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Preface

This book has been under way for a long time.

I started a year before the fall of the notorious wall, of state bureaucratic
Communism, and, according to public opinion. of even Marxist theory.
Unwilling to let my own critique of Marxist theory be influenced by this mas-
sive ideological backlash. I continued my work as a somewhat lonely follower
of the social historical school. in general, and Activity theory. in particular.

Now the book is finally published at the transition to a new millennium, in an
Age when the dominant creed within humanities and social science is that
knowledge is a social construction. This is. of course, a partial truth, and I wil-
lingly recognise that the theoretical movement to which this book is a contribu-
tion must be understood as such a construction. In fact, a main agenda of the
book is to illuminate how a good foundation for the anthropological sciences
can be constructed. As indicated by the picture on the front page, however, 1
consider theoretical work to be much more than a pure mental construction.
The process of anthropological theory is theoretical construction, but its object
is the field of Human Activity.

I hope to demonstrate in this book that a durable key to the understanding of
Human Activity is a theory that has never been very popular in the Western
World, and furthermore has been pushed into near oblivion for the last 10 years.
This theory is Activity Theory. and its relevance for the anthropological sci-
ences is the thesis of this book.
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The Cover Picture

The picture on the front page has two components. each illustrating the
mediators of human activity, that is. tools. signs. cooperation and appropria-
tion. The larger component is a painting from Pharaonic Egypt. I got the fol-
lowing description from my neighbour. an Egyptologist. Torben Holm Ras-
mussen, MLA:

Khnumbhotep Il was nomarch (governor) over the Gazelle nome (region)
during the reign of Pharaoh Amenembhet II (1929-1892 BC). The picture is a
painting on stucco found in the tomb of Khnumhotep II, which is situated at
Beni Hasan near the town El Minya on the east bank of the Nile about 270 km
south of Cairo. In the lower part of the picture. the basic activity is shown, that
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is, agriculture leading to the harvest of the crop. In the upper part, officials are
rendering an account to one of Khnumhotep's leading official Baket. “princi-
pal of the keepers of the seals”. A subordinate official is sitting at the scales,
while the scribe, Netjernaktht, is rendering an account. Baket is sitting on a
raised platform wrapped in a cloak. The scene in the middle shows the stew-
ard (also sitting on a raised platform) counting the number of bushels of grain.
The grain is carried to the granary in the scene to the right. It should be noted
that the title “*scribe” also referred to the people who functioned as what we
would call accountants.

The magical power of art allows the cultural content of the picture, the de-
picted activities, to be maintained forever. The work on Khnumhotep’s estate
thus continues. and he therefore will get his supplies in his afterlife. There is,
however. also an additional meaning. These pictures that include daily activ-
ities can be seen as a testimony that Khnumhotep has fulfilled his duty as a
high ranking official: he has worked as a prominent official to maintain
Ma’at. Ma’at 1s an important Egyptian concept denoting “the order of socie-
ty, justice. the harmony of society”. The scribe/accountant had an important
and highly esteemed position in the Ancient Egyptian Society. Only a small
proportion of the population had the knowledge of reading and writing at this
time (the Middle Kingdom).

The smaller component of the picture on the front page depicts contempo-
rary activity, with two employees working and possibly communicating by
means of the prime mediator of our time, the PC. which is simultaneously a
tool, a medium of producing and preserving signs, a mediator of cooperation,

and even a means of appropriation.
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After an investigation of the philosophical foundation of Activity
Theory, the book undertakes an assessment of the adequacy of this the-
ory as a framework for the anthropological sciences. The thesis is that
the perspective of Human Activity is‘a key to solving basic problems
found in epistemology, anthropology, sociology, psychology, semiotics,
and even in the study of science itself.

Human Activity is defined as a mediated form of activity, and has Tools,
Signs, Cooperation and Appropriation as its prime mediators. Each of the 6
chapters of the book provides a specific perspective on the general sub-
ject, Human Activity, and on the general theory, Activity Theory.

The first chapter introduces the historical background of Activity Theory,
including the evolution of the theory from Hegel to Marx and the two
Russian psychologists Vygotsky and Leontiev. Ch. 2 covers the basic pro-
blems of ontology and evolution; the ontology assumes an original cos-
mological object field, from which a biological field emerged, and from
the latter an anthropological object field emerged. Ch. 3 analyses the rela-
tion between pre-human activity, belonging to the biological object field,
and human activity, belonging to the anthropological field, the characte-
ristics of which are discussed. In Ch. 4, epistemology is discussed from
the perspective of human activity. Ch. 5 attempts to clarify the problem
of meaning, and in this connection the leading theories in semiotics and
language theory are discussed. Finally, Ch. 6 is dedicated to the study of
science, that is, the discipline of Metascience. Themes treated in this chap-
ter include: the relation between technological and scientific evolution,
the status of the formal sciences, and the difference between the natural
and the anthropological sciences, in particular psychology.

The book is recommended for scholars with an interest in Activity
Theory, Philosophy of Science and Psychology.

The author is a member of the Psychology Department at the University
of Copenhagen and the book is his doctoral dissertation.
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