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review

russian psychology and neuropsychotherapy:  
comparative analysis

Maria I. Kostyanaya

“Все новое - это хорошо забытое старое”
Transliteration “Everything new is well forgotten old”

Translation “There is nothing new under the sun”

Russian proverb

Introduction
From the late 20th century until the present time, researchers in the broad field of psychological science have 

been noting the need for refined intellectual frameworks to arise (Homskaya, 2010; Kandel, 1998, Rossouw, 
2011; Rossouw, 2014). Western views that are presented in the following pages refer to “…the dawn of the 
mental health renaissance.” (Rossouw, 2011, p. 3), which was heralded by the “…new intellectual framework 
in psychiatry” (Kandel, 1998, p. 457) and the corresponding technological advances in the neurosciences. As 
a result, the emerging field of brain-based care is rapidly gaining momentum - a neuroscientifically informed 
therapy or neuropsychotherapy (Grawe, 2007, Rossouw, 2014). 

In the early years of 20th century a group of academics in the field of psychology in Russia formed a new 
school, which during the restricted times of Soviet regime received insufficient recognition on a global scale 
(Kostyanaya & Rossouw, 2013). The investigators aimed at developing an “objective” approach to understand-
ing the connection between mind and brain with latest research focussed on the problem of personality, its 
neural correlates and the impact of society on human mental functioning (Homskaya, 2010; Luria, 1979). Due 
to the opening of the iron curtain and present-day globalisation more literature on Soviet psychological devel-
opments is being translated and is becoming available for a broader audience (see, for example multiple works 
of Akhutina (2003), Akhutina & Pylaeva, 2012; Leontiev (2005a, 2005b, 2012, 2013), published in English). 
This new state of affairs allows the comparative analysis of Soviet paradigms and the contemporary Western 
paradigms which is the general aim of this paper. 

In the first part of the paper a neuropscyhotherapeutic framework is presented, starting with an outline of 
its roots and most current conceptualisations of neuropsychotherapy as a research field. The second part of the 
report focuses on the development of Soviet school of psychology and its main postulates. The third part of 
the report includes the comparative analysis of the two paradigms as well as a consideration for future analytic 
inquiry in this area. The  final part of the paper closes with a succinct conclusion. 

Cite as: Kostyanaya, M. I., (2015). Russian psychology and neuropsychotherapy: Comparative analysis. 
International Journal of Neuropsychotherapy, 3(1), 70–88.  doi: 10.12744/ijnpt.2015.0070-0088
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Neuropsychotherapy 
Introduction  

The state of affairs—a mental health  
renaissance

Several fascinating historical traces can be identi-
fied while tracking the way in which researchers tried 
to conceptualise the interaction of mind and brain in 
human functioning and what can be done in order to 
improve it when dysfunction occurs. As early as 1895 
Sigmund Freud, the “father of modern psychology” 
(Rossouw, 2011, p. 2), was challenged to explain the 
functioning of the mind in the terms of neural cor-
relates of the brain. In his “Project for a Scientific 
Psychology” (1895) Freud intended to “furnish” psy-
chology as “a natural science” while introducing the 
principle of neuronic inertia and the function of the 
identified types of “the material particles in question” 
or in other words neurons (pp. 355-356). Despite these 
fundamental discoveries as well as insights into the 
possibilities of “talking therapies”, i.e., human external 
and internal experiences to change the brain, Freud 
gave way to another direction in his research inqui-
ry (e.g., unconsciousness, interpretation of dreams), 
leaving future researchers to bridge the link between 
neuroscience and psychotherapy (Rossouw, 2011). 

