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The cultural-historical theory of activity was initiated by a 
group of revolutionary Russian psychologists in the 1920s and1930s. 
This new orientation was a model of artifact-mediated and object-
oriented action (Vygotsky, 1978,  p. 40). In human activity theory, the 
basic unit of analysis is human (work) activity. Human activities are 
driven by certain needs where people wish to achieve a certain purpose. 
This activity is usually mediated by one or more instruments or tools (the 
concept of mediation is central to the whole theory). 
 
Activity Theory emphases social factors and interaction 
between agents and their environments. Tool mediation plays a central 
role within the approach. The use of tools is a means for the accumulation 
and transmission of social knowledge. It influences the nature, not only of 
external behavior, but also of the mental functioning of individuals. 
 
Human beings mediate their activity by artifacts: The carpenter 
uses a hammer to drive a nail, the nurses use language and records 
to coordinate their actions towards the patients and each other, 
etc. Tools, means to divide work, norms and language can all be 
seen as artifacts for the activity: they are made by humans and 
they mediate the relations among human beings or between people 
and the material or product in different stages. One of the major 
contributions of Vygotsky was that he also viewed language and 
symbol systems as psychological tools for developing the human 
condition. Artifacts are there for us when we are introduced into 
a certain activity, but they are also a product of our activity, 
and as such they are constantly changed through the activity. This 
"mediation" is essential in the ways in which we can understand 
artifacts through activity theory. 
 
See page 2 
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