under consideration are two entirely different ways of thinking, and one simply cannot judge the other. In the case of Griaule and Levy-Strauss, when the difference between the modern and primitive is reduced down to an arbitrary difference of signs, one is no longer able to discuss coherently the substantial differences in even material development between different peoples. “In accepting the functionalist and structuralist critiques, in acknowledging the necessity of proving rather than assuming difference, it is only too easy to set aside the developmental questions, as pseudo-historical, as ‘evolutionary,’ as speculative” (2); indeed, in semiotic terms, there is no question of development, only of different distribution. 


Indeed, Levi-Strauss writes in The Concept of Primitiveness:
I see no reason why mankind should have waited until recent times to produce minds of the calibre of a Plato or an Einstein. Already two or three hundred thousand years ago, there were probably men of similar capacity, who were of course not applying their intelligence to the solution of the same problems as these more recent thinkers; instead they were probably more interested in kinship! (2). 

As admirable as that statement is, Goody points out that if one avoids the modern/primitive dichotomy in this way, one ends up rejecting “all consideration of specific factors, including intellectual tradition, institutional setting and mode of communication, that lay behind the emergence of a Plato or an Einstein. We move from the crude dichotomy to an ahistorical unity” (4). Of course, one can read Levi-Strauss as suggesting that, limitations of time and place aside, there have always been men and women of the calibre of Plato and Einstein; but this continual placing aside is precisely what Goody wishes to discuss. Intelligence is, as it were, merely an uninformative sign of respect when it is reduced down to a vague allusion to human capacity, and if the ways that different people are more or less able to solve certain problems for different reasons is left unexplored. If primitive modes of thought are not essentially different from civilized modes of thought, then social change and development can only be an accumulation of semiotic bricolage, that is, no real change at all.


It is in this context that it is worth considering the case of Alexander Luria and his team of Soviet psychologists. In the very same year that Griaule is in Mali, preoccupied with similar questions, Luria embarks on his expedition to Central Asia. While the research conducted during that expedition is open to certain criticisms, it is notable that one criticism that his work is not open to is precisely the inability to adequately deal with change. Indebted to his friend and fellow psychologist Lev Vygotsky, Luria comes to Uzbekistan and Khirgizia not conceiving of cultural difference in semiotic terms, but in terms of differentials of cognitive tools like literacy. By using the French case as a foil, I hope to bring out why this might have been the case.

IV. The Russians


“I began my career in the first years of the great Russian Revolution. This single, momentous event decisively influenced by life and that of everyone I knew” (Mind 17). This is the way that Luria begins his autobiography, which he wrote in the 1970’s--he was 15 when the revolution occurred. If the French ethnographers were broadly oriented by their engagement with the radical politics of surrealism, itself an outgrowth of the rejection of pre-World War I civilization, in the same fashion, Luria and his circle of Soviet psychologists were oriented by their experience in the aftermath of the revolution.  


Luria continues his memoir by comparing his life with those of Western and American psychologists. To be sure, he says, they have made their share of important discoveries, “but most of them have spent their lives in a comparatively quiet, slow-moving environment.” In his own case, he tells us that:

From the outset it was apparent that I would have little opportunity to pursue the kind of well-ordered, systematic education that serves as the cornerstone foremost scientific careers. In its place life offered me the fantastically stimulating atmosphere of an active, rapidly changing society. My entire generation was infused with the energy of revolutionary change--the liberating energy people feel when they are part of a society that is able to make tremendous progress in a very short time (17).

Indeed, the French were not the only ones to have a “hothouse milieu of...culture life” in the 1920’s. The years directly after the 1917 Revolution were years of intense high-energy interchange between academic disciplines, cultural production, and “everyday” life. The revolution allowed Luria and his fellow psychologists of the Vygotsky School to rely on the possibility of real, collective social change as an assumption--a certainty which his European counterparts were unable to share. It also imparted a considerable importance to education, systematic and unsystematic, as well as the idea not only of change, but of progress.


His own father as a Jew was unable to obtain a proper medical education at tsarist era universities, and it was only the revolution that allowed Luria the certainty of taking classes at all. “The stifling restrictions of the tsarist period are difficult for modern people to understand,” he writes. “The repressive nature of the regime was reflected in the educational system, which was designed to see to it that everyone stand in his or her ‘natural’ station in life and nothing changed” (18). After the revolution, “for the first time in Russia people were able to choose their own careers without regard to their social origins” (18), and of this Luria himself was a beneficiary. 