Subsequently, the debate and scientific hegemony 
in explaining human functioning was performed by 
authors who often supported rather extreme perspec-
tives. For instance, Breuer, Freud’s coeval, believed “…
there will be little said of the brain…Physical process-
es will be discussed in the language of psychology…
There is no alternative” (Freud, 1895, p. 356). By con-
trast, years later, Hans Eysenck (1952) firmly stated 
that psychotherapy is the “mere passage of time”, while 
Timothy Leary likened therapy interventions with the 
ones performed in waiting lists (Linford & Arden, 
2009, p. 16). Thereafter, since the 1970s and the intro-
duction of Prozac and the DSM-III, the “golden era for 
psychoparmacology” (Rossouw, 2011, p. 3) - the pax 
medica or “medicalised psychology and psychiatry” 
(Linford & Arden, 2009, p. 16) took its turn, leaving 
psychotherapy in the background.

In response to the requirements of “empirically val-
idated treatments” as well as the superiority of diag-
nostic methods pertaining to that time, Aaron Beck 
(1976) dared to “establish indisputable evidence” (Lin-
ford & Arden, 2009, p. 17) of psychotherapeutic effica-
cy by means of cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT). 
However, in the 1980s and afterwards, Beck’s focus on 
specific CBT techniques was criticised by researchers 
who managed to show that the patient and common 

therapeutic factors are the most powerful elements 
in the outcomes of therapeutic treatments (Cozolino, 
2002; Lambert & Ogles, 2004; Smith et al., 1980). In-
stead, “the brain-based perspective” was put forward, 
allowing for new and broader cross-disciplinary or a 
biopsychosocial view on psychotherapeutic interven-
tions (Linford & Arden, 2009, p. 19).

Most current investigators in the areas endorsing 
biopsychosocial-spiritual view on human functioning 
argue that major advances in neurobiological research 
within last decade have brought about “a paradigm 
shift” or in other words “the mental health renais-
sance” (Linford & Arden, 2009; Rossouw, 2010b, 
2011; Sulmacy, 2002). In particular, Rossouw (2010b, 
p. 5) states that when based on neuroscience, “talking 
therapies” face “new challenges” and “exciting new 
possibilities”, while the paradigm shift was made in a 
path from “the helping model forward to a recovery 
model” and from “the recovery model forward to a 
model enhancing quality of life”. 

The key ideas contributing to the rise of the contem-
porary mental health renaissance were pronounced in 
the landmark article of Eric Kandel (1998), the Nobel 
prize winner in medicine. He stated that the devel-
opment of “brain sciences” prompted “a remarkable 
scientific revolution” and that mental health pro-
fessionals should possess the “ability to encompass 
mental and emotional life within a framework that 
includes biological as well as social determinants” (p. 
467).  Eric Kandel also outlined the interaction be-
tween brain processes and environment via alteration 
of gene expression and, following the strengthening 
of synaptic connections, as the foundation of human 
beliefs, attitudes, memories, personality and dispo-
sitions (Walter et al., 2009). In addition, he brought 
forward the important idea of the interaction be-
tween patients’ “neuronal machineries” (p. 466) with 
the “neuronal machineries” of their psychotherapists, 
foreshadowing the function of mirror neurons - one 
of the major neurobiological discoveries which is yet 
to be thoroughly addressed in psychotherapy research 
and practise (Rossouw, 2010a).

Among other most pronounced neurobiological 
findings contributing to the enhancement of the 
quality of clients’ lives via psychotherapeutic inter-
ventions, contemporary researchers highlight the 
discovery of neurotransmitters and their operation, 
neural plasticity, neurogenesis and bottom-up and 
top-down regulation of mental functioning (Ros-
souw, 2010a, 2012). As a result, new ways for bridg-
ing neurosciences and psychotherapy arise, one of 
which is neuropsychotherapy - an emerging paradigm 
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of care in Australia, of which a major proponent and 
theoretician is Dr Pieter Rossouw at the University 
of Queensland (Rossouw, 2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2012, 
2014). 

