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Summary and Keywords

Ananiev’s approach shares the Activity Theory (AT) paradigm, dominant in Soviet psy
chology. Ananiev builds on the main fundamentals of the AT paradigm, considering psy
che as a special procreation of the matter, engendered by the active interaction of the in
dividual with the environment. The unique feature of his approach to AT is that he turned 
it “toward the inside,” focusing on the relation of the human individual to his own physi
cality, to his own bodily substrate. Ananiev sought by his intention to keep a holistic vi
sion of a human being, considering the latter in the context of his real life, that is, the 
bodily substrate in its biological specificity in context of the concrete sociohistorical life 
course of the personality. Like no other psychologist, Ananiev did not limit his research to 
the sphere of narrowly defined mental phenomena. He conducted a special kind of re
search, labeled as “complex,” in the course of which characteristics of the same subjects: 
sociological, socio-psychological, mental, physiological, and psychophysiological indica
tors—life events of the subjects—were monitored for many years. He focused on ontoge
netic development in adulthood, which he, ahead of his time, considered as a period of 
dynamic changes and differentiated development of functions. The focus of his attention 
was on individual differences in the ontogenetic development of mental and psycho-physi
ological functions, especially those deviations from general regularities that resulted from 
the impact of the life course of the individual. Individualization, the increase of individual 
singularity, is the main effect of human development and its measure for Ananiev.

Ananiev developed a number of theoretical models and concepts. The best-known of 
Ananiev’s heritage is his theoretical model of human development, often named the “indi
viduality concept.” According to this model, humans do not have any preassigned “struc
ture of personality” or “initial harmony.” The starting point of human development is a 
combination of potentials—resources and reserves, biological and social. The human cre
ates himself in the process of interaction with the world. Specialization, individually spe
cific development of functions, appears here not as a distortion of the pre-set harmony of 
the whole but as the way of self-determining progressive human development. The most 
important practical task of psychology he viewed as psychological support and provision 
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in the process of developing a harmonious individuality, based on the individual poten
tials.

Keywords: human development, ontogenesis, individualization, sensory processes, lifespan development, individu
ality, self-determination

Introduction
Boris Gerasimovich Ananiev (1907–1972) is generally acknowledged as the founder of the 
so-called Leningrad school of psychology, which is an essential though little known inter
nationally part of the paradigm that dominated the development of Soviet psychology.1 

This paradigm is usually referred to in international science as Activity Theory (AT) and is 
often regarded as a monolithic trend, mainly limited to the theoretical approach of Alexey 
N. Leontiev. There are alternative brilliant conceptions, which deserve no less attention 
but remain obscure to the international scientific community (Mammen & Mironenko, 
2015; Mironenko, 2013, 2015). Proper understanding of Ananiev’s theory is hardly possi
ble without considering the basics of AT which he shared and the specific place of his ap
proach within the context of the latter.

AT is a paradigm consisting of psychological theories developed by several luminaries of 
Soviet science: Sergey L. Rubinstein (1889–1960), Lev S. Vygotsky (1896–1934), Alexey 
N. Leontiev (1903–1979), Boris G. Ananiev (1907–1972), and others; they are more or less 
divergent. For the greater part of the 20th century, AT in Russia was the indisputable 
methodological basis of all the mainstream psychological research, bearing the official la
bel of the “right” Marxist psychology.

The main theoretical fundamentals of AT are:

• Psyche is an attribute of the material world, engendered by the active interaction of 
the individual with the environment. Psyche’s mission is promoting the survival of the 
individual, making the interaction effective. Thus, psyche is viewed not as an indepen
dent substance but as a special procreation of the matter (philosophical monism and 
materialism).

• Psychic structure takes shape in the process of the interaction of the individual with 
the environment and is determined by the interaction.

• Psyche reveals itself in the process of the active interaction of the individual with the 
environment; thus, investigating the processes of the interaction is the right way to an
alyze and explore psyche.

These are the basics of the AT, which Rubinstein formulated over the years 1922 to 1946. 
These points laid the foundations for Russian psychology of the Soviet period. On this ba
sis, a number of theories emerged. The label of the trend in Russian psychological dis
course is the “Subjekt”2 approach. Activity Theory is a synonym for the “Subjekt” ap
proach in the discourse of international science.
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There is a certain problem of linguistic nature concerning the meaning of Activity that is 
clarified here in the relation between Alexei Leontiev’s approach and the trend as a 
whole.

There are two key words in the context of Russian AT:

• Subjekt (субъект) was central for Rubinstein’s theory and for the paradigm as a 
whole.

• Dejatelnost (деятельность) was the main concept for Leontiev’s theory.

Both of these are not easy to translate, and the translation usually turns out to be the 
same: Activity. However, in Russian these words differ in their meaning. Moreover, there 
is another Russian word—“activnost”—which is also translated as “activity.” Therefore, 
the English translation does not grant a full understanding of the meanings and the dif
ference of the concepts.

Subjekt means somebody who is choosing and pursuing his own aims, his own purposes— 

a self-determined agent. We refer to the notion of Subjekt (and “Subjektnost” or “Subjek
tivity” for a quality to be a Subjekt) to Rubinstein whose main idea was that psyche is an 
attribute of the active interaction of the individual with the environment and a means for 
making this interaction effective. It is the internally generated activity, the inner activity, 
which is in focus here. Behavior is an externalization of subjective inner structures and 
processes by means of objective outer activity, which serves for a living being to survive 
and to pursue its own aims. Thus, exploration of psyche should focus on the inner, on the 
drives and motivation of the individual, by means of analyzing the outer.

Dejatelnost means a process of active and purposeful treatment of the environment, 
which indicates the process of outer activity. This was the main concept in Leontiev’s the
ory. He believed that analysis of Dejatelnost is the direct way to understand psyche (Leon
tiev, 1978).

Building on the propositions formulated by Rubinstein, Leontiev added two more princi
ples:

• Psyche is the result of the internalization of the outward activity processes. It is a de
rivative of the outer process, the outer process internalized.

• The structure of psychic processes is isomorphic to the structure of outward activity 
from which psyche is a derivative.
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Rubinstein never agreed with these propositions. They seem too straightforward, even 
simplified. Nevertheless, the research program of the Leontiev’s School (Moscow State 
University [MSU]) built on these. The latter proposition Leontiev believed to be the essen
tial one and the key to psychological analysis. He developed a specific mode of analysis of 
psychic processes and a sort of instruction for how to perform this analysis:

• Dejatelnost (outer activity) must be considered as a system whose structure is deter
mined by the Aim, assessed in terms of the objective reality (e.g.., the specific chunk of 
food, which the individual is trying to get in the experimental situation);

• Components of the Dejatelnost are Deistvija (Acts), which are determined by the situ
ation, by the conditions (e.g., it can be necessary to open a box where the chunk is, or 
to step on a ladder to get it from above);

• Acts are composed of Operations, which are determined by the available means and 
abilities of the individual necessary to perform certain actions (e.g., the ability to oper
ate the key of the box, to remember the code for the opening, or to climb the ladder).

