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Abstract In this article, L. Vygotsky’s and N. Marr’s ideas thinking and language are
analyzed in the light of their reflections aboutLEvy-Bruhl’'s theories of “primitive
thought”. Not only were Lévy-Bruhl's ideas and facklated in his books used by both
Vygotsky and Marr to constitute theoretical grouradsl important conclusions of their
theories, but the French anthropologist often skasan author of common interest between
Vygotsky and Marr. This tendency was particulanydent in their reflections on a “crisis”
in psychology and linguistics in the first third tife 2¢' century, on a “diffuse” nature of
primitive thought and language and on verbal arsduge languages.
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One of the most evident common points in the warkk.S. Vygotsky (1896-1934)
and N.Y. Marr (1865-1934) consists in their inténesso-called primitive thought.
To a large extent, this interest was determinedefflgctions on this topic that were
proper to the general intellectual context of tlaelye 20" century in Russia, and
which were considerably stimulated by the worksLof.évy-Bruhl (1857-1939);
both Vygotsky and Marr wrote about the French aghblogist.

There was a good reason for their interest. Theeiss are there qualitative
differences between the ways “we” and “the othéihk — was of great interest in
the European intellectual circles at the turn & 80" century. The discourse was
unabashedly self-centered — the “we” of course avgsiropean intellectual in a café
chatting with his/her peers, while “they” were #eotic South-American tribes who
claimed to be red parrots, or the ever-dancing -dkikned Africans who were
somewhere “out there”, beyond the borders of “cetiti Europe. In the Zicentury,
that “other” may live next door to us — and thaussf the “we”/“they” relationships
IS as important as ever.
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Lévy-Bruhl's ideas reaching Russia

In the Soviet Union, Lévy-Bruhl became very wellokm especially after 1930,
when the Russian translation of higs fonctions mentales dans les sociétés
inférieures(Lévy-Bruhl 1910) was published, together with sopassages froina
mentalité primitive(Lévy-Bruhl 1922) Pervobytnoe myslenigevi-Brjul' 1930]).

Of course, Russian intellectuals had been acquhiniéh Lévy-Bruhl's theories
much earlier alreadyLévy-Bruhl’s works on primitive mentality influeed various
fields of knowledge in Russia: ethnography, psyogyl linguistics. Moreover, it
was while analyzing Lévy-Bruhl's theories that sor@®viet scholars, often
representing different domains of social sciendesgan (sometimes implicit)
intellectual conversations with each other, lookiagtraces of (lost) primitivity in
the phenomena of their own epoch.

In this paper, we shall demonstrate this tendem@lyaing a number of theories
elaborated by psychologist Lev Vygotsky and linguskolaj Marr. While both
Vygotsky and Marr spoke about Lévy-Bruhl and oocoasily referenced him,
sometimes using his theories and even simple fataged in his books (such as the
ethnographic evidence he made available) to caomstitheoretical grounds or
important conclusions of their own theories, Vyggtand Marr seldom referred to
the works of one anothérVygotsky was generally very inconsistent in his
referencing — if he were alive today he would ptipde accused of “plagiarism”.
Of course such accusations would be absurd — edlyedi we bear in mind that
Vygotsky’s primary mode of communication was oradf written. Most of his texts
— now published — come from the stenograms of higuent speeches that
captivated the intellectually hungry audienceshmmdeveloping Soviet Union.