Education as a theme runs throughout his work, and education as such--we might say, civilization--has none of the perhaps negative connotations that it has for the French. At this stage, for Luria and other like him, education means nothing less than a tool for self-determination. The entrance into society is not the adoption of a system of repressive, ideological codes, but the mastery of the tools with which one can build a self-determined career for the common good. In the work of the ethnographic surrealists, there is an uneasy tripartite division between the self (the ethnologist), the other (the African), and, as it were, the state (the West, broadly). This division is not effected in the Soviet context; we will see that Luria considers both himself and the peasants which he ends up studying in the 1930’s as together engaged ideally in determining a new way of life, such that ideology in the repressive sense does not dominate his thinking.


In Luria’s case, this is not necessarily an empty repetition of Marxist dogma. It must be admitted that his own experience, as it were, taught him this position. He writes that when the revolution came: 

We were suddenly faced with many opportunities for action--action that went far beyond the confines of our own tiny circle of family and friends. The limits of our restricted, private world were broken down by the Revolution, and new vistas opened before us. We were swept up in a great historical movement. Our private interests were consumed by the wider social goals of a new, collective society...An entire society was liberated to turn its creative powers to constructing a new kind of life for everyone (19). 

And indeed, during these years, he learned English, French, German, Latin; he immersed himself in foreign psychological traditions; “held down a research position in one institution, did graduate work in another, attended medical school part-time, and ran tests of therapy on mentally ill patients”; “started a journal, organized a commune for wayward adolescents, directed a psychoanalytic discussion group, and published his own study of psychoanalysis” (201). Crucially, in the dynamic landscape of the Soviet 1920’s, he was able to find both interested collaborators and subjects for experiments at all levels of society and in conjunction with the state. For example, as his student Michael Cole writes, “His audaciousness in this enterprise was astounding in light of the present-day atmosphere surrounding psychological experimentation. Nowhere is there an account of how the twenty-one year old Luria and his equally youthful companion Alexey Leontiev managed to get permission to pull students out of the line where they were awaiting interrogation by university authorities[, etc]” (201).


Luria had inherited an experimentalist bent from his engagement with Wilhelm Wundt and other experimental psychologists. But there was already a certain resonance between experimentalism and dialectics in the Marxist context, since for the Soviets both terms implied a close back and forth engagement with a living, changing subject. In the choice words of Cole, “for approximately a decade following the Revolution there was a great deal of experimentation and improvisation in the conduct of Soviet science, education, and economic policy” (12). And it might be added that psychology as a discipline was highly valued as a contribution to Marxist science, and its particular experimental methodology diffused throughout society--that is, it played a role comparable to ethnography and anthropology for the French. For example, Sergei Eisenstein had friends to the psychology community, and worked with them to develop  “questionnaires for audiences composed variously of students, workers, and peasants, to determine if they had understood his images as he intended” (207). 


In this milieu, three things became apparent to Luria and his colleagues. As Cole writes, “there was an increasing concern that Soviet psychology should be self-consciously Marxist, [that] psychology must be a materialist discipline...[and that] psychology should have relevance to the building of a socialist society” (12). There is of course a dark side to this; Luria, for example, was instrumental in the creation of the first lie detector, which was first tested on criminals and later became a tool of the state. But as Cole writes, Luria seems to have decided that his work was worth it: above all, “before him loomed the notion of a unified science of man in which the distinction between laboratory and everyday life was rendered irrelevant” (202).


At first, Luria saw the future of Soviet psychology in an experimentalism founded on psychoanalytic theory, then he somewhat unwilling switched his allegiance to Pavlov; finally, he found a consonant theoretical approach in the work of Vygotsky. Luria writes, “Marxist philosophy, one of the world’s most complex systems of thought, was assimilated slowly by Soviet scholars, myself included” (30), and it was Vygotsky who showed how psychology could be derived directly from Marxist principles. Vygotsky’s system is too complex for a detailed exposition here, but because his work is less well known to Western readers, a few key principles ought to be stated briefly. In the first place, development is mapped onto education. The apparent similarity between the development from the primitive to the modern and the development of the child to the adult had been a starting place for Freud, Piaget, and other thinkers with whom Luria was familiar. These double developments were harmonized by the idea of a tool. For Vygotsky, history is the history of behavior, that is, of problem solving by means of tools. By amassing such tools, both physical and cognitive, man is able to solve problems of greater and greater generality, and education provides access to those general tools adequate to a modern society.