Thus, scientific analysis performed in compliance with this instruction should explicate 
psychological contents of the described points: aims, conditions, and means of the behav
ioral process.

Leontiev’s theory was rather the only one that had good chance to be known outside Rus
sia in the second half of the 20th century. When Stalin died in 1954, new possibilities for 
contacts with foreign colleagues opened. In 1954, a Soviet delegation participated in the 
XIV International Psychological Congress, held in Canada (Montreal). Alexey Leontiev 
headed the delegation. It was the first—after almost a 30-year break—visit of Soviet sci
entists to an international congress. After that, Leontiev headed Soviet delegations to the 
XV, XVI, and XVII international congresses on psychology. He was the authorized leader 
of Soviet psychology. Works of Leontiev were repeatedly republished in translations into 
English, Armenian, Bulgarian, Hungarian, Vietnamese, Danish, Spanish (Argentina, 
Spain, Cuba), Italian, Chinese, German (GDR and Germany), Polish, Romanian, Slovak, 
Finnish, French, Czech, and Japanese.

Unfortunately, few of the works of other theorists had their chance to be known outside 
Russia. That accounts for the general tendency to single-sided reduction of AT (Subjekt 
approach) to the theory of Alexey Leontiev (Theory of Dejatelnost) in international sci
ence. The shared basics of the Subjekt approach were attributed to the Theory of Dejatel
nost entirely. Leontiev developed the Subjekt approach (AT) in a specific way. Although 
his theory was built on the shared basis of the paradigm, it drew on the shared theoreti
cal fundamentals; thus we can say that Leontiev’s theory (Theory of Dejatelnost) is part of 
the AT (Subjekt approach), but AT is not only Leontiev’s theory. However brilliant the 
Theory of Dejatelnost is and however significant its impact on psychology, both Russian 
and international, this reduction impoverishes creative potentialities of the Subjekt ap
proach. By taking into consideration theories less straightforward and simplifying, like 
that of Boris G. Ananiev, and considering contradictions between them and Leontiev’s the
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ory might reveal new perspectives and potentialities for Russian psychology to contribute 
to international science.

Sharing philosophical fundamentals of the AT, Ananiev’s approach is distinguished by a 
solid grounding in primarily psychophysiological empirical studies. The works of 
Ananiev’s school provide extensive and impressive empirical material. Building on the 
philosophical theory of human Subjektivity in interaction with the objective material 
world proposed by Rubinstein, Ananiev turned “toward the inside,” focusing on the rela
tion of the human individual to his own physicality, to his own bodily substrate. He 
stressed that a human ”is not only a heart and soul, but also a substratum, that lives ac
cording to all laws of material development and changes its own potentials when entering 
one or other system of social relationships” (Loginova, 2005, p. 264). This assumption be
came the ground for evidence-based psychophysiological studies demonstrating the im
pact of the life course of personality on individual development of psychophysiological 
functions and individual human psychophysiological development as a whole (Ananiev, 
1960, 1961, 1968, 1977, 1982).

Ananiev’s Professional Formation
Ananiev was born August 1, 1907, in Vladikavkas (North Caucasus). After graduating 
Gorski Pedagogical Institute there in 1928, he took a PhD course in the Leningrad State 
Institute for Brain Research, organized and headed by Vladimir Bekhterev (now bearing 
Bekhterev’s name), and later worked in the Institute. It was here that Ananiev’s develop
ment as a scientist took place.

Ananiev began his scientific carrier in late 1920s, which was a time of vigorous develop
ment of applied psychology in the USSR. Great expectations of the young Soviet state, ea
ger to prove Marxist theory on the nationwide scale, were set on psychological practice. 
Two great tasks were put forward, both related to ideology as well as to the economical 
life of the country: to increase labor productivity and to bring forth a new human type— 

the one of “proletarian culture.”

Pedology and psychotechnics responded to the challenge, and the state provided all possi
ble support. At the beginning of the 1920s, one by one psychological departments and 
laboratories were being opened throughout the country. But the end of this development 
was dramatic. Repressions and political persecutions of psychologists after 1936 followed 
as a result of their failure to accomplish both the unrealistic tasks set by Soviet govern
ment. These repressions “interrupted” the development of applied and practical psycholo
gy in Soviet Russia and impacted lives of all Russian psychologists. Most known is the 
tragic fate of Vygotsky. Leontiev wisely left Moscow for Kharkov.

Together with his colleagues from the Institute for Brain Research, like most Russian psy
chologists at the time, Ananiev engaged in research in line with pedology. This approach 
significantly influenced him as a scientist, and this influence continued throughout his 
professional career, marked by the constant focus of his research on the integrity of the 
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biological and cultural development of the individual in his uniqueness and singularity. 
However, due to ideological reasons, an opened declaration of the pedological approach 
was no longer possible. Moreover, after the crush of pedology and psychotechnics, Russ
ian psychologists ceased attempts to work in applied fields for a long time. This area was 
too dangerous. The development of Russian psychology turned toward fundamental sci
ence, with a pointedly academic orientation to the study of mental processes. The most 
popular areas among Soviet researchers were sensory processes and perception. Ananiev, 
like many others, turned to the study of sensory-perceptual processes. Research on sen
sory-perceptual processes in Soviet psychology featured by a focus on fundamental philo
sophical and theoretical-methodological aspects. That was a general trend characteristic, 
but each researcher contributed in his own way.

Scholars addressed the problem of the origin of psyche. Because sensation was supposed 
to be the elementary and evolutionarily primary psychic process, the boundary between 
sensation and the physiological process of nervous excitability was seen as the boundary 
between animate and inanimate matter.

Alexey Leontiev proposed an elegant solution to the question of the emergence of sensa
tion in evolution, of the boundary between this elementary mental process and the pre- 
psychic forms of reflection (i.e., physiological irritability) in his monograph Problems of 
the Development of the Psyche (Leontiev, 1973). According to his reasoning, psyche ap
pears at an early stage of evolution as an ability of certain unicellular organisms to re
spond to a new type of environmental stimuli, which are not directly involved in metabol
ic processes (like those inducing the absorption of water by plants or absorption of food 
by gastric cells) but which serve as distal signals of biologically useful substances, thus 
promoting ability to get to these by moving. Leontiev’s view is very close to kinesis-psy
chism,3 actually leading to the same resulting assessments but different in the theoretical 
foundations. This can be called signal-psychism.