Fates change. The fascinated audiences were rdggcguspicious groups of young
communists who were relentlessly critical of theosmopolitan” ideas that
characterized the intellectual sphere of the Sdvieon in the 1920s. Starting in the
early 1930s, and especially after his death (1984gotsky’s ideas were criticized
because of their borrowings from the “non-marxistfidencies in psychology, and,
interestingly, because of his supposed “non-Martigviarr’'s theories dominated in
the Soviet Union in the 1930s, even after his déal$o in 1934). Vygotsky's final
publication —Thinking and SpeecfThought and Languadgéyslenie i re&’], 1934)
was criticized, in particular, in 1936, becausetloé fact that its chapter on the
different roots of thinking and speech was deemed the usual jargon of Soviet
official discourse — “scientifically worthles§"For Marr, on the contrary, speech and
thought were interconnected from the very beginiigmgnetimes, in Marr’s theories,
language simplyqualsthinking [cf. for instance MARR 1933-1937, voll,lIp. 3])
and therefore Vygotsky was accused of not beinficgritly knowledgeable in the

! Already in 1915, V.N. Xaruzina's positive reviewf &évy-Bruhl's theory was published in
Etnografi‘eskoe obozrenig@el-2, pp. 134-136). The long and complicated histifrihe reception of
Lévy-Bruhl's ideas in Russia deserves particuladpt

2 For instance, Vygotsky is mentioned only once iark4 Selected Worksn a text written in 1931 —
but even here Marr refers not to Vygotsky’'s owrotietical works, but to his opinion on W. Kdhler's
research (Marr 1933-1937, vol. Il, p. 270).

% Attributing such labels to systems of ideas iariry historical context an effort to censor the flofw
ideas after they have arrived in the public domtiis a form ofpost factunmcensorship — once the
ideas were publicly available, they could be authtively (including the authoritarian act)
discredited as “nonsense”, “non-science”, “bad remé, “soft science”. In the 21 century
psychologists taking interest in parapsychology podlishing about it suffer a fate similar to the
dismissal of Vygotsky's ideas in the Soviet Uniarthe 1930s.
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field of linguistics (KOZYREV, TURKO 1936, cf. vatler VEER, VALSINER 1991
[1994, pp. 384-387]). As for Marr himself, beinggea for an interdisciplinary
synthesis in the last decade of his life, he didshmw much interest in Vygotsky’s
ideas in his works about the origins of speech.odsky was operating in a field —
that of paedology — that was not relevant for M&urtthermore, his overlooking of
Vygotsky can be partly explained by his “intelleatlong-sightedness” in general:
Marr referred much more often to the works writianthe first half of the 19
century than to those of the scholars who weredmgemporaries. It was thus Lévy-
Bruhl with his interest in primitive thought whoteh served as an author of common
interest between Vygotsky and Marr.

Lévy-Bruhl in the context of “crisis”

Vygotsky undoubtedly considered Lévy-Bruhl as aagmhinker: inThinking and
Speechfor example, he places Lévy-Bruhl’'s ideas andalisries on the same level
as those by S. Freud, C. Blondel and J. Piaget (WYSKY 1934 [1962, p. 10]). In
this article however, Vygotsky referred to Lévy-Bkumentioning a “deep crisis” in
psychology, which manifested itself in a “sharp trcadiction” between the
“empirical data” and “methodological foundationd” msychological research. This
crisis was also acknowledged by his contemporarikarl Buhler and Hans Driesch
wrote about it at precisely the same time (VALSINERL2, Chapter 8) — and has in
fact continued into the 2century in psychology.

It was in his essay about the historical signifamrof the crisis in psychology
(VYGOTSKIJ 1926 [1982]) that Vygotsky analyzed thiigficult situation in detail.
There is at least one point however where he sesistaken: for him, this crisis was
“more acute in psychology than in any other disngdl Drawing parallels between
Piaget, Blondel, Freud and Lévy-Bruhl, Vygotskyapes that

[flor all its greatness, however, Piaget’'s workfstg from the duality common
to all the pathfinding contemporary works in psyldgy. This cleavage is a
concomitant of the crisis that psychology is undéerg as it develops into a
science in the true sense of the word. The crigisns from the sharp
contradiction between the factual material of sogeand its methodological and
theoretical premises, which have long been a sulpécdispute between
materialistic and idealistic world conceptions. Téteuggle is perhaps more
acute in psychology than in any other disciplinefy GOTSKY 1934 [1962,

p. 10]).