In the Vygotskian picture, complex psychological functions are all culturally mediated. As Luria explains it in terms reminiscent of Pavlov as much as Marx:

Unlike basic reflexes, which can be characterized by a stimulus-response process, higher functions incorporate auxiliary stimuli, which are typically produced by the person himself. The adult not only responds to the stimuli presented by the experimenter or by his natural environment, but also actively modifies those stimuli and uses his modifications as an instrument of his behavior (44). 

Culture is not an arbitrary ensemble of inert semiotic codes; rather culture is nothing other than the way in which society structures the tasks and tools of the child. Insofar as this phenomenon can be understood, one must turn to history and study the ways in which, precisely, psychological tools have influenced behavior. Vygotsky himself gives the following examples of tools whose historical development can be traced: “language, different forms of numeration and counting, mnemotechnic techniques, algebraic symbolism, works of art, writing, schemes, diagrams, maps, blueprints, all sorts of conventional signs, etc” (Instrumental Method). 
Furthermore, in contrast to the French thinkers, Vygotsky was able to use his basic unit--the tool--to account systematically for change. In fact, he explicitly links psychological tools to the possibility of qualitative--not quantitative (in the sense of an accumulation and recombination of semiotic codes)--change. He writes:

The inclusion of a tool in the behavioral process, first, sets to work a number of new functions connected with the use and control of the given tool; second, abolishes and makes unnecessary a number of natural processes, whose work is [now] done by the tool; third, modifies the course and the various aspects (intensity, duration, order, etc.) of all mental processes included in the instrumental act, replacing some functions with others, i.e., it recreates, reconstructs the whole structure of behavior just like a technical tool recreates the entire system of labor operations. Mental processes, taken as a whole, form a complex structural and functional unity. They are directed toward the solution of a problem posed by the object, and the tool dictates their coordination and course. They form a new whole--the instrumental act (Instrumental Method).

The use of tools is tied to a qualitative change of consciousness. Literacy is perhaps the iconic case. During the course of education, children slowly master the tools required for perceiving the meaning of written words; insofar as their education is complete, the tool is integrated into the practice and reconfigures it, leading to a qualitative change in consciousness. What this means is this: what at first is an onerous task of decoding becomes second-nature, indeed, something inescapable. Once literate, it is difficult not to directly perceive the meaning of the written word.


 In this context, one can understand why, whereas the French were preoccupied with what we can know about the other, the Russians were preoccupied with what can be taught to the other. As such, Luria and others were frustrated with the data available to them, since it had been obtained under rather different presuppositions. He cites Levy-Bruhl’s claims that there is an essential difference between logical and pre-logical thinking, the latter being more loosely organized and indifference to logical contradiction. He cites W. H. R. Rivers, an English anthropologist, who claimed that all thinking is logical, although different societies apply this logic to different categories. And finally, he cites Gestalt psychologists contrasted differentiated and undifferentiated thinking. He himself suggests that:

These and other proposals were understandably of great interest to us. But the discussion was being conducted without the benefit of any appropriate psychological data. The data relied upon by Levy-Bruhl as well as by his anthropological and sociological critics--in fact, the only data available to anyone at that time--were anecdotes collected by explorers and missionaries, who had come in contact with exotic people in the course of their travels (Mind 59). 

Indeed, the sorts of things that animated Griaule--the recovery of a wide-ranging metaphysics, the radical potential of different ways of life to be juxtaposed--were seen by Luria as resting on shaking experimental foundations. He writes that Levy-Bruhl, and other psychologists of the 1920’s had “cut off human thought in its earlier stages of historical development from actual activity and cognitive processes, which were then treated as the results of beliefs; if primitive people really did think according to the laws set forth by Levy-Bruhl, they would have scarcely survived for a single day ” (Development 8). Indeed, this criticism is apropos to Griaule; reducing cultural differences to the results of beliefs, or semiotic codes, evades the question of how “human action changes the environment so that human mental life is a product of continually new activities manifest in social practice” (9), which itself establish the conditions for yet more complex developments in consciousness. 


