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CULTURAL-HISTORICAL APPROACH AS
A METHODOLOGICAL BASIS FOR COGNITIVE 
BEHAVIOURAL PSYCHOTHERAPY

У статті аргументується положення про те, що методологія культурно-
історичного підходу і когнітивно-поведінкової психотерапії виявляє 
однаковість в уявленнях про об’єкт, метод і одиниці аналізу психіки. У 
методології когнітивно-поведінкової психотерапії, так само, як і куль-
турно-історичній психології, розвиток полягає в освоєнні культурних за-
собів, знарядь рішення предметних, комунікативних та інтелектуальних 
завдань, оволодіння своїм мисленням і психічною діяльністю в цілому і 
переведення у внутрішній план цих знарядь. Ця мета реалізується в ході 
спеціальним чином організованого навчання. Показано, що з позицій 
культурно-історичної психології психологічні проблеми і розлади пра-
вомірно розглядати як недолік інструментів організації, а також само-
регуляції психічної і поведінкової активності суб’єкта, а психотерапію 
– як діяльність, в процесі якої здійснюється відшкодування відповідного 
дефіциту. Виявлено, що в когнітивно-поведінковій терапії, стратегічною 
метою якої є формування арсеналу психологічних і поведінкових ін-
струментів вдосконалення процесів саморегуляції суб’єкта, реалізують-
ся основні положення культурно-історичного підходу Л. С. Виготського: 
ідея про єдності інтелекту і афекту, які динамічно розвиваються, цен-
тральної ролі культурного опосередкування психічної діяльності і його 
інтеріоризації в динаміці розвитку особистості. Способи управління 
мисленням, його оптимізації, перевірки думок, переконань, методи ви-
явлення когнітивних спотворень, планування та моделювання поведін-
кових змін, способи емоційної саморегуляції можна з упевненістю роз-
глядати як культурні засоби оптимізації психічних процесів і поведінки 
людини, формування усвідомленості і довільності по відношенню до цих 
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процесів. Обґрунтовано, що розвиток когнітивно-поведінкової моделі 
дозволяє врахувати і спеціальним чином реорганізувати вплив думок 
на благо людини, яка потребує допомоги.

Ключові слова: одиниця аналізу психіки, культурно-історична пси-
хологія, когнітивно-поведінковий підхід, методологічні основи психо-
терапії, інтелект, афект.

Introduction 

Recently, the work on cognitive behavioural therapy has begun 
to discuss the methodological foundations of this effective approach 
recommended by the World Health Organization (Kholomogorova, 1996; 
Alford, Beck, 1998). The researchers conclude that, despite the similarity 
of the name, neither cognitive psychology, nor behaviourism can create a 
comprehensive methodological platform for cognitive behavioural therapy 
(Kholomogorova, 2011; Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk, 2007). Moreover, 
psychoanalysis also cannot be considered as such platform because it sees 
driving sources of human behaviour in the unconscious.

On the other hand, representatives of cultural-historical psychology 
make numerous, but not always successful attempts to find a practical 
application of this theory, trying to find its practical usage (Zejgarnik, 
2002; Slobodchikov & Isaev, 1995).

Theory

Review of recent studies and publications. Recently, assumptions 
appear more and more often in the specialized literature that the cultural-
historical approach in psychology is the methodological basis of cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CBT). Thus, even D. Maihenbuam, one of the 
leading cognitive psychotherapists of the 20th century, noted that CBT 
development, especially CBT for children, was influenced to some extent 
by the works of the Soviet psychologists Lev Vygotsky and his student 
A. Luria. Their models of socialization and interiorization became the 
theoretical basis for children’s behavioural changes and cognitive control 
(Meichenbaum, 1977: 18). J. Wertsch, a well-known follower of «Mozart 
in psychology», also finds important concepts for cognitive behavioural 
psychotherapy in the works of L.S. Vygotsky: the emergence of self-
regulating capacities in ontogenesis is the central theme of the works of 
L. S. Vygotsky and his followers. Their ideas about self-regulation can be 
properly understood only if we conduct a genetic analysis that goes back to 
the origins of self-regulation (Wertsch, 2008: 66).