Another fundamental problem Russian psychologists focused on was the place and impor
tance of sensory processes in the structure of the human psyche, the measure of cultural 
and behavioral determination, and the conditionality of sensory processes. This issue was 
addressed already in the 1920s by scientists who developed the ideas of Vygotsky’s cul
tural-historical theory. The book by Alexander Luria (1974), which tells about the expedi
tion of Russian psychologists into the republics of Central Asia in the 1920s, for example, 
describes the peculiarities of color perception by women traditionally engaged in carpet 
weaving living in a mountain village. Women who generation after generation used the 
established palette of thread colors, consisting of more than 100 color shades, easily dis
tinguished and recognized these color shades but were not able to integrate colors into 
groups, for example, to single out all shades of one of the primary colors. Fixed in the 
mind by a certain name, by a language construction, such as “apple bloom” or “morning 
dawn,” shades of color were perceived by the women as separate entities, without rela
tion to the usual color spectrum.
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Ananiev retained throughout his life a deep interest to the study of sensory-perceptual 
processes, their significance for understanding the origin of the psyche in general, and 
the specificity of the human psyche. During World War II an important direction in the 
practical work of Soviet psychologists was the development of recommendations on the 
psychological basis of color camouflage. The Brain Institute, where Ananiev worked at 
the time, was involved in this research. In July 1941, on the initiative of Ananiev, investi
gations of perception of urban buildings from the height were organized. An experimental 
research program was launched in August 1941. Despite the complexity of the experi
ments and the large amount of empirical data obtained, the study was completed quickly, 
and already in the winter of 1942 its results were used in the practice of masking the 
high-rise buildings of the city: St. Isaac’s Cathedral, the Admiralty, and others. A special 
composition of paint was developed for covering the domes and spires of historic build
ings, which made it possible to protect them from destruction during massive shelling of 
the city.

This interest in color and basic sensory perceptual processes continued, as when in the 
1960s Boris Ananiev conducted a study of interest relevant to contemporary research of 
linguistic relativity. The influence of the linguistic designation of color on color discrimi
nation sensitivity in various areas of the spectrum was studied. Two groups of subjects 
participated: Vietnamese, many of whom in the 1970s studied in Russian universities, and 
Russian students. Areas of basic colors in the color spectrum appropriate to the names of 
colors in Vietnamese differ from the division of the spectrum appropriate to the names of 
basic colors in the Russian language. For example, “blue” and “green” in Vietnamese 
have the same name: xanh. The results revealed that the differential sensitivity thresh
olds are not equal across the spectrum and the patterns of how they are distributed differ 
between Vietnamese and Russians. The common regularity was that in the areas corre
sponding to the basic colors designated in the language of the subject, thresholds are 
rather crude and the sensitivity is low. The common name subjectively unifies the color 
shades here. In areas of “borders” between basic colors, color discrimination sensitivity 
increases (Ananiev, 1961). This interest in sensory processes lasted throughout Ananiev’s 
lifetime.

World War II was an important stage in Anaiev’s life. It may seem paradoxical, but this 
most difficult period in the life of the Russian people caused a powerful upsurge of cre
ative activity in all fields of science and culture. This resulted in due course in the forth
coming of fundamentally new types of weapons, leading at the international level, such as 
the T-34 tank, the legendary multiple launch rocket system “Katyusha,” and the Soviet 
atomic bomb. In the hard times for the country, the state machine “let loose the reins”: it 
weakened the burden of ideological control and pressure on science and culture, thus mo
bilizing all the reserves to fight fascism. The slogan was proclaimed: “Gather all the 
strength of the people to defeat the enemy.” For example, during the war, the Russian Or
thodox Church made a significant contribution to mobilizing the people’s spirit for the 
struggle.
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Russian psychology, which in the prewar period was marked by repression, during the 
war had the opportunity to re-engage practical activities and the possibility of developing 
new directions and new forms. Major scientific and educational institutions during the 
war evacuated from Moscow and Leningrad into the rear of the country, After the war, 
when the institutions returned to Moscow and Leningrad where they belonged, affilia
tions in the cities where they were functioning during the war were established, thereby 
expanding the geography of psychological studies across the nation.

The most important direction of psychologists’ professional activities during the war was 
their work in hospitals, for rehabilitation of the wounded and injured (Koltsova & Oleynik, 
2005). Many prominent psychologists participated in this work, and Ananiev was among 
them.

In the first months of the war, Alexander Luria organized a rear recovery hospital of neu
rosurgical profile in the village of Kisegach, near Chelyabinsk. Working there with Luria 
were Bluma Zeigarnik, Susanna Rubinstein, Solomon Gellerstein, and other prominent 
psychologists. In 1943, the hospital transferred back to Moscow, where scientists contin
ued to work for rehabilitation of the wounded. Based on this work for the recovery of 
functions lost because of head injuries, Alexander Luria developed his approach for neu
ropsychology, his theory of cerebral localization of higher mental functions.

Alexey Leontiev organized an evacuation hospital in the village of Kaurovka near 
Sverdlovsk. As the hospital supervisor, together with his colleagues—Peter Galperin, 
Alexander Zaporozhets, and Wolf Merlin—he was engaged in the helping the wounded re
cover motor functions.

When the Brain Institute was evacuated to the rear, Ananiev came to Kazan, and then to 
Tbilisi, where he worked, like many psychologists at that time, in the psychopathological 
department of the hospital. He supervised patients who had suffered severe shock and 
helped them recover speech functions that had been lost because of trauma. He later said 
about this period:

The war has determined my life. Then I studied psychology not from books. I wit
nessed reserves in humans, which we usually do not suspect. I have understood: 
there is no problem more significant than the problem of human capacities. I have 
understood: humans can do anything.

(Loginova, 1999, pp. 22–23)

The phenomenology of going beyond the ordinary human experience, which Ananiev en
countered during the war in the course of his rehabilitation work, became fundamental in 
the development of his concept of human self-determination, which he perceived as the 
unity of the soul and body. This was the starting point for his theoretical developments. 
Thus, Vygotsky wrote about how new scientific schools and directions emerge: “
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In the beginning is some factual discovery of more or less significance, restructur
ing the usual view of the entire area of the phenomena to which it refers, and even 
going beyond the scope of this particular group of phenomena where it was ob
served and assessed.

(Vygotsky, 1927)

Ananiev is featured by his intention to keep a holistic vision of a human being, consider
ing the latter in the context of his real life, as the systemic unity of the bodily substrate in 
its biological specificity and the concrete sociohistorical life course of the personality. 
Like no other psychologist, Ananiev did not limit his research to the sphere of narrowly 
defined mental phenomena. He conducted a special kind of research, later labeled as 
complex, in the course of which characteristics of the same subjects were monitored for 
many years: sociological, socio-psychological characteristics, characteristics of mental 
processes, physiological and psychophysiological indicators, and life events of the sub
jects were recorded. He stressed that one cannot isolate psyche “from the subject as a re
al, social individual and the most complex integral organism included in the chain of in
terrelationships of nature” (Ananiev, 1977, p. 289).