It is with this ideological background in mind that we can now turn to the Luria’s expedition to Central Asia. The psychologist arrived at a pivotal time. For centuries, the influence of Islam had “held back the development of independent thought, subjecting people to religious dogma and rigid behavioral standards.” The people he encountered were mainly illiterate and “lived in villages, depending completely on the wealthy landowners and feudal lords” (14). The economy was centered around individual agricultural endeavors and animal husbandry. The Soviets, however, were in the process of modernizing the area, which involved the formation of agricultural collectives, the mechanization of agriculture, and the schooling of the illiterate. That is to say, both moderns and primitives lived side by side, which--to Luria and his colleagues--was an ideal experimental situation. 


It is worth keeping in mind, however, that Luria’s results cannot be taken as providing a picture of illiteracy as such, but illiteracy in the context of growing literacy, social upheaval, and the conflict between a secular “scientific” society and a history of dogmatic religious belief. As we will see, Luria emphasizes the effects of education and specifically literacy in changing thought, and as we have seen, is not as interested in questions of belief. Insofar as he takes the former seriously as a subject of study, he avoids certain problems which the French ethnographers had found themselves mired in; on the other hand, insofar as he ignores the question of belief as such, he has an equally limiting blind spot. 


The experiments were conducted in the following way. Luria and his team would prepare certain tests beforehand, and then integrate them into long conversations with their subjects. The subjects would be tested either singly or in groups, over tea or around campfires. 

The talk often took the form of a free-flowing exchange of opinion between participants, and a particular problem might be solved simultaneously by two or three subjects, each proposing an answer. Only gradually did the experimenters introduce the prepared tasks, which resembled the ‘riddles’ familiar to the population, and therefore seemed like a natural extension of the conversation (Mind 63).

 One of Luria’s colleagues would sit to the side, and surreptitiously take notes. For months they studied differences in perception, generalization, deduction, problem-solving, imagination, and self-analysis between literate and illiterate subjects. 


The experimenters attempted to pose each problem so that it could be solved either in a “functional-graphic” or an “abstract, categorical” way (Development 16). Briefly, in the first case, the problem is solved by the subject by relating the terms of the problem to his or her personal experience; in the latter case, the problem is solved by using the “terms of the information given in the problems to go beyond [his or her] experience and deduce the answer” (64). In grouping tasks, the “functional-graphic” principle results in groups structured like families. Two objects are grouped together based on some common attribute, then a third is added based on another attribute altogether, so that “the logical structure of such groupings in fact often suggests a family in which one individual is included as the ‘son’ of a central figure, a second as the ‘wife’ and so on” (67), or even suggests the setting of a table, and not the picking out of a set based solely on a single classifying criterion. This latter type of thinking is, for Luria, abstract and categorical. Vygotsky’s work had suggested that children moved from functional-graphic thinking to abstract, categorical thinking in the course of development, which includes education, and this is why Luria suspected that illiterate peasants would use the first technique, and literates would use the second.


Here are three characteristic exchanges with illiterate peasants
. 

Luria gives the following set, hammer-saw-log-hatchet to an illiterate peasant, Rakmat, aged 39. Each is an image. The subject is asked, in essence, which one does not belong? 


Subject: They’re all alike. I think all of them have to be here. See, if you’re going to saw, you need a saw, and if you have to spit something you need a hatchet. So they’re all needed here.


Experimenter: Look, here you have three adults and one child. Now clearly the child doesn’t belong in this group.


Subject: Oh, but the boy must stay with the others! All three of them are working, you see, and if they have to keep running out to fetch things, they’ll never get the job done, but the boy can do the running for them...


Another subject, aged 60. She is shown the same hammer-saw-log-hatchet group.


Subject: They all fit here! The saw has to saw the log, the hammer has to hammer it, the hatchet has to chop it...


Experimenter: But one fellow told me the log didn’t belong here.


Subject: Why’d he say that? If we say the log isn’t like the other things and put it off to one side, we’d be making a mistake. All these things are needed for the log...


Experimenter: Look, you can use one word--tools--for these three but not for the log.


Subject: What sense does it make to use one word for them all if they’re not going to work together? (55-56)

In interpreting these exchanges Luria suggests that for these subjects, objects are unified by being “suitable to a specific purpose,” as opposed to being unified by an abstract principle. The implication is that abstraction is nothing other than a move from talking about things to talking about words. Illiterate subjects group things together, although consistently, idiosyncratically, grouping together than which goes together in real life, where real life is nothing other than the subject’s personal experience. Literate subjects group things together uniformly as if singling out an attribute in the form of a word that applies to all the things in the group. That such a move is more general means nothing other than it is a fact shared across literate subjects. Furthermore, attending to words, and not things, allows one to transcend the provinciality of one’s personal experience.


