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"Cultural-historical activity theory, or CHAT, with its roots in Soviet psychology, and Marx 
and Engels, has emerged as a significant phenomenon in the last few decades. This video 
(part 1 of 2) introduces the notion of CHAT, locating it historically in the work of Vygotsky, 
Leont’ev and Engeström. It then develops the notion of activity system analysis based on 
Engeström’s work.  

http://vimeo.com/14632565


 
In this video I am introducing the idea or Cultural Historical Activity to you. It is 
sometimes referred to as “CHAT” – CHAT sounds rather like a strange way of talking 
about it, but  when I say acitivity theory I really mean Cultural Historical Activity 
Theory – but I don’t like the term CHAT. 
I am going to start with the origins of Cultural Historical Activity Theory, so that one 
can locate it in Psychology.  
One can not read one text about Cultural Historical Activity – there is not such thing 
which exists in the world. This is partly because it is not a theory as such – it is 
rather a theoretical perspective – a set of metaphysical and epistemological 
assumptions on how to look the world or to examine a particular problem, about 
how to frame psychological problems. It is rather an approach and it has a lot of 
assumptions. 
01:00 
Engeström says that Activity Theory is a general cross-disciplinary approach offering 
conceptual tools and methodological principles which have to be concretized 
according to the specific nature of the object under scrutiny. So the thing to 
remember is that it sounds like a theory, but it is not a theory in the strict sense like 
Freudian theory or Piagetian theory: it is more of an approach and it has a whole lot 
of assumptions underlying it. 
The phrase Cultural Historical Activity Theory is used by may theorists to 
acknowledge the philosophical and epistemological roots ie that activity is integrally 
connected to cultural and historical processes. 



Cultural Historical Activity Theory has its roots in Soviet Russia of the 1920s, classical 
German philosophy and in the writings of Marx and Engels. 
 
Roots in Russia: 

 
02:00 
It is a theory which has developed out of the collective contributions of a number of 
theorists, a.o. Lev Vygotsky, Alexandr Leontiev and Aldexandr Luria In the historical 
turmoil of their time, Marx and Engels representing some of the revolutionary roots 
about change in Society, and then the Russian school of Psychology represented by 
Vygotsky, Leontiev and Luria, in this revolutionary context, these theorists aimed at 
revolutionizing Psychology. 
In a reaction to the biology-inspired behaviorist approaches of their time, they 
theoretically articulated the relationship between individual and society. They were 
able to transcend the Cartesian opposition between subject and object, internal and 
external, between people and society, between inner consciousness and the outer 
world of society, and in so doing they brought culture into the understanding of 
human functioning. Their theorizing is based on Marxist thought: 

03:00 

1. Marx conceptualized the organism and the environment as an integral system, 
rather than separate entities 

2. Marx’s materialist conception of history applied to the historical development 
of human beings generated a dialectical relationship between the individual 



and society. This in contrast to mainstream Psychology which tends to 
conceive of the individual and cognition as separate from context, perhaps 
influenced by, but separate from. 

04:00 

3. Marx argued that the relationship between internal and external is dialectical, 
that one influences the other. 

4. Marx’ analysis of the activity of labor and how it had profound effect on the 
nature of being human and the nature of the world. Through the activity of 
labor, through being and doing things in the world, humans master nature; 
we come to master the world through our activity. “Labor”, thus, is human 

activity that changes nature 

Engeström comments that in Marx’s and Engels’ theorizing, labor activity, being 
and doing activity in the world, particularly the activity of tool production,  made 
us humans creators and transformers of nature, not just products of evolution or 
assimilators of culture. We are responsive to the environment and responsive to 

genetics, but makers of the world. 

05:00 

A particular aspect of this labor activity is that it leads to the formation of human 
consciousness, in other words, our being and doing in the world makes us into 

the particular beings that we are, creators of consciousness. 

Tolman argues that the Marxist frame assumes that we are constituted by our 
practical activity, particularly by our participation in cultural and historical 
practices. We are the products of our own activity. And this becomes very critical 

in theorizing in trying to understand cultural historical activity theory. 