74

ISSN 2520-6265  (print) 
ISSN 2520-6273 (online)

УКРАЇНСЬКИЙ ПСИХОЛОГІЧНИЙ ЖУРНАЛ № 1 (13)  2020

A. B. Kholmogorova pays also attention to the general methodological 
positions of cultural-historical psychology and the cognitive behavioural 
approach (Kholomogorova, 1996, 2011, 2016).

Our study aim was to verify the assumption that cognitive behavioural 
therapy implements, on the whole, the theoretical and methodological 
foundations of the cultural-historical approach.

Methodology and results 

First of all, we should say about the unified methodological context 
of these approaches – the non-classical type of rationality. Both cultural-
historical psychology and the modern Oxford version of cognitive 
behavioural psychotherapy implement the non-classical type of 
rationality in psychology (Kravtsova, 2008; Puzyrej, 1986; Wertsch, 2008; 
Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk, 2007). Cultural-historical psychology, as 
well as cognitive behavioural approach, recognizes the holistic nature of 
the human psyche, and rejects the atomistic view of its structure. From 
the point of view of L.S. Vygotsky, it is incorrect and not productive to 
divide the psyche into separate parts at its exploration, as it is incorrect 
to study the properties of water, by dividing it into oxygen and hydrogen 
(Vygotsky, 1982). Namely this methodological position let L. S. Vygotsky 
to substantiate a meaning as a unit of verbal thinking, and a meaningful 
experience as a unit of the psyche (in the «late» L. S. Vygotsky) 
(Vygotsky, 1983). Thus, the «non-classicality» of rationality, which is 
the base of both cultural-historical and cognitive behavioural approaches, 
determines the uniformity of understanding of a study object and a 
change in psychology. A study object in both approaches is understood 
not as an atomistic structure, but holistically.  L. S. Vygotsky understood 
the normative psyche structure as a dynamically changing unity of affect 
and intellect. Similarly, the psyche in cognitive behavioural therapy is 
considered interactively, in the unity of emotions, thoughts, physiological 
reactions, behaviour (Bek, Rash, Sho & Jemeri, 2003; Bek, 2006; Dyakov, 
2019;  Kravtsova, 2008;  Alford & Beck, 1998; Beck, 1976). Moreover, the 
critic of attempts to define mental phenomena with linear determinism 
characteristic for the non-classical type of rationality and the methodology 
of the both approaches is worth noting. So, in the case of cultural-historical 
psychology, the so-called teleological determinism prevails, the essence of 
which was described by L.S. Vygotsky as importance to look not so much for 
the reasons determining a child’s psyche development, but for those social-
cultural tasks that should be solved to achieve goals of this development 
(Vygotsky, 1982). In case of the cognitive behavioural approach, we see a 
ring-type nonlinear determinism, which is expressed in the fact that the 
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modern CBT, in its Oxford version, involves an idea of supporting cycles in 
which an individual independently, but, of course, not always consciously, 
supports an existing problem through his/her own ways of thinking and 
behaviour. Such a support cycle includes, as a rule, cognitive, affective, 
and behavioural aspects of the problem and leads to cognitive distortions 
or counterproductive behavioural patterns (Perris, Blackburn & Perris, 
1988; Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk, 2007).

In addition to the uniform understanding of a study object, cultural-
historical psychology and cognitive behavioural approach are similar 
in understanding the methods of the psyche studying. Moreover, this 
understanding is fairly uniform, although this does not look entirely 
true at the first glance. Indeed, the method of cognition and personality 
development in cultural-historical psychology is a genetic-modelling, 
formative experiment (Vygotsky, 1982). A psychologist models the psyche, 
throwing a «grain into the future»; new psychological formations grow from 
this «grain». A similar situation is observed in the cognitive behavioural 
approach. In both cases, a psychologist creates an experimental situation 
realigning the psyche, developing new ways of reality understanding, 
accordingly, and new tools mediating emotional attitude to this reality. 
Like in a formative experiment proposed by L. S. Vygotsky, the conditions 
to form new methods of cognitive interpretation of reality and its content 
are created in the interpersonal space at the first step. Then people obtain 
opportunities to implement these new methods by their own. In other 
words, we carry out the same genetic-modelling experiment aimed at the 
formation of new ways of thinking, behaviour in cognitive behavioural 
therapy, as we do it in cultural-historical psychology (Bek, Rash, Sho & 
Jemeri, 2003; Vygotsky, 1982; Lubovskij, 2008; Westbrook, Kennerley & 
Kirk, 2007).