Vygotsky was wrong — in the first half of the"™@entury, the crisis was at least as
deep in linguistics as in psychology. This “lingidsrisis” had several parameters:

— the necessity to search for new aims of resg@mhparative linguistics of the 19
century had already carried out its epistemologicale connected with the
elaboration of historical and comparative gramnarsfirst of all, Indo-European
languages);

— the search for new material of linguistic studiethat is, languages outside the
Indo-European family;

— the search for a new definition of objects ofdgtun general: languages as
particular objects of linguistic work seemed toaghigear right before linguists’ eyes
at that time. Boundaries between languages werentiag very unclear due to the
work of dialectologists, and the invention of moesmd more sophisticated
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apparatuses showed that everybody produces diffprenunciations, which implied
that collective languages... did in fact not exisijl @nly individual ones did;

— among all levels of language description, semartiiad the worst reputation in
linguistics: with some notable exceptions (suctiHa®aul), the Neogrammarians of
the late 18 and early 28 centuries took a profound interest first of allpinonetics
and in morphology, leaving semantics to the penplétheir research;

— finally, a linguistic crisis of methodologicaldodations was becoming ever more
evident: the Neogrammarians were reproached far phesitivism, their love for
empirical and inductive research and their lackaofy general conclusions —
theoretical conclusions which would have concerm@dlosophy of language
(langage in Saussurean terms) more than linguistics ds €&@ussurealangue.

Like Vygotsky, Marr (whose “New theory of languageias created as a very
particular reaction to this crisis) also praisedvy-8ruhl implying at least three
parameters of this crisis: a) the crisis of matef@athropologist Lévy-Bruhl was
describing the so-called “exotic” languages, whisias rare for linguists and
linguistics of that time); b) the crisis of semasti(Lévy-Bruhl studied “primitive
languages” in connection with the evolution of huntlaought, reflected first of all in
linguistic semantics); and c) the crisis of metHodal foundations in linguistics.
Unlike many linguists whom Marr severely criticizddevy-Bruhl — at least, in his
published works — did not fear to come to genesatctusions (MARR 1930).
However, in speaking about Lévy-Bruhl in the conteika methodological crisis in
psychology, Vygotsky was far from praising the Fferanthropologist. On the
contrary, for him Lévy-Bruhl’s works constitutedpart of this crisis

As long as we lack a generally accepted systenrpocating all the available
psychological knowledge, any important factual oigry inevitably leads to
the creation of a new theory to fit the newly obseérfacts. Freud, Lévy-Bruhl,
Blondel, each created his own system of psycholdgw prevailing duality is
reflected in the incongruity between these thecaktstructures, with their
metaphysical, idealistic overtones, and the emgidses on which they are
erected. In modern psychology great discoveriesnaade daily, only to be
shrouded irad hoctheories, prescientific and semimetaphysical (VYIGBY
1934 [1962, p. 10]).

Vygotsky — a newcomer to psychology arriving frdme field of literary scholarship
— was obviously somewhat utopian in his evaluatbrrontemporary psychology.
Yet his criticism of Lévy-Bruhl was constructive.fbllowed the dialectical scheme
of the three steps — thesis (outlining the issasdithesis (critique) and synthesis. If
one decides to look only at the antithesis step/ygotsky’s critiques of others —
Lévy-Bruhl, Piaget, Berlin Gestaltists, or whomewveone gets the impression of a
complete rejection of the opponent. Yet in the Bgeis phase the constructive
threads of the opponent lead to Vygotsky’'s own sstfigns for solutions to the
problems at hand.