Luria writes of his illiterate subjects: “Only in rare instances did they concede the possibility of employing such a [purely verbal] means of classification, and even then they did so reluctantly, convinced that it was not important. Only classification based on practical experience struck them as proper or important” (69). Luria himself explains this data by suggesting that the “primary function of language changes as one’s educational experience increases,” that is, in part, when one becomes literate. “When people employ a concrete situation as a means of grouping objects, they seem to be using language only to help them recall and put together the components of the practical situation rather than to allow them to formulate abstractions or generalizations about categorical relations” (72). Indeed, he found that abstract words themselves, like bird or tool, in fact, had a more expansive meaning for these peasants. They continued to group objects under those headings even after they have exhausted the “normal” birds and tools, and indeed continued on to make more seemingly distant associations. 


And yet, the peasants have a point: what good are tools if you don’t have a log? The source of the misunderstanding seems to be not only that these peasants haven’t been formally taught rules of classification (and so do not recognize the question being asked, as it were), but also that the subject and experimenter seem to be working with different ideas of utility, why one would wish to group things abstractly at all. The first may be put down to literacy; the second, however, is more complex, and not discussed by Luria. It may relate to the uneasy relationship with literacy these peasants may have, both due to social upheaval, as well as whatever ideology was previously dominant in the region. For one hesitates to suggest that illiterates are unable to consider “abstract” linguistic questions. For indeed, in Conversations with Ogotemmli, for example, we find the following exchange. Ogotemmêli has just described the physical structure of the granary in which the microcosmic and macrocosmic are joined. Griaule asks:

‘How could all these beasts find room on a step one cubit deep and one cubit high?’


...


‘All this had to be said in words,’ said Ogotemmêli, ‘but everything on the steps is a symbol, symbolic antelopes, symbolic vultures, symbolic hyenas.’ He paused for a moment, and added: ‘Any number of symbols could find room on a one-cubit step.’


For the word ‘symbol’ he used a composite expression, the literal meaning of which is ‘word of this (lower) world.’” (Griaule 37).



Here unique properties of words are singled out in a way that Luria’s peasants presumably would consider impractical and not at all useful. Whatever the reason for this, it is clear that whatever effect Luria thinks he is describings is mediated by some factor other than literacy alone. Whatever this factor is, it is present in the Dogon case, but not in the Central Asian. Or rather, since Ogotemmli can hardly be taken to be representative of his people, there are is at least one other tool at work at this picture.


When Luria turns to investigating deduction, he again finds systematic differences between literates and illiterates. When subjects were asked to repeat syllogisms back to the experimenter, they were unable to keep the logic structure intact, as if they did not perceive it, being unfamiliar with it.

Here is a characteristic case:


Subject, illiterate, aged 37. 


Experimenter: Cotton can only grow where it is hot and dry. In England it is cold and damp. Can cotton grow there?


Subject: I don’t know.


Experimenter: Think about it.


Subject: I’ve only been to Kashgar country; I don’t know beyond that...


Experimenter: On the basis of what I said to you, can cotton grow there?


Subject: If the land is good, cotton will grow there, but if it is damp and poor, it won’t grow...


Experimenter repeats the syllogism, and then: What can you conclude from my words?


Subject: If it is cold there, it won’t grow; if the soil is loose and good, it will.


Experimenter: But what do my words suggest?


Subject: Well, we Moslems, we Kashgars, we’re ignorant people; we’ve never been anywhere, so we don’t know if it’s hot or cold there.


Experimenter: In the Far North, where there is snow, all bears are white. Novaya Zemlya is in the Far North and there is always snow there. What color are the bears there?


Subject: There are different sorts of bears...


Experimenter: But what kind of bears are there is Novaya Zemlya?


Subject: We always speak only of what we see; we don’t talk about what we haven’t seen.


Experimenter: But what do my words imply?


Subject: Well, it’s like this: our tsar isn’t like yours, and yours isn’t like ours. Your words can only be answered only by someone who was there, and if a person wasn’t there he can’t saying on the basis of your words” (109).
It becomes apparent that although in some cases, peasants were simply confused about the nature of the question--whether the experimenter was asking about some linguistic fact or some “practical” fact--very frequently subjects were seen to violently reject the question altogether, as if they felt the experimenter were playing a trick, or as if their words would be used against them. And indeed, in such a contingency, they would have no way to defend themselves, precisely because the issue under discussion lies outside of their personal experience. It is not merely that these subjects lack a cognitive tool, but that they are also quite aware that a cognitive tool has been denied them. Precisely because of this, however, it is not at all clear to what extent these subjects are familiar or not with the expansive “logical” tool of the word all, and to what extent they have been explicitly taught to reject this way of thinking or talking.