This has some important consequences. 

Thus subjective is thus not the inner psychic state of the subject, in contrast to 
the object, but is derivative from the subject’s activity, in other words, we are 

who we are because of the activity we engage in in the world. 

06:00 

Mind, what we focus often on in psychology as Cognition, has thus emerged in 
the joint mediated activity of people and therefore cannot be innate, 

predetermined or merely determined by context.i 



Quote from Marx: 

 

So, we are made by what we do. 

So in contrast to a lot of psychological theories which focus either on biology, on 
the way we are constructed, on neurological processes, for example, or theories 
which focus on the way we are affected by context or determined by context, 
what Marx is saying is that the way we are and act in the world, those are the 

things which make us who we are  

07:00 

So in order to study somebody, we have to focus on the activity with which they 
engage in the world. In order to understand human behaviour, your unit of 

analysis has to be Activity.  



 

 

 

 

In the activity related literature, reference is made to three phases in the 

development of the theory: 1 Vygotsky 2 Leontiev 3 Engeström. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

08:00 

Vygotsky’s theory emerged from an assumption of a direct relationship between a 

stimulus and the response. 



 

Phase I: Vygotsky’s theory emerged in the response to the assumption of a direct 
relationship between  a stimulus and a response. In the epistemological debate in 
Vygotsky’s time  mind and consciousness were reduced to a system of behavioural 
responses a combination of conditional reflexes. Vygotsky grappled with the 
question of how does one investigate psychological phenomena without reducing 
them to the psychology of individual cognition and without moving solely into the 
realm of societal structures iow how do you study a psychological phenomenon 
without just focusing on the individual or on context and its effect on the individual. 
 
09:00 
 
While studying the genesis of individual consciousness there was a need to study the 
link between the objective reality (the external world) and consciousness. Vygotsky 
argued that the relationship between a human subject and an object is never direct 
but is always mediated by the living means of tools and signs. This concept of 



mediation is embodied in the triangular representation of the mediated act below: 

 
 
Vygotsky’s model is the one on the left where he took the normal Stimulus Response 
diagram which we often see in psychology and he argued that there is a mediation 
process So the X stands for mediation. This diagram has been reformulated by 
turning it upside down so you have a subject that is related to an object and this 
activity is mediated by tools and signs or mediating artefacts.  
 
10:00 
 
This concept of mediation plays a significant role in addressing dualistic 
representations of the individual in society, or,  in Vygotsky’s terms, Mind and 
Society. Vygotsky argues that the use of signs leads humans to a specific structure 
of behaviour that breaks away from biological development and creates new forms 
of culturally based psychological processes. So instead of us just being driven by our 
biology or what you might understand as individual processes, all forms of behaviour 
are in some way mediated – we are not just then biological. So the formation of our 
thinking processes becomes interrelated with context, with social and cultural 
historical processes. 
 
11:00 
 



It is not just tools that in a symbolical or practical way that mediate activity, but this 
mediating activity in turn mediates mental functions. The mediational means, tools 
and signs thus transform psychological operations to qualitatively higher and newer 
forms. So for example the use of a writing system or a language makes you think 
differently, it alters the way in which your cognition works. But that sign system has 
social and cultural origins, so whether you are learning English or you are learning 
SisiZulu or you are learning Latin, all those forms of communicating are forms of 
mediating your relationship with the world and they make you think differently. 
Engestrom argues that Vygotsky’s focus on mediation as the central feature of 
human activity is the concept that profoundly differentiates activity theory 
theoretically from any other theory of the human mind. Because of this 
understanding of the way we interrelate with the world through other things, 
through language, through systems, through tools: that contributes fundamentally 
our understanding of human behavior. 
 