Likewise, Marr and Marrists who praised Lévy-Brdbf his interest in “primitive
thought”, reproached him for... his lack of inter@stthe so-called “prehistory”
“dressed in a toga of positivism” (NIKOL'SKIJ 193@. XXIIl), Lévy-Bruhl,
according to them, failed to draw all the necesgamyclusions from his theory of
different kinds of thinking in the history of mamnki and he onlylescribedcultures
and societies that still existed in the earl{f' 2@ntury — unlike Marr himself who had

229



RIFL (2012) vol.6, n.2: 226-234
DOI 10.4396/20120720

a passion for the prehistoric age and who prefedtestlictive methods of research to
inductive ones.

Therefore both Vygotsky and Macriticized Lévy-Bruhl in the context of crisis of
their disciplines whilgraising him at the same time.

The “law of participation”: between linguistics and psychology

It was precisely in the “prehistory” that Marr stmi@vidence for one of his semantic
laws, closely connected with Lévy-Bruhl's “law ofangpicipation” [la loi de
participation], which was also of interest to Vygotsky. As LéByhl recognized,

il serait difficile de donner, dés a présent, uoné@ abstrait de cette loi. [...] a
défaut d’une formule satisfaisante, on peut teater approximation. Je dirais
que, dans les représentations collectives de ldatitérprimitive, les objets, les

étres, les phénomenes peuvent étre, d’'une facomjpréhensible pour nous, a
la fois eux-mémes et autre chose qu’eux-mémes (LBRUHL 1910, p. 77).

However the opinions of Marr and Vygotsky on theartance of this law of Lévy-
Bruhl diverged.

Marr accepted it with much enthusiasm and withawt @ubt, because it permitted
him to “prove” one of his own basic semantic lawiCh he had never formulated
explicitly and which we can only reconstruct readms works, cf. VELMEZOVA
2007, pp. 177-180) — the “law of diffuse semantic&tcording to this law, at the
very beginning of human language, there existeg oné diffuse meaning (a “proto-
meaning”), which could mean everything at oncemyiive tribes “used it in all
meanings which mankind was aware of at that tilMARR 1933-1937, vol. |,
p. 217). This original polysemantism could be eipmd by the primitive man’s
incapacity to differentiate, by the “diffused natuwof primitive thought. Later on,
according to Marr, there existed numerous semdiuiciches” pucki], “rows”
[rjady] or “nests” gnezdé that united several meanings; afterwards, assaltref
semantic divergence, they broke up into more caecreanings. In his works, Marr
gives tens of examples of such “nests” (cf. VELMBZO 2007, pp. 178-180).
However two “nests” are mentioned most often: ‘wamawater — hand’ and ‘sky —
mountain — head’ (MARR 1933-1937, vol. Il, pp.14352-153, etc. — cf.
VELMEZOVA 2007, p. 180), while all other “semantizcinches” could be derived
from them. In this part of his doctrine Marr waglly influenced by Lévy-Bruhl:
the French anthropologist used the term “partiogpélf or “the law of participation”
for this capacity of primitive men to see a unitysurrounding plurality (LEVY-
BRUHL 1910, pp. 70, 76, 7#)Lévy-Bruhl never met “the primitive man” himself —
it was, among others, the observations of the Gertlanologist K. von den Steinen
(1894) on the Bororo tribe in Brazil, on their stgoidentity claim “we are araras”
(red parrots) while accepting that they are humaimds at the same timeThis
conception was contradictory with the classicalidothat dominated intellectual
efforts at the turn of the J0century.

“Another important source for Marr in this part d§ ldoctrine was H. Spencer and his concept of
evolution as a development passing from “homogghdid “heterogeneity” (Velmezova 2007,
pp. 207-211).
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Vygotsky, on the contrary, criticized this part oévy-Bruhl's theories, drawing
parallels between Lévy-Bruhl's pre-logical thinkingnd the development of
children’s thought. He formulates his opinion alofw@s:

Lévy-Bruhl quotes von den Steinen regarding a igigilcase of participation
observed among the Bororo of Brazil, who pride thelwes as being red
parrots. Von den Steinen at first did not know whatmake of such a
categorical assertion but finally decided that theglly meant it. It was not
merely a name they appropriated, or a family retethip they insisted upon:
What they meant was identity of beings. [...] LévyuBFs way of interpreting
participation is incorrect. He approaches the Bogiatements about being red
parrots from the point of view of our own logic whle assumes that to the
primitive mind, too, such an assertion means idieofi beings. But since words
to the Bororo designate groups of objects, not epts; their assertion has a
different meaningThe word for parrot is the word for a complex tlacludes
parrots and themselvek does not imply identity any more than a fanigme
shared by two related individuals implies that they one and the same person
(VYGOTSKY 1934 [1962, pp. 71, 72]; emphasis added).

Here Vygotsky reproaches Lévy-Bruhl for the samenghfor which he had
previously reproached representatives of the Em@ishool of anthropology, such as
E.B. Tylor or J.G. Frazer, irEtjudy po istorii povedenija. Obezjana. Primitiv.
RebenoVYGOTSKIJ, LURIA 1930), that is the research inieth Lévy-Bruhl’'s
influence on Vygotsky (and A.R. Luria) seems cletfgan der VEER, VALSINER
1991 [1994, p. 207]). In the second chapter of bloisk, Vygotsky and Luria related
Lévy-Bruhl's dispute with the English School of ardpology: “Lévy-Bruhl had
criticized Tylor and Frazer for their assumptioattthe workings of the human mind
are identical in every culture [...]. He would atdedeave open the possibility that
the bewildering cultural variety of collective regentations corresponded with
different mental functions”ilfid.). Vygotsky completely agreed with this reasoning
of Lévy-Bruhl: because accepting the English angblogists’ point of view “would
imply that the human mind had not developed atlating human history. The sole
differences between cultures would be in the cdntain experience but the
mechanisms of mind would be identical in every épand culture [...]. Vygotsky
acknowledged that Lévy-Bruhl was the first to clathmt the mechanisms of
primitive thinking did not coincide with those dfe «cultural man». Despite certain
inaccuracies Lévy-Bruhl had to be credited forftt that

he was the first to pose the problem of the histbrdevelopment of thinking.
He showed that in itself the type of thinking ig mocconstant unity but one that
changes and develops historically. The investigatdro had followed the road
indicated by him have tried to formulate more pselyi on what the difference
between the historical types of thinking of cultuaad primitive man depends,
in what the peculiarity of the historical developrhef human psychologically
resides [VYGOTSK(ij), LURIA 1930, p. 64]" (van de&VEER, VALSINER
1991 [1994, p. 207]).

Nevertheless, as we have already pointed out ilyzing his way of interpreting the
law of participation, Vygotsky used to criticize WéBruhl for not being conclusive
enough and for making the same mistake as Englighra@pologists, that is,
attributing to “primitive men” the way of thinkingeculiar to the modern Western
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civilization. This is an example of his dialectiaaitique style — Lévy-Bruhl went
half way, but failed to go the other half.

As he died in 1934, Vygotsky could not know thatthg end of his life, Lévy-Bruhl
himself would express doubts about his theory ahpive thinking in general and,
in particular, about the law of participation. Ims ICarnetswritten in 1938-1939
(LEVY-BRUHL 1949 [1998]), Lévy-Bruhl not only accesdl the fact that
peculiarities of “primitive” thinking are presemétherefore can be discovered even
in modern societies, but he also reflected uponvteabulary of modern languages
and upon its inadequacy to describe primitive timgkand the law of participation,
among others:

Le point de départ pour une étude un peu plus peuds la participation me
semble étre que notre facon de la formuler, ou m&@mplement de I'exprimer
dans notre vocabulaire, avec nos concepts, ladae$ssurtout, lui donne un
aspect inintelligible qu’elle n'a pas nécessairetm@&evy-Bruhl, 1949 [1998,

p. 1]).