Theoretical foundations of 
neuropsychotherapy

Definition 
In the current literature neuropsychotherapy is 

referred to as an “increasingly popular field of re-
search” (Walter et al., 2009, S174) as well as the “nat-
ural result of neurobiological research” (Rossouw, 
2011, p. 3). It is also important to note, that the 
term “neuropsychotherapy” has been used in dif-
ferent countries and in rather different modalities 
(Grawe, 2007; Judd, 1999; Kaplan-Solms & Solms, 
2000; Laaksonen & Ranta, 2013; Walter et al., 2009). 
Generally speaking, one group of researchers relate 
neuropsychotherapy to “the use of neuropsychological 
knowledge in the psychotherapy of persons with brain 
disorders” (Judd, 1999, p. 3) or, in other words, work-
ing with impacts of “neurological dysfunction or syn-
dromes” in patients (Laaksonen & Ranta, 2013, p. 1). 
Another group of researchers see neuropsychotherapy 
as “a specialised field of psychotherapy”, where neuro-
logical and neuroscientific knowledge serves for guid-
ing clients “in the process of restructuring their brains 
towards higher levels of functioning and well-being” 
(Rossouw, 2011, p. 3; Walter et al., 2009). 

In this paper the focus is on the latter conceptuali-
sation of a neuropsychotherapeutic framework, which 
was founded on the cognitive-experiential self-theo-
ry of personality (CEST) by Seymour Epstein (2003) 
and developed by Klaus Grawe (2007). The most re-
cent conceptualisations of neuropsychotherapy as a 
research field are outlined (Walter et al., 2009) with 
following future considerations.  

Cognitive-experiential self-theory of  
personality

In his principle work “Neuropsychotherapy: How 
the neurosciences inform effective psychotherapy” 
Klaus Grawe, an outstanding Swiss researcher and 
practician, mentions CEST as the theory, which “par-
ticularly intrigued” him and which served as the basis 
for his consistency-theoretical model of mental func-
tioning (Grawe, 2007, pp. 167-171).  

One of the main interests of Seymour Epstein 
(1917-2011), who was emeritus professor in psychol-

ogy at University of Massachusetts, was the develop-
ment of a unified theory of personality, which mani-
fested itself in his cognitive-experiential self-theory of 
personality (2003). This theory is proposed to be com-
patible with psychodynamic and learning theories, as 
well as present day views on information processing. 
The “integrative power” (pp. 159-162) of CEST derives 
from three main assumptions: 1) People tend to pro-
cess information by two independent and interactive 
conceptual systems; a preconscious experiential sys-
tem and conscious rational system; 2) The experiential 
system is emotionally driven, organised and adaptive; 
3) According to CEST, the proposed four basic needs 
(the desire to maximise pleasure and minimise pain, the 
need for relatedness, the need to maintain the stability 
and coherence of a person’s conceptual system, the need 
to enhance self-esteem) are equally fundamental and 
their interaction can account for paradoxical reac-
tions. While the needs “serve as checks and balances 
against each other” (p. 162), maladaptive consequenc-
es occur when needs are fulfilled in a “conflictual 
manner” (e.g., at the expense of others).

It is also suggested in CEST that people automat-
ically construct an implicit theory of reality which 
includes a self-theory, a world-theory, and connecting 
propositions. Additionally, the outlined basic needs 
correspond with four basic beliefs: about the benignity 
versus malevolence of the world; about the predictabil-
ity, controllability, and justness of the world versus its 
unpredictability, uncontrollability, and lack of justice; 
the degree to which people are loving versus rejecting 
and trustworthy versus untrustworthy, and about wor-
thy versus unworthy self (p. 164).

Epstein and his associates proved to successful-
ly test CEST assumptions predominantly by means 
of adaptation the procedures used by Tversky and 
Kahneman (see, for example, Epstein et al., 1992). 
As a result, Epstein (2003, p. 176) suggests that, ac-
cording to CEST, the effectiveness of psychotherapy 
depends of changes in the experiential system and 
can be achieved in three ways: by using “the rational 
system to correct and train the experiential system”; 
providing “emotionally significant corrective experi-
ences”, and “communicating with the experiential sys-
tem in its own medium - fantasy, imagery, metaphor, 
concrete representations, and narratives”.