Ananiev set his goal to assess individual development in the holistic dialectical integrity 
of the biological and cultural lines of development, resulting in the unique individual 
specificity. One often hears that Ananiev studied ontogeny. This is true, but it does not 
convey the basic specifics of his research. The focus of his attention was not the general 
biological pattern of ontogenetic development, which, as is well known, is maximally man
ifested during the period of biological maturation, in childhood and youth, until biological 
maturity is reached. Primarily Ananiev was interested in individual deviations from gener
al laws, individual differences in the ontogenetic development of mental and psycho-phys
iological functions, resulting from the impact of the life course of an individual. He fo
cused on ontogenetic development in adulthood, which he, ahead of his time, considered 
as a period of dynamic changes and differentiated development of functions. By this holis
tic approach to development, Ananiev continued the tradition of pedology, which was de
stroyed in Russia by the prewar repressions of 1930s. Pedology set as its goal a holistic 
analysis of the child’s development, considered in the integrity of all the aspects, biologi
cal and social, and in the individual specificity. Ananiev, like Vygotsky, worked along the 
lines of pedology; however, unlike Vygotsky, Ananiev did not fall under the hammer of re
pression, perhaps due to the fact that he was just starting his scientific career at that 
time. The continuity of the ideas of pedology in his later works is still obvious. However, 
Ananiev, unlike pedologists, turned in his studies not to the development in childhood but 
to the period of adulthood, which allowed him to highlight new aspects and redefine the 
factors of human development.

There is no doubt that in the works of Ananiev there is direct succession to the ideas of 
Vygotsky, which was rarely mentioned in the discourse of Soviet psychology, where the 
differences between Moscow (Vygotsky) and Leningrad (Ananiev) scientific schools were 
traditionally emphasized (Mironenko, 2013). However, such succession is obvious, and 
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above all, with respect to the ideas of Vygotsky, which were not picked up by Alexey Leon
tiev and not developed later in the research of MSU. Ananiev carried further the ideas of 
Vygotsky, related to the psychophysiological mechanisms of the psychic.

These remain insufficiently known to the international scientific community, where the 
heritage of Vygotsky is mainly interpreted based on the monograph by Michael Cole that 
was written in line with the Leontiev school, focusing on the impact of the child’s social 
interactions on the development of mental functions.

Vygotsky also was much interested in the influence of the higher mental functions on the 
psychophysiological mechanisms of the psychic. The fact is generally acknowledged by all 
biographers that a rupture between Vygotsky and Leontiev occurred when at the begin
ning of 1930s the normal pace of collaborative work of Vygotsky, Luria, and Leontiev at 
the Psychological Institute in Moscow ceased and Leontiev moved to Kharkhov, where the 
Leontiev school started. Though the exact reasons and motives of the rupture remain ob
scure, it is generally acknowledged that this rupture was caused by a serious theoretical 
disagreement along with personal matters (Leontiev, Leontiev, & Sokolova, 2005).

In his autobiography, Leontiev (1999) wrote: “During this period I directed a number of 
experimental research projects based already on new theoretical positions which I had 
developed in concern of the problem of activity.” As for the difference in Vygotsky’s and 
Leontiev’s programs, it was perhaps best summarized by Petr Galperin, a young col
league of Vygotsky and Leontiev. Remembering the Kharkov period, he wrote that 
Leontiev’s doctrine

has led to essential change in the focus of research—L.S. Vygotsky focused on the 
influence of the higher (social) mental functions on the development of natural 
mental functions and practical activities of a child, while A.N. Leontiev focused on 
the leading part of external instrumental activity in the development of mental ac
tivity, in consciousness development.

(Galperin, 1983, p. 241)

The influence of the higher (social) mental functions on the development of psychophysio
logical natural mental functions became the key point in the investigations of Boris 
Ananiev. He wrote:

The new genetic psychology grounds, as L. S. Vygotsky wrote, on considering psy
chic development as a dialectical unity of two fundamentally different develop
mental lines and we see the main task of research in the study of their plexus on 
each age level. One of these lines, by his definition, is the natural line of develop
ment, the other is cultural or social development.

(Ananiev, 2001, p. 135)
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Ananiev’s main theoretical developments, which formed the basics of the so-called 
Leningrad school in psychology, were conceptualized when he was heading the Depart
ment of Psychology at Leningrad State University (LSU). The Department of Psychology 
opened at LSU in 1966, the same year as the MSU department. It was organized by 
Ananiev and his colleague and disciple Boris Lomov, who was soon invited to Moscow to 
work at the Psychological Institute of the Academy of Education of the USSR (now 
PIRAE). Ananiev headed the Department at the LSU until his death in 1972.

There were only three universities in Soviet Russia where psychology departments were 
functioning: MSU (Moscow); a school in Yaroslavl (an old Russian city near Moscow), 
where the faculty was developing in close contact and under the strong influence of 
Moscow University; and LSU (Leningrad). Before Perestroika, in the “classic” period, in 
Moscow University and in Yaroslavl they taught and developed Leontiev theory; in LSU, 
Ananiev’s theory was taught and developed. The opposition of the so-called Leningrad 
school in psychology (the Ananiev school or Rubinstein-Ananiev school, as it is sometimes 
referred to) to the Moscow school (the Leontiev school) is generally acknowledged in 
Russian psychology though hardly mentioned in printed matter. The Moscow school was 
playing the main part in the image of Soviet psychology that was officially presented to 
the international scientific community.

The Leningrad school was different; it preserved its specificity, and the fact that it was al
so highly esteemed can be illustrated by the following examples. When the Institute of 
Psychology of Academy of Sciences of the USSR (now IPRAS) was organized in Moscow in 
1971, Boris F. Lomov from the LSU was invited to head it. After Leontiev passed away in 
1979 Alexey A. Bodalev from Leningrad who had been the dean of the LSU faculty was in
vited to take the position of dean of the MSU department. The difference in educational 
programs between MSU and LSU was striking. The year 1978, when I was graduated 
LSU, was the first year students had to pass a state exam on psychology alongside with 
the traditional dissertation defense. The program for the exam came from Moscow. I re
member how astonished we were (and, I believe, our teachers too) when we saw there 
many questions that were hardly addressed in our curriculum and the lack of things we 
indulged in learning. The Moscow program focused on Leontiev’s theory and its develop
ments by Galperin, Davydov, and so on, which we studied just superficially. Our curricu
lum focused on the development of basic psychic processes and experimental design.

Investigations on Individualization of Human 
Ontogenesis
The key issue in Leningrad school investigations was the impact of personality, of the life 
one chooses, and human ontogenesis, which leads to individualization of the latter. 
Ananiev mainly focused on ontogenesis of cognitive functions—sensory functions, percep
tion, memory, attention, intellection—aiming to monitor their state through the course of 
lifespan ontogenetic development. He assessed effects of individualization of ontogenesis, 
which become particularly pronounced after the onset of biological maturity (20–25 years 
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old), when, according to the data of psychophysiology, age optimums in the development 
of mental functions are reached. Actually, he elaborated on lifespan human development 
much earlier than this concept was formulated in international mainstream psychology.

