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The Unity and Disunity of Soviet Pedology, 1920s – early 1930s 

The paper considers the institutionalisation of child science or pedology as a Soviet ‘state science’ 

focusing on the 1920s – early 1930s. The paper starts by considering the institutional dynamics 

involved in incorporating the heterogeneous field of child science into the Soviet state apparatus 

across several (in themselves complex) state departments (the Commissariats of Education and 

Health, in particular). This involved a series of (often erratic) institutional restructurings, yet which 

seemed to be irrevocably governed by the centrifugal drive of state centralisation, organisational 

rationalisation and ever-increasing administrative control. This process was, however, simultaneously 

affected by the opposing, centripetal, dynamics of both administrative and scientific turf wars – 

ongoing divisions between government departments, as well as rivaliries between research groups 

and disciplinary agendas. At the centre of the paper, however, is the analysis of how Soviet pedology 

was ‘made’, or more precisely, how its meanings as a ‘Soviet science’ evolved over the course of the 

1920s-30s. In this context, the paper looks at the following. First, how in the first half of the 1920s 

pedology formed a convenient ‘bandwagon’ formation that brought together a multiplicity of research 

programs and agendas around the study of the child and its development. Second, how in the second 

half of the 1920s new leaders in the field, including figures such as Pavel Blonsky, Lev Vygotsky, Mikhail 

Basov and Stepan Molozhavyi, sought to define pedology as a ‘complex’ discipline in its own right. 

Third, how, at the end of the 1920s, pedology was turned from a (pragmatic) ‘bandwagon’ and 

(wishful) ‘synthesis’ into a (political) ‘program of takeover’ of what was, in reality, still a highly 

amorphous and divided field. This ‘takeover’ was led by Aron Zalkind, who deployed ‘Sovietisation’ as 

a way of dominating this field but also innovating pedology as a science. Zalkind’s campaign appeared 

to have some success when, at the end of the 1920s, his project became allied to the party-state’s 

drive to consolidate and integrate its institutional resources in preparation for the delivery of the First 

Five-Year Plan (1928-32). This became evident both at the USSR’s First Pedology Congress in 1927-28 

(considered the apex of pedology’s institutionalisation in the USSR) and then the Psycho-neurology 

Congress in 1930 (where Zalkind was dominant and pedology prominent). However, Zalkind’s 

‘takeover’ did not last long as the Stalinised Party itself soon took full charge of the running of USSR’s 

‘state sciences’, including, notably, pedology. This is evident in the transformation, from 1931, of the 

editorial policy of Pedologiia (Soviet(ised) pedology’s flagship journal between 1928 and 1932), as well 

as in the contemporaneous purging and/or political disciplining of pedology’s academic and state-

bureaucratic leadership. 
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