The consistency-theoretical model of 
mental functioning 

The outlined postulates of Epstein’s theory of per-
sonality plus his ideas on the experiential system being 
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involved in human tendencies to “achieve pleasurable 
outcomes and avoid unpleasurable ones” (Epstein, 
2003, p. 160) were further elaborated in Grawe’s con-
sistency-theoretical model of mental functioning 
(Grawe, 2007). Generally speaking, Grawe’s approach 
represents the transformation of the results of neu-
roscientific research into psychotherapeutic domain 
(Draguns, 2007) with the holistic perspective on cli-
ents’ functioning. This model is used by the author 
both as an explanatory framework for general un-
derstanding of human mental functioning, the devel-
opment of mental disorders, as well as the necessary 
neuropsychotherapeutic interventions to be imple-
mented while working with clients. The reviewers of 
Grawe’s work see his approach as “an individualised 
amalgamation of cognitive-behavioural, process-ex-
periential, and interpersonal techniques” (Draguns, 
2007). 

Consistency regulation as a basic principle 
of mental functioning 

Upon revision of Epstein’s conceptualisations, 
Grawe (2007, pp. 165-168) suggests the consisten-
cy principle as the “very central principle of mental 
functioning” which also serves as a “condition for 
the effective satisfaction of the basic needs”. The term 
consistency is referred to as the “compatibility of si-
multaneously transpiring neural/mental processes” 
(p. 168) or to “the internal relations among intrapsy-
chic processes and states”.  Striving for consistency 
is regarded by Grawe as “the ultimate moving force 
in neural/mental functioning” and, therefore, as a 
“highest or pervasive regulatory principle” (p. 173). 
In broad terms, Grawe argues that consistency regu-
lation provides us with understanding of human men-
tal functioning and has to be considered in its context 
of goal-oriented activity towards fulfilment of basic 
needs. Therefore, the consistency regulation and need 
satisfaction are “intrinsically interlinked” (p. 169) by 
the “connecting construct” of congruence or a person’s 
“compatibility of current motivational goals and actu-
al perceptions”. 

Principal elements of the consistency-
theoretical model of mental functioning: 
Basic human needs, motivational sche-
mas, incongruence, discordance 

Despite his chief emphasis on neuroscientific un-
derpinnings of human mental functioning, Grawe 
suggests the following question as fundamental for 

effective neuropsychotherapy: “What is it that moves 
this person?” (p. 164). The focus on motivational as-
pects of clients’ lives allows neuropsychotherapists 
to perform personalised therapeutic interventions, 
comparable with present-day most strongly endorsed 
holistic approaches to human suffering (Kleiman & 
Seeman, 2000). 

The consistency-theoretical model suggests that 
mental activity is hierarchically organised and gov-
erned by goals and motivational schemas which are 
formed over the course of mental development. Thus, 
Grawe defines motivational schemas as “the means 
the individual develops in the course of his or her life 
in order to satisfy his or her needs and protect them 
from violation” (p. 170). In the case of growing up in 
the environment that is oriented to the fulfilment of 
needs, the individual develops approach motivational 
schemas and behavioural repertoires intended for the 
realisation of goals under various conditions. By con-
trast, if basic needs are repeatedly violated, avoidance 
motivational schemas are formed, primarily for pro-
tection purposes. 

A continuous stream of perceptions is produced 
during the individual’s interaction with the environ-
ment, corresponding with situational experience and 
behaviour and lies at the lowest level of the model 
(Grawe, 2007) (see Figure 1 below).