The effects of the individualization of ontogenetic development are manifested especially 
vividly by the examples of sensory functions traditionally attributed to the “physiological 
periphery” of the personality. The view predominated in international science that the 
thresholds of the senses and the level of sensitivity are relatively independent of the con
ditions of human life and activities. Developmental psychology traditionally considered 
ontogeny of various types of sensitivity based on psychophysiological data, statistically 
averaged over large samples of subjects. In the light of these data, adulthood was seen as 
a time of relative stability of functions followed by their gradual fading. The level of sensi
tivity was considered as mainly a congenital characteristic, resulting from the innate 
structure and functioning of the receptors. In the psychophysiology of sensory systems 
and in psychology, certain facts of changes in absolute and distinctive sensitivity were 
noted, but these facts were considered an exception to the rule. Denial of the develop
ment of sensitivity in the adult was due to the denial of the possibility of training of sensi
tivity in general.

Anaiev’s (1977) work “Sensory-Perceptional Organization of Man” is built on a passionate 
disagreement with that view:

A prevalent . . . idea that sensory-perceptive processes belong to the inferior psy
chic functions and, being the periphery of human psychic organization, are not in
cluded in the main structure and are indifferent to the personality—should be con
sidered as hopelessly outdated. (p. 51)

Ananiev (1977) proclaimed a very different approach: “sensory-perceptive processes . . . 
belong . . . to the core phenomena of life activity connected with deep layers of the holis
tic structure of human personality development.” He formulated a new concept—individ
ual sensory-perceptional organization: “sensory-perceptional organization refers to hu
man as the whole, as an individual and a personality, that being an integrate system in
cluding all sensory modalities without exceptions—itself included, in its turn, into the 
general structure of human development” (p. 51). He argued that in the course of social
ization all psycho-physiological functions undergo a general reconstruction so that human 
brain and human body as a whole becomes an integrate system fit for social functions of 
the individual. Thus, structure and functioning of adult human brain, though it can be as
sessed in physiological terms, cannot be understood and explained on physiological level 
because the logic of its structure and functioning is social, just as architecture cannot be 
fully assessed in terms of the construction material.

In the Leningrad school, the attention of researchers was drawn precisely to those shifts 
in sensitivity that arise under the influence of various objective conditions. The phenome
na of sensitization in the sphere of vision, hearing, taste, smell, kinesthesia, and so on are 
viewed as indicators of the possibility of the development of human sensitivity. These phe
nomena of sensitization did not fit into the traditional theoretical schemes of the physiolo
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gy of receptors and psychophysics. An explanation became possible on the ground of the 
Pavlovian theory of sensory systems and conditioned reflexes. Pavlov discovered the inter
dependence of these two main mechanisms of the functioning of the nervous system. The 
development of conditioned reflexes from a sensory system changes the functional state 
of the latter, from the receptor to the brain end (i.e., the level of its sensitivity). We can 
assume that the dependence of the sensory systems on the mechanism of conditioned re
flexes determines the phenomena of sensitization.

Explanation of such phenomena requires the study of objective conditions that engender 
interconnection of sensory systems and conditioned reflex activity of the human cerebral 
cortex.

A number of situations that lead to increased sensitivity has long been known, which act 
very effectively but only for a short time and under certain experimental conditions. One 
of the most well-studied examples of such experimental conditions is psychophysiological 
adaptation, like dark adaptation for visual senses, but that lasts only for a short time and 
is limited to the experimental situation. The sensitizing role of pharmacological sub
stances that tone up some sensory systems is also short-lived. Significant shifts in thresh
olds can be obtained, but their aftereffect is brief. However, in some cases, the increase 
in sensitivity becomes permanent and progressive. Much scientific evidence has been ob
tained regarding the effect of the exercise on sensitization. These facts fit into the same 
explanation of all the phenomena of this kind: the interconnection of sensory systems and 
conditioned reflex activity of human cerebral cortex. The sensitizing effect of exercise on 
sensory systems indicates that the development of conditioned reflexes from the latter in
creases its efficiency and makes the sensory system sensitive to stimuli that were previ
ously imperceptible or indistinguishable.

Teplov’s experimental data testify to shifts of tone distinction under the influence of train
ing. For example, a threshold shift from 226 cents4 to 94 cents was experimentally ob
tained. With regard to visual perception, the influence of experimental training in condi
tions of solving personally meaningful tasks by subjects was shown in the experiments by 
Schwartz. A multiple increase in sensitivity with respect to the initial level was shown. 
The general mechanism of these shifts in sensitivity is the formation of new systems of 
conditioned reflexes based on a sensory system (Ananiev, 1955).

Experiments with sensitivity training indicate the absence of strict sensitivity limits and 
the great potential for increasing it. However, the question of what conditions turn these 
possibilities into reality is important. It seems reasonable to suggest that an important 
factor is professional activity. Among other objective conditions, the requirements of la
bor activity are of vital importance for the individual and constitute a relatively perma
nent factor in his development in adulthood. For example, a significant increase of color 
sensitivity in the zone of short-wave stimuli occurs in steelmakers, compared with the av
erage level (Ananiev, 1955). The explanation is that, perceiving the color of the furnace 
wall, the steelmaker makes judgments about the temperature of the latter and according
ly regulates its temperature. Thus, this color sensitivity becomes engaged in the working 
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Figure 1.  Acoustic discrimination thresholds for 
three groups of subjects: non-musicians (×), piano 
players (*), violin players (o).

process and is systematically trained, promoting its progressive development at the age 
when according to statistics of physiologists it is doomed to decline. The color distinction 
is included in the steelmaker’s labor activity and becomes an important part of that. In 
this case, it is not only the effect of the training as such. Exercise is integrated into the 
purposeful labor process. Seletskaya has shown also that visual sensitivity in the case of 
grinders develops in the area of discrimination the size of objects: compared to the gener
al sample, the distinctive sensitivity to size of experienced grinders increases up to 20 
times. Effects alike were shown concerning stability and progress of other psychophysical 
functions used in professional activities: tactile sensitivity, taste discrimination, and so on.

Most impressive are experimental data concerning effects of professional work on lifes
pan dynamics of perceptual abilities. One example of this experimental research is an ex
periment done by B. G. Ananiev’s colleague, K. Kaufman (Ananiev, 1968), who studied the 
effects of musical professional work on acoustic discrimination. The aim was to show that 
being a musician not only requires high perceptual abilities as a starting point but in it
self is a factor of specialized development of basic psychophysical functions. Acoustic dis
crimination was measured for three groups of subjects: non-musicians, piano players, and 
violin players. Sounds were presented in pairs, with the first one always the same (sound 
frequency 435 oscillations per second). The second sound was the same or a certain inter
val higher or lower. Intervals used were 30, 23, 17, 12, 8, 5, 3, 2, 1, and 0.5 oscillations 
per second. The task was to say whether the second sound was higher, lower, or the same 
as the first one.

At the beginning of their musical education children who chose violin were as good as 
those who chose piano. The results for grown-up musicians are shown in Figure 1. Circles 
are for violin players, stars for piano players, and crosses for non-musicians. No wonder 
that discrimination thresholds are much higher for non-musicians. Much more interesting 
is the difference between violin players and piano players. They are doing similarly well 
as long as the interval between two sounds is not too small. As soon as we come to micro 
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intervals, piano players are doing much worse. To explain these results, Ananiev turned to 
the specific nature of the subject’s musical professions. He argued that piano players are 
working with a “discrete” scale of sounds, with the keyboard, while the violin players 
have to construct the sound each time they work with a non-discrete, analog scale. That 
is why the latter professionally use their abilities to discriminate micro intervals and have 
the relevant perceptual functions stable and in progress while the former do not have to 
use these and the perceptual functions are degrading.