12:00 
 
Although Vygotsky formulated practical human labor activity as a general 
explanatory category in human psychology, he did not distinguish sufficiently 
between individual action and collective activity, and a focus on action as a unit of 
analysis does not account for historical continuity and longetivity of human life. 
So, the second phase of CHAT theorizing moves beyond Vygotsky’s individual action 
to, as Engestrom argues, integrate Agent, World and Activity. And this is epitomized 
in the world of Leontiev: 



 
 
Leontiev, who was a pupil of Vygotsky, stressed that Activity should be understood 
as a collective formation. His distinction between action and activity is revealed in his 
articulation of levels of human functioning. 



Leontiev used the image of the collective hunt to explain his concept of levels of 
activity. 

 
13:00 
In a hunt an individual’s actions will not have necessarily the same goal as the 
overall motive of the collective activity of the hunt. 



 
For example in the graphic that is presented here, those who are chasing the 
animals towards the hunters, although the ultimate aim of the hunt might be to 
catch an animal and kill it, and to eat it, there are some people in that collective 
activity who seem to be doing the opposite of what the ultimate goal is. If the goal 
is to catch and to kill an animal then the goal of those who are chasing the animal 
away from themselves seem to be defeating the purpose. So what this example is 
meant to illustrate is to show the difference between action and activity; that 
individuals might engage in actions which are different from the overall goal of the 
activity, but they might all share the same motive. 
 
14:00 
 
So the collective motive of the activity is what really drives the activity, even though 
the individuals are acting as though it is in opposition to that goal. So, one hunter 
might function as the beater, chasing the prey away from himself towards those who 
may kill the prey – his action seems contradictory to the ultimate goal- but the 
overall motive for the collective activity is the same. The beater’s activity is thus the 
hunt, but the frightening of the prey is his action. So, that is where the distinction is 
for Leontiev.So, I say it again, the beater’s activity is the hunt, everyone’s activity in 
this case is the hunt, but the frightening of the game is this particular person’s 
action. To understand the separate actions of the individuals one needs to 
understand the broader motive behind the whole activity. So, focusing on the whole 
activity is in a way more important than focusing on individuals’ actions. Often in 



Psychology we tend to focus on an individual’s actions rather than on the whole. 

 
15:00 
 
So, Leontiev constructed several layers of activity. Collective activity is driven by the 
motive: Object-related motives drive collective activity. We are all engaged in the 
activity of learning but what we, as individuals, might do towards that goal of 
learning might be different in terms of individual actions: Goals drive individual 
group Action. So individuals will always have particular goals related to individual 
actions, but that might be different from the collective activity. So what you need to 
understand from this is that Leontiev distinguishes a difference between actions and 
activity. He had a third category: automated operations – the conditions under which 
the activity took place.  
 



 
16:00 
 
Collective activities driven by an object-related motive, for example, to obtain food, 
individual or group action is driven by a goal, for example to drive the animal away 
from us towards those who will kill it, and automated operations are driven by the 
conditions and tools at hand, the objective circumstances under which the hunt is 
carried  out. 



 

 
The result of the activity is therefore intimately related to its outcome through 
relations with other members of a group. Leontiev argues that it is the activity of 
other people that constitutes the objective basis of the specific structure of a human 
individual’s activity. Which means that, historically, that it is through its genesis, the 
connection between the motive and the object of its action, reflect social 
connections and relations, rather than natural ones. So, our actions, our individual 
actions are always situated in a con-text and understood only through a broader 
collective activity, rather than individual action itself. 
 
17:00 
 
Leontiev elaborates on Object and Goal and the centrality of object in the analysis of 
motivation. Individual action is managed or driven by a goal, but the collective 
activity is driven by an object. Engestrom comments that the significance of 
Leontiev’s position is that we may well speak of the activity of the individual, but 
never of individual activity: only actions are individual. 
 
The focus therefore is not on the level of individual activity and goal, but on the 
broader activity and its goal. It is this object which is related to the collective activity 
and in which the individual’s  action is embedded. And this becomes important in 
cultural historical activity in which one focuses on human behavior but one does not 



focus on individual actions. One focuses on collective action and on the individual 
embedded in it. 
 