These perceptions form feedback signals on how 
motivational goals are being achieved. They are 
termed incongruence signals, for which Grawe draws 
upon Power’s control theory (1973). If avoidance 
dominates over approach, the incongruence signals in 
regards to unfulfilled approach signals emerge, which 
creates approach incongruence. In case of inability to 
avoid feared experiences avoidance incongruence aris-
es. In addition, approach and avoidance tendencies 
can be activated simultaneously and mutually inhibit 
each other, which give rise to motivational conflicts or 
motivational discordance. Motivational conflicts can 
subsequently lead to incongruence or “mismatch be-
tween actual experiences and activated motivational 
goals” (Grawe, 2007, p. 172). Therefore, discordance 
and incongruence are considered by Grawe as most 
important versions of inconsistency in human men-
tal functioning. The continuously repeated failure to 
fulfil approach and avoidance goals can lead to an el-
evated incongruence level or, in other words, a highly 
complex stress state, accompanied with chronically el-
evated level of negative emotions. 

According to Grawe, the basic needs provide neu-
ropsychotherapists with the criteria for measurement 
of consistency in individuals. In the model, basic 



74INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NEUROPSYCHOTHERAPY                                                                         Volume 3 Issue 1 (2015)

psychological needs are viewed to be present among 
all humans and their violation or enduring nonful-
fillment is seen as the most important cause of im-
pairments in mental health and well-being of clients 
(Grawe, 2007). Among basic needs Grawe differenti-
ates: the need for attachment, the need for orientation 
and control, the need for self-esteem enhancement and 
self-esteem protection, and the need for pleasure maxi-
misation and distress avoidance. 

An integrated theoretical model of 
neuropsychotherapy

A more refined model which incorporates contem-
porary thinking in neuropsychotherapy as a unique 
meta-theoretical framework for understanding the 
human condition has been recently proposed by 
Dr Pieter Rossouw (Rossouw, 2014). He states that 
neuropsychotherapy represents a holistic model that 
integrates neuromolecular and environmental data for 
the main purpose of facilitating change in clients and 
shifting their patterns of pathology towards healthy 
change that increases quality of life. The author un-
derlines the grey area between “nature” (genetics) and 
“nurture” (external impact),  primarily on the basis of 
neural plasticity and epigenetics - notions that see the 
brain as a complex network and that neural activation 
is susceptible to environmental factors. 

Based on Grawe’s ideas outlined above, Rossouw 
has introduced several new features in his integrated 
model of neuropsychotherapy (see Figure 2).

First, Rossouw outlines the 
basic human needs that ought 
to be addressed when working 
with clients. The need for safety 
is regarded as a primary need 
that plays the major role in 
the facilitation of motivational 
schemata.  This idea stems from 
the key neural principle - the 
principle of survival  (the brain 
changes to enhance survival), 
where safety “holds the key” 
(Rossouw, 2014, p. 55) to the 
facilitation of neural prolifera-
tion and approach motivational 
schemas, while compromised 
safety leads to neural protec-
tion and avoidance. Therefore, 
the facilitation of safety in the 
process of neuropsychotherapy 
helps clients experience con-
trollable incongruence as well 
as master approach motiva-

tional schemas. 

The basic need for safety is activated through the 
need for control, the need for distress and pain avoid-
ance and pleasure maximisation, as well as the need 
for attachment. Unlike Grawe’s conceptualisations, in 
the integrated model the concept of self (and self-es-
teem) represents a higher order construct that results 
from neural patterns related to the primary needs and 
can be identified only in regards to the development 
of basic needs and their exposure to enriched or com-
promised environments. Thus, in the integrated neu-
ropsychotherapeutic framework, self is a higher order 
construct that results in the culmination of the basic 
needs.