Many experimental investigations (Ananiev, 1955, 1960, 1961, 1968, 1977) have shown 
that basic physiological functions that are used in typical forms of personality activities 
(first of all in professional activities) remain stable and even progress for long after the 
standard biological age optimums, while the functions that are not used are doomed to 
degrade with age, as statistical data shows. Ananiev and his colleagues presented surpris
ing evidence on individualization of the ontogeny of psycho-physiological functions due to 
dominant forms of personality activities.

Ananiev distinguished two phases of human development during the lifespan: “In the first 
phase, general, frontal progress of functions takes place in the course of growth and in 
the earliest evolutionary changes of maturity” (Ananiev, 1977, p. 201). The laws of onto
genesis play the key role in this period. The second phase differs drastically from the first 
one; it lasts from the onset of maturity to the end of life: ”At the second phase of the func
tions’ evolution, their specialisation . . . occurs” (Ananiev, 1977, p. 202). This second 
phase begins at the highest level of functional achievements of the first phase and super
imposes it. So the peak of the functional development is reached at later stages of maturi
ty, while “the optimum of specialized functions may coincide with the imminent involution 
of the general characteristics of the same functions” (Ananiev, 1977, p. 202). There’s no 
supremacy here of the universal generic program of human development; to be more pre
cise, this development is secured by the exact amount of active forces within the human 
being that counteract the inevitable aging. Ananiev points out the divergent and conver
gent types of human development in old age. Convergent types are characterized by total 
decrease of functions with aging. In the case of divergent types of aging, psychic mecha
nisms, formed in the course of life, provide stability of psycho-physiological functions and 
even their progressive development, which manifests in elderly age, beyond the limits of 
biological optimums.

To account for this, Ananiev singles out in the structure of human cognitive processes 
three types of components (mechanisms): (a) functional (i.e., biological or “natural func
tions,” as Vygotsky labeled them), (b) operational, and (c) motivational. Development of 
the functional mechanisms conforms to the laws of ontogenesis. Operational mechanisms 
develop as the result of assimilation of the cultural and historical experience of hu
mankind (“the higher mental functions” by Vygotsky). The relation of biological and social 
factors in the process of the individual development gives rise to internal controversies 
between the natural laws of ontogenesis of psycho-physiological functions and the social
ly determined operations within the structure of the psychic process. The controversy is 
resolved by way of training and structuring of the maturing functions in accordance with 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://oxfordre.com/psychology/page/legal-notice


Boris Ananiev’s Theory of Self-Determination of Human Development

Page 16 of 25

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, PSYCHOLOGY (oxfordre.com/psychology). (c) Oxford University 
Press USA, 2020. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Policy 
and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-USA Mirror; date: 04 March 2020

the socially demanded methods of action. Ananiev points out that the direction in which 
function develops is defined by motivation of the individual, which determines the aim of 
human activity and thus becomes the driving force for individual development of psychic 
processes.

The Self-Determination
Ananiev believed that the human being is a creature endowed with the ability to develop 
in the widest range of diversification in accordance with concrete historical conditions of 
social life. He wrote, for example, that an important factor of progressive evolution of hu
man sensory processes is the ”progressive development of the instruments of labor, and 
technical means that broaden the field of sensory cognition” (Ananjev, 1977, p. 88). The 
rapid development of technology in recent decades proves this view. As technological 
progress accelerates, striking examples increasingly emerge of how the work of human 
sensory-perceptual systems changes when sophisticated visual devices mediate the per
ception of the environment.

Anyone who has ever done research on vision through complex visual devices (e.g., ther
mal imagers) can witness that an inexperienced viewer sees just a blurred chaos on the 
screen of such a device. In such images, objects have no familiar forms, which we see due 
to the reflection of light from the surfaces. Contours separating blurred areas of such an 
image outline internal parts of the objects, usually hidden from our sight by surfaces. 
However, the viewer “learns” to see the world through these images, while gaining expe
rience in work with such a device; he is soon able to move in the surroundings and manip
ulate objects. The response of some innate detectors cannot be the explanation for this 
ability: there are no such images in nature; they were created by human civilization. The 
quicker the advance of technology as humans create a new habitat, the more such things 
manifest, and the more that Ananiev’s vision of continuing historical development of the 
system of human sensory systems under the impact of civilization rings true.

There is no doubt that human biology is impacted by environmental and habitat condi
tions. The current pace of civilization changes brings to light the depth and scope of 
changes in human biology of a new scale. These raise new questions that psychological 
science still has not given the attention they deserve and that were the focus of Ananiev’s 
research: the questions on desirability and admissibility of human biology changes in 
compliance with the social demand and of the possible criteria of “human excellence.”

At the dawn of psychology as an academic discipline, social aspects of development were 
considered mainly as factors that can somehow preserve the right way of human develop
ment. William James at the end of the 19th century argued that a well-bred gentleman is 
different from a rough factory worker because the former has had his chance to develop 
his human instincts while the latter has not, and his human nature has been distorted by 
social conditions. Today Nicolas Rose (2008, 2013) rightly notes that human sciences 
have to rethink their relation to biology, as the successful development of biology in the 
21st century has opened the possibility to consider it not as a limitation and fatal prede
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termination but rather as an opportunity and potential for development. In the field of 
natural and technical sciences, acute problems arise, posed by the transhumanistic move
ment and the plea for possible “enchantment” of human nature. These questions, pushing 
the usual boundaries of comprehension of “human,” are directly relating to the practices 
of education, medicine, and so on. A number of urgent problems are apparent; scientific 
elaboration of these without the participation of psychologists seems hardly possible, but 
participation is not enough. An acute challenge is the question on the scope and limits of 
desirability and admissibility of such changes in the context of the problem of human 
identity and self.

Carl Gustav Jung wrote that the progress of society is bought at the cost of “cultural in
juries” inflicted on a person, disruption of the natural balance of his functions and abili
ties (Jung, 1971). The nature of our civilization is such that human development proceeds 
along the line of specialization, progressively developing only those functions, which de
termine the place of a person in society and usually the type of his main occupation. Such 
a function, usually initially the strongest and most developed by nature, acquires a highly 
differentiated, conscious character. However, this increased and one-sided development 
of one of the functions leads to the oppression of function of its opposite, which is dis
placed into the unconscious and becomes archaic, primitive, undifferentiated character. 
Jung considered such a specialized type of development the cause of internal discord, the 
dramatic schism of the human soul, which he compared with the painful incurable bloody 
wound in the psyche of contemporary human.