18:00 
 
Engeström argues that in activity theory what distinguishes one entity from another 
is its object. The object of an activity is its true motive. Roth and Lee comment that 
Leontiev’s focus is on historically evolving object practical activity as the fundamental 
unit of analysis and explanatory principle that determines the genesis and contents 
of the human mind. And this leads cultural historical activity theory to focus on what 
they refer to as object-oriented activity, 
 
 

 

According to Sannino, Daniels and Guitterez, activities organize our lives. In their 

activities humans develop their skills, personalities and consciousness.  

19:00 

Through activities we also transform our social conditions, resolve contradictions, 
generate new cultural artifacts and create new forms of life and of self. Human 
beings are therefore culturally mediated, always embedded in some activity which 
has its own tools its own language and its own communities. They argue that from a 



cultural historical theoretical perspective, human life is fundamentally written in 
participation in human activities that are oriented towards objects. Thus human 
beings are seen as situated in a life perspective in which they are driven towards 
purposes which lie beyond a particular goal. Object-oriented activities, then, are at 
the core of Activity Theory and distinguish it from other approaches. Not only is 
activity theory an x step principle of explanation or a general theoretical notions, it is 
a concept that denotes the basic unit of concrete human life. Activity theory 
addresses the foundational theoretical issue of activity as the primary unit of analysis 
and thus provides both a theory of human activity and a productive method for its 
study. 

20:00 

The third phase in Cultural Historial Activity Theory is the move from Activity to 

Activity Systems: 

 
And this is epitomized in the work of Yrjö Engeström. 
 
He argued that earlier theorizing on Activity undertheorized the notion of context, 
focusing on analysis of individual experience. According to Engestrom Activity is a 
collective process. This is because it is recognized that, as Lave and Wegner argue, 
activities do not exist in isolation, they are part of a broader system of relations in 
which they have meaning. These systems of relations arise out of  and are 



reproduced & are developed within social communities which are in part systems if 
relations among people. (Lave & Wenger, 1991:53) (see also graphic below) 

 

21:00 

Engeström argues that theories of action need to 1. account for the artefact-
mediated or cultural aspects of purposeful human behavior. Theories of action need 
also to 2. account for the socially-distributed or collective aspects of purposeful 
human behavior. And thirdly, theories of action need to 3. account for continues 
self-producing and systemic and longitudinal historical aspects of human functioning. 
 
The third phase of activity theory has been defined as the collective and institutional 
challenge. In the work of activity theorists of this third phase, the unit of analysis is 
the activity system. In Engestrom and Miettinen’s words, it’s the object-oriented, 
collective and culturally-mediated human activity, or Activity System. 
 
22:00 
 
This focus on the Activity System is what fundamentally reframes the concept of 
context. So, the context instead of being somehow outside, something that 
influences the individual, Engestrom argues that in Activity Theory, contexts are 
neither containers, inside which the individual is situated, nor situationally created 
experiential spaces.  



 
Contexts are Activity Systems and Activity System integrates the subject, the object 
and the instruments - material tools, and signs and symbols – into a unified whole. 
 
The system is not something beyond individual influence, it is not something which 
just determines us or impacts on us, but it is continuously constructed by humans in 
the activity. So, these systems are what we continuously create and influence us in a 
dialectical relationship. 
 
23:00 
 
Engeström argues that humans are co-producers of societal and cultural 
developments, and only indirectly producers of their own development. There is thus 
a dialectical relationship between the individual and the setting, the system and the 
context of actions, in the form of social and institutional, cultural and historical 
factors, need to be described and accounted for, and not ignored, as seen in many 
Psychological studies, or seen as immutable, as in deterministic accounts of social 
processes. So what the framework of activity systems provides us with, is a way of 
studying context, without seeing it as something that just influences the individual, 
and without focusing only on genetic or cognitive parameters. 
 
Engestrom provides us with a model of human activity which provides for a focus on 
systemic relations 



. 

 
24:00 
He starts off with the Vygotsky’s diagram of the mediated act. In order to make 
Activity analyzable as a contextual and mediated phenomenon with interdynamic 
relations and historical changes, he locates this analysis of the act in the rules and 
structures of the social world which organize and constrain activity. 