As Goody suggests in The Logic of Writing and the Organization of Society, in regard to the cohabitation of literates and illiterates: 
...religions of the Book are often associated with restrictions on the uses and extent of literacy. In the extreme case the priests are the one category of persons able to read at all...under Christianity, Islam and Judaism teaching (at least the promotion of advanced literate skills) continued to be dominated by religious specialists until the advent of modern secular education, a position that it was obviously in their interests to preserve in order to maintain their role as gate-keepers of ideas (Logic 17).

This is precisely the situation of Luria’s peasants. But clearly then, there is not only a matter of the development or not of tools, but also of beliefs, since it is both belief and lack of experience that seem to hold these peasant’s tongues. For it is indeed hard for these subjects to “acquire new knowledge in a discursive and verbal-logical fashion.” But does “such a shift...represent the transition from sensory to rational consciousness, a phenomenon that the classics of Marxism regard as one of the most important in human history” (Development 74)? It may be true that education, especially taken broadly, can allow one to create “more complex verbal and logical ‘devices’ that make it possible to perform the operations of deduction and inference without reliance on direct experience” (74). But the question, for these peasants, is not only, “Is it possible for them to perform these kinds of operations (aloud)?”, but also, “Is it permissible or even conceivable, practically?” As one subject put it, “I don’t know how to obtain knowledge...where would I find the questions? For questions you need knowledge. You can ask questions when you have understanding, but my head is empty” (138). Education may, in fact, impart both the ability as well as the right (and the courage) to speak about certain things.


At this juncture, it is worth recalling Griaule’s observation that ethnography is “a process where power is centrally at stake, fraught with role playing and manipulation.” It is the influence of power that Luria precisely misses, or perhaps, chooses to remain silent about in his account. To be sure, there are real cognitive differences in his subjects in terms of the tool-kits they are using, as it were, to process what the experimenter is telling them, insofar as they apply non-linguistic tools to group objects or fail to perceive the structure of a syllogism. But these differences are also highly charged ideologically for the peasants themselves. Perhaps Luria thought that the discussion of such an issue would be out of the purview of a purely psychological account of cognitive tools. Perhaps his line of thinking runs: insofar as these peasants fail to answer these questions correctly, they effectively lack certain cognitive tools; and insofar as these peasants will need these tools in the building of a socialist society, then they ought to be taught them. 


For indeed, because of the demand of dialectics, all knowledge must be returned to praxis. Literacy is not being studied in order to juxtapose two worlds, but instead so that education can be more effectively understood. Indeed, Luria writes that “by offering to help subjects in certain ways, we tried to show them how and to what extent they could use our assistance in solving a given problem and go on solve others like it by themselves. This procedure allowed us to explore how people incorporated new ways of problem solving into the repertoire of intellectual activities” (64). The conversations that constituted these sessions were not interrogations in the same sense as in Griaule’s work, in which a drive to preserve mingles with the drive to critique. Rather, Luria was no doubt conceiving of his work in a more “dialectical” way, in which what could be taught and learned is as important as what could be known or said.


One can hypothesize as to why Luria chose to study the cognitive tools he did. As he himself suggests, in the 1920’s, all disciplines were actively attempting to deduce their own principles from Marxist theory, to establish a dialectical relationship between everyday life and the theory. Any intellectual in this environment had to be in an intensely literate position. The ability to use techniques like generalization, interpretation--playing with words in the worst case--would be held at a premium since not only ideally does the widespread use of these techniques allow for the possibility of a unified Marxist science, but also because these very techniques can act as a political shield. Luria himself was forced to write in numerous modes and styles throughout his career in order to be an effective member of his society. Allegiances in the field of psychology changed rapidly, and there were periods in the 20’s in which one had to perform the delicate balancing act of simultaneously disparaging psychoanalysis, promoting Pavlovianism, and keeping in mind a firm grounding in Marxist principles. In considering the bare events of the man’s life, Cole wonders, at first, “What did the cross-cultural work have to do with his work in the Institute of Neurosurgery? Why was he no longer doing conditioning experiments? Why, in his book about S. V. Sheravsky, the man with an unusual memory, did he spend so much time discussing his personality when his memory was at issue?” (Mind 195), and later: “When I correlated the content and style of his writings with the general political and social controversies of the day, the otherwise disjointed, zigzag course of [Luria’s] career began to make sense” (198). 