This view reveals the concept of harmonic development as a state inherent in humans 
from nature and lost because of adaptation to the requirements of life in society. This be
lief in the “perpetual harmonic nature” of the human in mainstream science is still being 
developed. As repeatedly has been noted in the literature, 20th-century mainstream psy
chology developed on the ground of assessments of a human belonging to contemporary 
Western culture. Jung’s psychological characteristics acquired the status of universality 
in mainstream psychology.

Ananiev had a substantially different view on human nature. Perhaps alone among psy
chologists, he shared the conception expressed by Pico della Mirandola (1486):

the Supreme Maker decreed that this creature, to whom He could give nothing 
wholly his own, should have a share in the particular endowment of every other 
creature. Taking man, therefore, this creature of indeterminate image, He set him 
in the middle of the world and thus spoke to him:

“We have given you, O Adam, no visage proper to yourself, nor endowment prop
erly your own, in order that whatever place, whatever form, whatever gifts you 
may, with premeditation, select, these same you may have and possess through 
your own judgement and decision. The nature of all other creatures is defined and 
restricted within laws, which We have laid down; you, by contrast, impeded by no 
such restrictions, may, by your own free will, to whose custody We have assigned 
you, trace for yourself the lineaments of your own nature. I have placed you at the 
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very center of the world, so that from that vantage point you may with greater 
ease glance round about you on all that the world contains. We have made you a 
creature neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, in order that 
you may, as the free and proud shaper of your own being, fashion yourself in the 
form you may prefer. It will be in your power to descend to the lower, brutish 
forms of life; you will be able, through your own decision, to rise again to the su
perior orders whose life is divine.”

In the conception of Ananiev, the human being does not have any preassigned “essence” 
and “nature” or “harmony.” The aspects that Ananiev defines in human development he 
considers as a combination of potentials—resources and reserves—depending on the level 
of individual development, and at the same time on the sociocultural surroundings. In the 
broad sense, individuality is a potential as a whole, including his motivational structures 
or tendencies.

Each human creates himself in the process of interaction with the world. Specialization, 
or individually specific development of functions, appears here not as a distortion of the 
pre-set harmony of the whole but as the way to attain the individual human essence, as 
the way to self-determining progressive human development. Individualization, the in
crease of individual singularity, is the main effect of human development and its measure 
for Ananiev. In accordance with his concept, individual singularity is the indicator of the 
general level of human development and abilities.

Ananiev considers individualization as the most important distinguishing feature of hu
man ontogenetic development, gradually increasing in its scale in the course of human 
history: “human life journey (biography) significantly influences the ontogenetic evolu
tion, which manifests by increasing individualization of this evolution” (Ananiev, 1977, p. 
165).

The concept of self-determination appeared in Western psychology in the 1970s (Deci, 
1971, 1975), and since then it has been developed in the context of a teleological humani
tarian approach. In the Russian psychological tradition, a causal approach to self-determi
nation developed in the context of the “Subjekt” approach. Ananiev studies take a special 
place here, focusing on the self-determination of human physicality, human bodily sub
strate. This became the ground of evidence-based psychophysiological studies demon
strating the determining role of the life path of personality in the course of individual de
velopment of psychophysiological functions and individual human psychophysiological de
velopment as a whole, which is considered as resulting from a conflux of biology and cul
ture.

Ananiev’s best-known concept is his theoretical model of human development, often 
named the “individuality concept” (Ananiev, 1968). Human development is represented 
here in three expressly separated aspects:

– Ontogenetic evolution of psycho-physiological functions (humans are natural beings— 

individuals);
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– Life course, biography—a person’s history (humans live a social life in the cultural 
context);

– Development of humans’ activities and history of their formation as subjekts (agents) 
of labor, cognition, and communication (humans are civilized; they acquire the skills 
necessary for civilized consumption and production).

Thus, human development is based on conflux of three different contexts: nature, culture 
(social life), and civilization—each with its own laws and mechanisms.

An individual as a representative of homo sapience has the appropriate genotype and a 
range of phenotypic variability. The two classes of primary individual properties are (a) 
age and sex characteristics and (b) individually typological features of biological nature 
(physique, neurodynamic properties).

Based on interaction of the primary properties, the secondary individual properties are 
forming (a) the general dynamics of psycho-physiological functions and (b) the structure 
of organic needs. The integration of individual properties results in the temperament and 
the natural aptitudes.

The basic form of development of the individual properties is ontogenetic evolution, which 
proceeds according to certain phylogenetic (species) program. This program does not re
main universal and unchanged but is constantly modified because of individual variability, 
the range of which continuously grows, both in the course of the social history of hu
mankind and in the process of individual ontogenesis, because of the impact of the 
personality’s social history.

The starting point of the development of person is the status in society, that is, the social, 
economic, legal, and political characteristics of the family and the status of the communi
ty (group, subculture) in which the baby was born and is developing. Based on status, a 
system of social roles and value orientations form.

Primary person properties such as status, social roles, and value orientations form in in
teraction with the social environment and are internalized in the process of socialization. 
Based on primary person properties, secondary person properties form the motives and 
dispositions of social behavior.

The integration of person properties results in the character and general dispositions. The 
main form of personal development is the life course of the person, or his social biogra
phy.

The initial properties of subjekt are consciousness (capacity of reflection of objective real
ity) and activity (capacity of transformation of objective reality). We may see thus that this 
line of human development was supposed to begin later than the first two, assessed earli
er. Ananiev does not give us a concrete answer when; however, I participated in the 
1980s in a number of discussions on that issue. It was generally agreed that the begin
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ning of the subjekt could not be earlier than speech appears, since in the Soviet psycho
logical tradition consciousness was assumed to be inseparably connected with speech.

Subjekt is characterized not only by his own properties but also by knowledge, skills, and 
technical means of labor, which he masters. The integration of subjekt properties is hu
man creativity, manifested in abilities and talents. The main form of the development of 
the subjekt is the history of human productive activity, starting from the early stages of 
education and training.

The concept of individuality appears central in this theoretical model. The term “theory of 
individuality” stuck to the latter. Individuality is not just individual uniqueness, making 
humans different from all others. It does not indicate individual differences, which we 
may observe comparing people. Individuality is a holistic unity, the integration of all levels 
and aspects of human organization, which is the result of the conflux of natural and socio
cultural human development.

Individuality begins to take shape from the first moments of human life. The infant initial
ly has certain biological characteristics. From birth (if not earlier), it is immersed in so
cial relations, since all its needs can be satisfied only through the process of interaction 
with the social environment; its life is socially and culturally mediated.

Caregivers of the infant have their own enshrined-in-culture ideas on how the infant 
should behave, and, while processing care, they purposefully form the corresponding “so
cial roles”—types of behavior of the infant. Those can be very different. In some cultures, 
the mother would never part with the baby, satisfying all his needs immediately; in oth
ers, parents train the child not to bother them too much, spending considerable time 
alone.

Socially desirable forms of behavior may more or less correspond to the natural inclina
tions of the infant, or they may contradict them; therefore, the secondary individual and 

person properties are the result of the confluence of biology and culture. The result of in
tegration of biology and culture is human individuality. Having begun to form from infan
cy, individuality goes through a long process of formation, which never ends, because 
throughout life a human experiences challenges both from the social requirements of new 
activities and new living conditions, and from the side of biological changes, in particular 
in older age, as humans are subject to aging.