Verbal and gesture language

Another phenomenon in which both Marr and Vygotslere interested was the so-
called gesture language. For Lévy-Bruhl, in priva@tisocieties gesture language
coexisted with the oral one:

Le langage par gestesign-languagg est en usage, au moins dans certaines
circonstances, et la ou il est tombé en désuétledeyestiges témoignent qu'il a
sirement existé [...]. Il se parle donc, dans la aitipes sociétés inférieures,
deux langues, I'une orale, I'autre par gestes (LEBRUHL 1910, pp. 175,
178).

Marr saw in this statement proof of his own them@adout gestures being the origin
of human speech in general (MARR 1933-1937, vopp. 217, 257), after a
“revolutionary transformation of animals’ herdsarttuman society”iid., vol. 11l

p. 104). It also explains the fact that one offtre “words™ of the human language
(or eventhe very first wordMARR 1933-1937, vol. Il, pp. 115-116, 209; vol, V
p. 327]), for Marr, meant ‘hand’ (cf. VELMEZOVA 2GQpp. 180-186).

With all his evident interest in gesture languagggotsky’s point of view on the
existence of such a turning point in the evolutimm animals to anthropoids was
different. Some scholars attributed to Vygotsky gbecalled critical-point theory — a
particular case of theemiotic threshold theoyyn the terms of modern semioticians.
However, Vygotsky’s opinion on the existence offsacturning (or crucial) point in
the evolution was more complicated (van de VEER,L8MWNER 1991 [1994,
pp. 199-200]). Even if Vygotsky sometimes formuthteews that were very similar
to a critical-point theory, stating for example tthapparently the biological
evolution was finished long before the historicavelopment of man started”
(VYGOTSKIJ 1930 [1960, p. 447]), “at other timesdylained that

®We use this word in inverted commas insisting loa tack of correspondence between primitive
(semantically and phonetically “diffuse”) “wordsty Marr’s theories, and words of modern languages
(cf. Velmezova 2007, pp. 197-199).
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Man’s development, as a biological type, apparentlys already mainly finished at
the moment that human history started. This, ofrsmudoes not mean that human
biology came to a stand-still from the moment thiatorical development of human
society started [...]. But this biological change mdture had become a unity
dependent on and subordinated to the historicatldpment of the human society
[Vygotsk(ij), Luria 1930, pp. 54, 70]" (van der VIEE VALSINER 1991 [1994,
p. 200]).

Lost(?) primitivity in language and thinking

As for the material of Marr and Vygotsky’'s resear@inodern languagess.
children’s speech or animals’ “intelligence” ana thfferent ways of its expression)
and for the conclusions to which both Soviet sasotame, they permitted to state
that Lévy-Bruhl’'s “primitivity” had not been losbfever, but continued to exist in
the 20" century, in the same way as Lévy-Bruhl's “primétipeoples”. It was one of
the reasons that made many Soviet scholars — awtbegs, Marr and Marrists, as
we have seen before — reproach Lévy-Bruhl for #uol bf any “real” primitivity in
his theories. Nevertheless, it also explains th@osion of interest in Lévy-Bruhl’s
works in the Soviet Union, which sometimes wentdral/the academic circles, once
again contributing to the collaboration of scholavgh representatives of other
professions.

Let us refer for instance to V.V. Ivanov who spahmut a circle for the study of the
archaic consciousness strata in modern languagags)n the language of cinema,
created by Vygotsky, Luria and S. Eisenstein, iniclwhMarr also participated
(IVANOV 1976, Chapter 1, point 4; cf. also KULL, VIMEZOVA 2011, p. 261).
But this question is worth further study. In theeay proliferation of mass media and
Facebook, the ghost of “primitive thought” is onagain present in globalized
culture. The replacement of logic with clicking & main mechanism of thought
paves the way. If a contemporary person were to“san my web page”, the
Bororo “participation” in red parrothood is evidewncin our part of identification
with computer-generated miracles.
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