 

Following Marx, Engestrom argues that human activity is always governed by 
division of labor, by rules and by the individual’s membership of a particular group of 
people. 
 
So he takes Vygotsky’s mediated model of activity, which has still the three elements 
of subject, object heading towards an outcome (see graph below), 
 



 

But what he adds is that human activity is always government by division of labor, 
rules and the individual’s membership of a particular group, so he adds the bottom 
three components of the triangle (see graph – inside triangle): 

 



25:00 

So, this whole diagram represents a model of human activity. So he puts activity in 
the middle. So he keeps the mediation idea at the top, and he adds rules (on the 
left) community and division of labor. In insisting that activity only exist in relation to 
rules, community division of labor, Engeström expands the unit of analysis for 
studying human behavior from that of individual activity to collective activity system, 
so he goes beyond the individual, which used to be associated with Vygotsky at the 
beginning. The collective activity system includes the social, psychological, cultural 
and institutional perspectives in the analysis. In this conceptualization context or 
activity systems are inherently related to what Engeström argues are the deepseated 
material practices and socioeconomic structures of a given culture. 
 
26:00  
 
I am just going to talk briefly of the components of the system. 
 
Engeström argued that the minimum components of a system are the subject, the 
object, outcome, mediating instruments and tools, mediating artifacts, rules and 
signs, community and division of labor. 
 
In an activity system the subject is engaged with an object towards a certain goal.

 
The subject refers to individual whose agency is chosen as the unit of analysis. Each 
activity system is structured around a particular perspective. But you might construct 
many different activity systems about a particular kind of activity. 
 
27:00 



So if we were to understand activity in what is happening here today, we would 
construct an activity systems with each of you (video audience) possible  as a 
subject. So you are looking at the activity of this particular presentation today with 
your own mediating instruments or tools, or your perspective on those, or your 
mediating tools or instruments, for example the technology that we are using here 
today, or the fact that I am using English as a language, or that I am using graphics 
to illustrate things: you all have your particular object of being here, but the activity 
system might have a broader object/motive. 
And governing this activity that we are engaged in are certain rules. Rules comprise 
a range of things which are expressed formally or informally.  
 
28:00 
 
So, there are no  particular rules here, except that we all perhaps wear clothes, but 
you can see rules as for example laws of a country by which particular activities are 
governed. For example if you look at smoking as an activity, there are particular 
rules as to where you are allowed to smoke and where you are not. But there are 
also less formal rules about the activity of smoking: you don’t blow your smoke into 
someone else’s face. Rules comprise both formal and informal processes that govern 
society. And you can see that they change with every type of activity, and they 
might change with different kinds of people –there may be gender differences in a 
particular kind of activity, what men do, what women do, what people of different 
ages do, what people of different countries do. 
 
29:00 
 
So to summarize, the subject in a particular an activity system is the person whose 
point of view takes on this particular activity. 
 
In that activity, the object is moulded or transformed into an outcome by the 
subject. The concept of the object is slightly complicated: it is not exactly the same 
as objective. This is partly due to the fact that the term was originally articulated in 
Russian and there is not an English word which truly translates the Russian original. 
 
Engestrom in one of the articles he has written talks of the object as more than a 
fixed material thing. It needs to be forged, it changes hands, it generates passions 
and struggles, it’s fragmented and collected, it’s elusive, it is a horizon of 
possibilities, it is the core of any productive any and every productive activity. 
 
30:00 
 
To understand this concept of object it is useful to return to Leontiev’s theoretical 
conceptualization on the differences between action and activity, individual action 
and collective activity. Individual action is driven by a goal. Remember the individual 
beaters in that collective hunt were chasing the prey, so their goal was to chase the 
prey away, not their object, but their goal of that particular action was to chase the 
prey. Whereas the collective activity, the whole activity, is driven by an object-
related motive in the hunt to obtain food. 



Leontiev argues that the object of activity is its true motive. 
 