Now let us talk about the psyche units of analysis, another cornerstone 
of any theory embodied in practice. The problem of the psyche units for 
analysis is always one of the most acute in psychology. «The psyche units 
for analysis» is a concept that was interpreted differently in the history of 
psychological science. In the «pre- Vygotsky» era, a unit of analysis was 
considered as the simplest part into which a psychological phenomenon 
can be decomposed. So, elementary mental phenomena were, as a rule, the 
psyche units of analysis in classical theories: «the simplest sensations in 
associationism, reactions in reactology, reflexes in reflexology, behavioural 
acts in behaviourism, intellectual operations in J. Piaget’s theory» (Dyakov, 
2019: 107).

In the non-classical era, ideas about the psyche units of analysis 
changed radically together with changes of the ways rationalizing the 
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reality. Non-classical psychology, based on the principle that a whole 
cannot be reduced to the totality of its parts, turned to such psyche units 
of analysis that contain the systemic features of a studied subject as a 
whole (Dyakov, 2019). The structural relations formed between a figure 
and its background, considered as the psyche units of analysis in gestalt 
psychology, are an example of such approach to the examined problem 
(Dyakov, 2019: 107–108). 

It seems to us that L. S. Vygotsky’ approach is the most constructive 
solution to the problem of the psyche units of analysis. He proposed to 
change the interpretation of this concept by delimiting analysis by elements 
and units (Dyakov, 2019). Analysis by units, in contrast to analysis by 
elements, from his point of view, means separation of some substantial 
units in a studied object that include significant properties of the object 
as a whole. According to L. S. Vygotsky, the analysis by elements does not 
allow obtaining of full-fledged ideas about an object as a psychological 
integrity. On the contrary, the analysis by units, according to the founder 
of the cultural-historical theory of the psyche development, is focused on 
psychological structures that give us information about the system as a 
whole. L. S. Vygotsky understood under the psychic unit of analysis, as 
already noted above, firstly a meaning, and later, an individual’s meaningful 
experience. A meaningful experience was considered by L. S. Vygotsky as 
a dynamic unity of intellect and affect (Vygotsky, 1983). In the cognitive 
behavioural approach, the psyche unit for analysis is the same as it in 
the theory of L.S. Vygotsky, namely, a unity of cognitive and emotional 
(Kholomogorova, 2011). An individual’s thoughts and beliefs are not 
considered in the CBT as a self-sufficient phenomenon. Their significance 
is determined solely in the context of their influence on an individual’s 
emotional states, physiological sensations and behaviour (Bek, Rash, Sho 
& Jemeri, 2003; Bek, 2006; Kholomogorova, 1996; Perris, Blackburn & 
Perris, 1988).

Here, I would like to turn to another important point postulated 
as the main methodological idea in L. S. Vygotsky’s theory and fully 
implemented in cognitive behavioural therapy: this is an idea about 
how relationships of affect and intelligence are organized. Unlike his 
predecessors, as well as many modern researchers and practitioners, 
who linearly understood this problem, L. S. Vygotsky considered these 
relationships as dynamically developing. Moreover, during human 
development, the share and role of intellect in these relationships is 
growing: «During development, not so much the properties and structure 
of intelligence and affect are changed, but rather the relationship 
between them ... Studies of a child’s life » from its most primitive 
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to the most complex forms – show that the transition from lower to 
higher affective formations is directly related to changed relationships 
between affect and intellect» (Vygotsky, 1982: 255). According to L. S. 
Vygotsky, a mature personality is characterised by the ability to control 
passions: «Thinking can be a slave to passions, their servant, but it can 
also be their master» (Vygotsky, 1982: 255).