The ability to automatically generalize from a given result and thereby translate it into Marxist language was an intensely valuable tool for a scientist. And insofar as one may be judged on one’s Marxist credentials, the ability to distinguish between when an exchange is about “words” and when an exchange is about “things,” takes on a different cast. Indeed, the constant demand in the 1920’s that psychology reject psychoanalysis and embrace Pavlovianism, and the exclusionary nature of this demand, is reminiscent of Luria’s emphasis on the point that a log just isn’t a tool, no matter what arguments the peasants produce, as if there were no getting around the pretense that a log is not normally considered a tool. The conversation cannot be about how things really are, since concepts like tool are obviously flexible. But to admit that would defeat the purpose of the experiment itself, since what is actually under investigation is the ability to understand that a question is not about what you think, but about an agreed upon set of terms, which, it might be added, would be the saving grace of anyone attempting to accomplish anything in the highly charged atmosphere of the Soviet Union. It is precisely this tool that Luria’s peasants lack, and which Luria perhaps wishes to impart to them; and it is also the tool that allowed him to deftly reconfigure his career time and again for the sake of science.

V. Conclusion

For the French, the proper object of study was the foreign semiotic system, which the documentary presentation juxtaposes against our own. The representation of a foreign semiotic system is authenticated as legitimate by the documentary presentation, which emphasizes its own incompleteness as much as its reliance on the facts. The goal was not only to preserve but also to represent to the European reader--as it were, the novel reader--another way of life in order to create both political and aesthetic dissonance. By employing device--art--the ethnographic account of Griaule and others, invites us to live perhaps uneasily with their object of study. But by reducing all differences to differences in arbitrary signs, however, there is no coherent account offered about the nature of accumulative social change.


In contrast, Luria and the Soviet psychologists emphasize the different tools developed and employed by different societies, and provide a ready answer to the question of change. They organize their thought not around interchangeable signs, but around the transmission of cognitive tools in different times and places, which then allow for the development of further sophistication in some direction. There is little fear of construction and artificiality; rather this is seen as an opportunity to improve the lives of their subjects. After all, no one would object to foreigners giving people hammers if hammers were what they needed. Luria places emphasis not on what can be known and what can be preserved in the course of an interchange, but what can be taught, what can be changed. 


That said, by not probing the belief structure of their subjects, Luria and his colleagues tend to overgeneralize their conclusions in order to fit them into a psychological framework. The issue they were investigating might not have been illiteracy as such, but illiteracy already juxtaposed with literacy, belief, and ideology, precisely those things that the French are attuned to. Unlike the French, however, the Soviets produce a wealth of evidence that doesn’t fall prey to, for example, Goody’s objection to Griaule’s work. In a review of Conversations with Ogotemmêli, Goody criticizes the Griaule’s narrative style and asks: 
If the present book accurately represents Ogotemmêli’s statements, to what extent was he a lone wolf?...To what extent was Ogotemmêli’s responding to the intensive questioning of the anthropologist and so systematizing the less systematic? How did the interpreter translate the blind man’s subtle thoughts, and how did the anthropologist write down...the words (French or Dogon?) he heard? (Review 241). 

Luria’s work, in contrast, consists of falsifiable experiments, and reliable (even statistical) data-- precisely the lack of which Goody feels so acutely--as well as a falsifiable account of progress and development founded on the development of cognitive tools.


But the limitations in orientation on both sides make the work of Griaule and Luria difficult to reconcile. For example, even if we can juxtapose the Dogon mythos of the word with Luria’s peasants’ seeming inability to attend to words and not things, there is little internal evidence within their work that can help us resolve a difficulty like this. And so, the necessity of voyaging into the primitive presents itself again
.
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�	 None of the exchanges with literate subjects have been reproduced here, since they are about what one would expect.


�	 As a parting note, in some ways, Michel Leiris stands half-way between Griaule and Luria. For example, Larson relates how, later in his career, Leiris claimed that évolués (assimilated Africans) were, in fact, the most ‘authentic’ Africans “precisely because they were fully conscious of their position within a capitalist and colonial regime” (Larson 238).