So when you try to understand or analyze an activity, you have to focus on the 
Object as the motive of an activity. It gives the activity a determined direction. This 
motive may be physical, present in perception, or ideal existing only in the 
imagination or thought. Engeström has a nice quote from a school context 
 
31:00 
 
The general object of a teacher’s work is students, or more accurately the 
relationship between the teacher and the knowledge they are supposed to acquire. 
The students offer the teacher not merely raw material to be moulded, they are the 
reason for coming to work, for agonizing or for enjoying it. So for the teacher or a 
lecturer, students are the object, but they are not merely the object in a material 
sense, they are the purpose of the whole activity of teaching. 
 
So, the object in an Activity System is the internal image, a need or an attraction, it 
is that what the subject aims at and works toward, and realizes in the course of an 
activity. 
 
32:00  
The object in an Activity System therefore refers to the “raw material” or problem 
space towards which the activity is directed. Roth comments that the subject and 
the object form a dialectical unit. The object motivates the object and the subject’s 
activity is then directed towards is ideal form. He argued for the object-oriented, 
artefact-mediated activity system as the key foundational unit of analysis in activity 
theoretical research. The key to understand Activity system is the object-
orientedness or objectiveness. So, in focusing the analysis in the research process, 
that is the relationship that becomes really important. Object-oriented activity 
becomes the unit of analysis.  



 

In the activity system the object is moulded or transformed  into outcomes with 
physical or symbolic internal or external tools, mediating instruments and signs. 
 
33:00 
 
In the activity system, the community (in the middle of the graph) refers to the 
group of actors who are engaged in joint activity or practice and they have a 
common goal. They are motivated by the same general object. Lave and Wenger’s 
concept of the community of practice is useful here. They argue that activity 
systems exist in a set of relations amongst persons, activity and world. What they 
refer to as Communities of Practice is not a reference to some rudimentary culture 
sharing entity nor to a well defined group existing within socially visible boundaries. 
The term community implies participation on multiple levels, in an activity system 
about which participants share understandings about what they are doing and what 
that means in their lives and for their communities. 
 
34:00 
 
So the subject, the subject’s ‘Community’, is the group of people that shares the 
same object in relation to that activity. 
 



So although there are many of this in this video presentation activity at the moment, 
we might actually have different communities related to this activity. Students might 
share a particular object in wanting to be here and staff might share yet a different 
object for being here. So your community is defined by the persons who share a 
similar object about the activity. 
 
The rules incorporate both implicit and explicit rules, norms and conventions, so for 
example the convention of standing up when someone walks into the room, or 
greeting someone when they pass you on the street. 
 
As for the division of labor: the division of labor component of the activity system is 
illustrated by Leontiev’s example of the hunt. In the activity system this component 
has two dimensions: a vertical and a historical dimension. On a historical level it 
refers to a division of tasks in an activity.  
 
35:00 
 
So, when you think back to the hunt, there were those people whose role it was to 
do the beating and those people whose role it was to catch and kill the animal. 
On a vertical level, there are distinctive dynamics in an activity which are related to 
the status and power of those engaged in the activity. These incorporate dynamics 
of gender, of power, of age. And they are specific to a particular context. For 
example, in a medical consultation, if you think of the role of the doctor and the 
patient. On a horizontal level the doctor and the client will have different roles, One 
has to diagnose and the patient has to say what the symptoms are. 
But if you think on a vertical level, of the status and power of the individuals 
involved, the patient does not diagnose. The power is on the side of the doctor. 
 
36:00 
 
What the activity system is comprised of is these different components, as a way of 
understanding how the different individual and social elements of us being human 
and human behavior relate to each other.  
 
So what I want to talk about in a second half is what one does with an Activity 
System. How is it useful. How can one use it in trying to understand human 
behavior. 
 
And I am going to use it as an example of trying to understand sexual activity as a 
response to the risk of HIV and AIDS. 

 

 

SHORT PREVIEW OF PART II 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
i
 re:  “El empleo y la ocupación:  Estamos configurados pero no determinados” (Sobrado – China talk) 

 