If we describe ideas about the ways of interaction of intellect and 
affect in different psychotherapeutic approaches, we can find that, for 
example, an affect is primary, and an attraction, to paraphrase Z. Freud, 
is a «horse» that carries a subject in psychoanalysis, despite its mainly 
vain attempts to cognitively organize this movement; behaviourism do not 
regard the relationships between intellect and affect as one of the central 
problems; but we can see a different situation in the cognitive behavioural 
approach. So, affect dominates at the initial stage, during the formation 
of deep emotional patterns determining how an individual understands a 
situation; but then, as a result of cognitive behavioural therapy, a certain 
organized development of an individual, intellect becomes the leading 
component of this unity and subjugates affect. Thus, both the cognitive 
behavioural approach and cultural-historical psychology understand the 
development as changes in ratio of intellect and affect, in the nature of 
this relationship from the prevailing and determining influence of affect 
on human behaviour to the dominance of intellectual processes and their 
determining influence on affect.

Thus, the goal of cognitive behavioural psychotherapy is to improve 
mental processes for more effective regulation of the emotional sphere 
and behaviour. Therefore, we can confidently argue that cognitive 
psychotherapy in practice embodies one of L. S. Vygotsky’s central theses 
about the dynamic structure of experiencing as a unity of intellect and 
affect and the need for specially organized educational efforts to bring 
intellect to the leading position in this unity.

Another important methodological point where cognitive 
behavioural therapy is seen as the practical implementation of the 
cultural-historical theory is the idea of mediation. So, in the cultural-
historical psychology, mediation is expressed in the use of culturally-
formed methods that change the psyche’s functioning structurally 
and meaningfully so it evolves from the natural to the social-cultural 
forms (Vygotsky, 1982). In the cognitive behavioural approach, 
an individual’s development, his/her psyche is also based on new 
cultural tools, as for their genesis, dealing with his/her thoughts, 
autobiographical experience, emotional self-regulation included in the 
structure of his/her mental processes, primarily thinking and memory 
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(Бек, 2006). Interpretations of cultural-historical theory often reduce 
such cultural tools to signs, but L. S. Vygotsky clearly indicates 
that signs are only one option of them (Vygotsky, 1982). The core of 
L. S. Vygotsky’s idea, as it seems to us, consists precisely in the fact that 
an individual, because of mental processes transformation from natural 
to higher (or social-cultural), starts using cultural methods created by 
humankind over the millennia of its development. The ways to control 
thinking, its optimization, to test thoughts, beliefs, methods identifying 
cognitive distortions, planning and modelling behavioural changes, 
methods of emotional self-regulation can be considered as cultural tools 
optimizing human mental processes and behaviour, creating awareness 
and arbitrariness of these processes (Vygotsky, 1982).  

Another common idea is the idea of  an individual’s mental activity 
internalization and its reorganization from inter-psychic to intra-psychic. 
L.S. Vygotsky expressed this idea of the internalization of processes that 
are interpersonal in their form and initial functions (Vygotsky, 1982). 
In the cognitive model of A. Beck, the idea of internalization means 
internalization of initially interpersonal methods of reflection, carried out 
using dialogues of a Socratic type, aimed at checking cognitions of various 
levels in order to create conditions for an individual to internalize this 
dialogue further (Bek, Rash, Sho & Jemeri, 2003; Bek, 2006).

Thus, the methodology of cognitive behavioural psychotherapy, as well 
as that of the cultural-historical psychology, understands an individual’s 
development as acquisition of cultural methods, tools for solving of 
substantive, communicative and intellectual tasks, mastery of one’s 
thinking and mental activity in general, and the internalization of these 
methods. This goal is realized in the course of a specially organized training 
according to both approaches.

Discussion

The meta-cognitive idea of attitudes to one’s thoughts from a 
transcendental position, proposed by A. Beck, is consonant with the idea 
of reflexive thinking, developed by the cultural-historical psychology 
especially actively in the second half of the 20th century (Kholomogorova, 
2016). CBT psychologists help to form the skill of meta-cognitive attitudes 
to cognitions at different levels with a Socratic dialogue; and the capability 
to reflect is realized in the course of activities carried out together with 
Other, according to the cultural-historical approach. In the categorical 
field of the cultural-historical psychology, this kind of work relies on a 
formed system of internal actions, which are components of a reflexive act 
and act as internal tools for managing cognitive processes, and through 
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them, which is important, emotional states (Vygotsky, 1983; Galperin, 
2017; Galperin & Danilova, 1980).