The process of the formation of the individuality can be more or less successful. Not 
everyone can become a truly developed individuality, which gives human personality the 
property of integrity; it provides good self-regulation and stabilization of psycho-physio
logical functions with aging and harmonious interrelation of human tendencies and poten
cies. A well-developed individuality manifests in holistic self-concept and integrated self- 
consciousness, a pronounced general individual style of activity. Ananiev considered the 
most important practical task of psychology psychological support and provision in the 
process of becoming a harmonious individuality.
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In other words, it is possible to present the process of the formation of individuality as fol
lows. From birth, a human inherits a number of development programs: biological, inher
ent in his genotype, and cultural and educational programs, rooted in the society. The fo
cus of the process of individual development in the theory is the integration and coordina
tion of these programs of various origins into a single harmonious whole—the structure of 
individuality, which embodies the unity of all levels of human organization. Individuality is 
primarily a harmony of human properties, their coordinated unity. There’s no universal 
law of human development; there are only a number of relatively independent factors, 
and their influence is mediated and integrated by the individuality of each human being. 
The individuality, or personality uniqueness, defines the vector, direction, and route of hu
man development. In mature age, the individuality factor becomes domineering. It consti
tutes the holistic structure of the human being, bringing to harmony one’s tendencies and 
potentials and determining the structure and development of psycho-physiological func
tions. Ananiev derives substructure of an individual from the biological characteristics, 
that of a person, from specifically sociological characteristics, and that of a “subject,” 
from the tools created by civilization. Biology, society, and civilization sprout into the hu
man being and tend to form his psyche, each in accordance with its own laws. And indi
viduality constitutes the integrating foundation and nucleus, vector and law of human de
velopment.

Ananiev’s theory of individuality sounds similar to Gordon Allport’s ideas on proprium. 
However, Allport regards proprium as a purely psychological phenomenon, and the seven 
characteristics of a mature person, which has a well-developed proprium, relate to the 
psyche. Ananiev sees a human in flesh and blood; personality unity and integrity manifest 
not only in the soul but also in body organization. This makes the approach that Ananiev 
developed unique.

Another idea seems unique in characterizing Ananiev. Each of the major schools of psy
chology has its own general practical task, the social demand that this theory responds 
to. Psychodynamic and humanistic psychology is aimed at helping a person to understand 
himself, to remove internal conflicts. The trait theories works for the employer, helping to 
predict the behavior of people and choose the right person for the right job.

Two great schools based on the theory of conditioned reflexes, behaviorism and Soviet 
psychology, worked on the task of changing a personality. In both, the purpose of the task 
was to improve the “world’s welfare.” Thorndike expressed it:

A complete science of psychology would tell every fact about every one’s intellect 
and character and behavior, would tell the cause of every change in human na
ture, would tell the result which every educational force—every act of every per
son that changed any other or the agent himself—would have. It would aid us to 
use human beings for the world’s welfare with the same surety of the result that 
we now have when we use falling bodies or chemical elements. In proportion as 
we get such a science we shall become masters of our own souls as we now are 
masters of heat and light. Progress toward such a science is being made.
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(Thorndike, 1921, p. 6)

Here Ananiev’s theory stands apart. The theory of individuality does not oppose individ
ual welfare and that of the society. However, the absence of any pre-set reference points 
and indicators of the “quality” of personality—be that “human values,” moral values, IQs, 
or other—speaks for itself. Here we see consistent anthropocentrism, when the unique 
human personality becomes the highest good, and productive activity and service to soci
ety are only the means for this. This moment seems optimistic and significant today, in 
the context of contemporary discussions about human enchantment, when unified criteria 
of human excellence and recipes for its achievement are offered and discussed.

Conclusion
Ananiev’s theoretical approach is part of the AT paradigm that dominated the develop
ment of Soviet psychology. He shared the main fundamentals of the AT, considering psy
che as a special procreation of the matter, engendered by the active interaction of the in
dividual with the environment. The unique specifics of his approach is that this theory he 
turned “toward the inside,” focusing on the relation of the human individual to his own 
physicality, to his own bodily substrate. Ananiev’s approach is distinguished by a solid 
grounding in empirical studies, primarily psychophysiological. The works of Ananiev’s 
school provide extensive and impressive empirical material, demonstrating the impact of 
personality on individual development of psychophysiological functions and individual hu
man psychophysiological development as a whole. Ananiev focused his attention on a 
holistic vision of a human being, considering the latter in the context of his real life, as 
the holistic unity of the bodily substrate in its biological specificity and the concrete so
ciohistorical life course of the personality. Like no other psychologist, Ananiev did not lim
it his research to the sphere of narrowly defined mental phenomena. He conducted a spe
cial kind of research, later labeled as complex, in the course of which characteristics of 
the same subjects were monitored for many years: sociological and sociopsychological 
characteristics, characteristics of mental processes, physiological and psychophysiologi
cal indicators, and life events of the subjects were recorded.

Ananiev set his goal to assess individual development in the holistic integrity of biological 
and social aspects, resulting in the unique individual specificity. The focus of his attention 
was on individual differences in the ontogenetic development of mental and psycho-physi
ological functions, deviations from general regularities resulting from the impact of the 
life course of the individual. These manifest more in adulthood; thus, he focused on onto
genetic development in adulthood, which he, ahead of his time, considered as a period of 
dynamic changes and differentiated development of functions.

Ananiev developed a number of theoretical models and concepts: the concept of two 
types of aging, divergent and convergent, and the three-component model of the mecha
nisms of mental processes. The best known of Ananiev’s heritage is his theoretical model 
of human development, often named the “individuality concept,” which is unique in its 
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consistent anthropocentrism, when unique human personality becomes the highest good, 
and productive activity and service to society are only the means for this.
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Notes:

(1.) The standpoint that Soviet psychology in its development has reached the state of 
paradigm is not universally accepted; however, it is shared by a large part of Russian aca
demic community (Zhuravlev &Koltsova, 2008).

(2.) The concept of Subjekt (and “Subjektivity” for a quality to be a Subjekt) refers to Ru
binstein. Subjekt means a self-determined and self-actualizing agent. Unfortunately, the 
term “Subjekt” is often translated from Russian as “subject,” resulting in distortion of the 
meaning of the text. The proper language equivalent is the German word Subjekt (actual
ly used by Rubinstein), contrasting to the passive Objekt, and hardly an equivalent in the 
English language can be found.

(3.) In the history of science, we can find different answers to the question of where lies 
the boundary between animate and inanimate matter. One of the answers is “kinesis-psy
chism”—living organisms, capable of moving—should be considered animated (Robert 
Yerkes shared this view).

(4.) The cent is a logarithmic unit of measure used for musical intervals. Twelve-tone 
equal temperament divides the octave into 12 semitones of 100 cents each.
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