Let us now consider the concept of «internal speech», the most 
important for the cultural-historical theory. Internal speech, in contrast 
to external one, from L. S. Vygotsky’s point of view, has a predicative 
character and does not contain all the structural components necessary 
for external speech (Vygotsky, 1982). In the special theory of A. Beck, 
which formed the basis of cognitive behavioural therapy, the described 
concept can be put in line, with a certain degree of assumption, with 
the category of «automatic thoughts» (Bek, Rash, Sho & Jemeri, 2003; 
Bek, 2006; Westbrook, Kennerley & Kirk, 2007). So, in the course of 
his therapeutic practice, A. Beck discovered an essential role of non-
apprehended cognitive processes, occurring in the form of curled 
inner speech, as well as uncontrolled visual images in the formation of 
depression. Such thoughts are characterized by speed, lack of control and 
a negative impact on an emotional state.

L. S. Vygotsky wrote on the role of negative automatic thoughts in the 
regulation of behaviour and emotional states, as well as on the difficulties 
of their fixation in an experience: «... an individual always thinks inwardly: 
it always affects his/her behaviour; a sudden change of thoughts during 
the experiment will always sharply demonstrated in the individual’s entire 
behaviour... But we don’t know how to take this influence into account» 
(Vygotsky, 1982: 79). The development of a cognitive behavioural model 
allows us to take this influence into account and specially reorganize this 
influence for the benefit of an individual.

Conclusions

Thus, we can summarize that, from the standpoint of the cultural-
historical psychology, psychological problems and disorders can 
rightfully be regarded as a lack of organizational tools for an individual’s 
mental activity and behaviour, as well as for his/her self-regulation; and 
psychotherapy is a method to compensate the corresponding deficit. Namely 
such compensation occurs during cognitive behavioural therapy. The CBT 
strategic goal is to form an arsenal of psychological and behavioural tools 
to improve an individual’s self-regulation processes. 

The methodologies of the cultural-historical approach and cognitive 
behavioural psychotherapy have a generally uniform idea on a study object, 
methods and the psychic units of analysis.

Cognitive behavioural therapy puts into practice the main provisions 
of L. S. Vygotsky’s cultural-historical approach: the idea of a dynamically 
developing unity of intellect and affect, the central role of cultural 
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mediation of mental activities and its internalization in personal 
development.

The prospects for further research are: to examine cognitive 
behavioural therapy in the applied aspect. 

Declaration of Conflicting Interests. The author declared no potential 
conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or 
publication of this article.
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CULTURAL-HISTORICAL APPROACH AS
A METHODOLOGICAL BASIS FOR COGNITIVE 
BEHAVIOURAL PSYCHOTHERAPY

The article argues that the methodology applied by the cultural-
historical approach and cognitive behavioural psychotherapy reveals 
uniformity of their ideas about an object, methods and units of 
analysis of the psyche. Cognitive behavioural psychotherapy, as 
well as cultural-historical psychology, understands development as 
acquisition of cultural methods, tools for substantive, communicative 
and intellectual tasks, mastering of thinking and mental activities as 
a whole and internalizing these tools. This goal is realized through 
specially organized education. From the point of view of cultural-
historical psychology, psychological problems and disorders are 
rightly regarded as lack of instruments for organization, as well as 
self-regulation of an individual’s mental activities and behaviour, and 
psychotherapy is a method for compensation of revealed corresponding 
deficit. The strategic goal of cognitive behavioural therapy is the 
formation of an arsenal of psychological and behavioural tools 
improving an individual’s self-regulation. At the same time such therapy 
realizes the basic provisions of L.S. Vygotsky’s cultural-historical 
approach: the ideas of a dynamically developing unity of intellect and 
affect, the central role of mental activity and its internalization during 
personal development. The ways of managing thoughts, optimizing it, 
testing thoughts, beliefs, the methods detecting cognitive distortions, 
planning and modelling behavioural changes, the ways of emotional 
self-regulation can be regarded as cultural tools optimizing human 
mental processes and behaviour, forming awareness and arbitrariness 
of these processes. The article substantiates that the development of a 
cognitive behavioural model helps take into account and specifically 
reorganize the influence of an individual’s own thoughts on him/her 
for his/her benefit.
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