In a nutshell, the integrated theory of 
neuropsychotherapy incorporates genetic influences 
to which a person is exposed to in the environment 
- impacts, which result in varied genetic expressions. 
Either safe (enriched) environments or challenging 
(compromised) environments lead to the activation of 
incongruence as the basis of change, life, survival, and 
thriving. The experience of controllable incongruence 
results in addressing all three basic needs through pat-
terns of approach. This, in turn, down-regulates the 
stress response and its activation as well as facilitates 
neural proliferation, pre-frontal cortical activity and 
shifts in cortical blood flow to frontal regions. In cases 
of compromised safety, the stress response system is 
activated, eventually resulting in increased produc-
tion of stress hormones and impaired activation of 
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Figure 1. Consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning (Grawe, 2007)
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frontal lobes. In such cases, the neural activation of 
survival initiates the onset of patterns of avoidance. 
This short-term enhancement of survival can compro-
mise thriving in the long-term, leading to the onset of 
psychopathology. Rossouw (2014) postulates that fear 
based neural activation when it become the default ac-
tivation pattern leads to psychopathology developing 
from the bottom to the top.

Rossouw (2014) describes particular principles of 
bottom up neuropsychotherapy derived from the out-
lined theoretical framework, which are also support-
ed by a number of case studies presented in the book. 
The major trajectory of neuropsychotherapeutic work 
implies the priority of facilitating safety experiences 
(on physical and emotional levels) for clients, through 
down-regulation of their stress responses by means of 
the Rogerian principles (Rodgers, 1961) and thereby 
addressing basic human needs. Here the robust ther-
apeutic alliance ensures “integrative relationships” 

between neuropsychotherapist and cli-
ents, “in which differences are respect-
ed and compassionate connections are 
cultivated” (Rossouw, 2014, p. 62). 

It is only after appropriately pac-
ing treatment and the establishment 
of a safe environment for clients, a 
neuropsychotherapist can proceed to 
uncover the experiences of violation of 
needs and facilitation of new narratives. 
Rossouw underlines that one of the key 
features of neuropsychotherapy is the 
need to facilitate cortical capacity rath-
er than assuming it. This facilitation is 
achieved by ongoing therapeutic sup-
port and continues activation of new 
healthy neural networks, supported by 
advanced mirror neural networks in-
volving the neural principles of Donald 
Hebb and Michael Merzenich (Kandel, 
2005). 

Contemporary state of 
neuropsychotherapy as a  
research field

Present-day authors define 
neuropsychotherapy as a field of ap-
plied research which tries to: identify 
neural mediators and functional tar-
gets of psychotherapeutic effects, to de-
termine new therapeutic routes using 
neurotechnology, and to design psycho-
therapeutic interventions on the basis of 

neuroscientific knowledge (author’s emphasis) (Walter 
et al., 2009). The main trajectory of the field is seen in 
its potential to provide investigators with “reliable sur-
rogate markers” (Walter et al., 2009, p. S180) or clini-
cal indicators of causal factors for the development of 
mental disorders, useful for diagnosis, prognosis and 
prediction of psychotherapeutic changes. This course 
becomes possible with the integration of neuroscience 
into psychotherapeutic education, research and prac-
tice. 

With regard to identification of the neural mediators 
and functional targets of psychotherapeutic effects, the 
most clearly marked examples refer to the research on 
the neural substrate  underlying dysfunctional emo-
tional regulation (Beauregard et al., 2001; Davidson et 
al., 2000; Grawe, 2007; Ochsner et al., 2004; Rossouw, 
2012; Walter et al., 2009). Even though anxiety and de-
pression are functionally different (Grawe, 2007), the 

Figure 2. Integrated model of Neuropsychotherapy (Rossouw, 2014)
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targets of possible psychotherapeutic work with these 
mental conditions in some or other way involve sim-
ilar brain structures. Generally speaking, these struc-
tures might include the amygdala, the ventromedial 
and dorsolateral prefrontal cortices (PFC), related to 
avoidance mechanisms and negative emotions; and 
the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), responsible for 
transformation of emotions into defined feelings as 
well as for attention and action. Most importantly, re-
searchers argue that this area of neuropsychotherapy 
underlines the importance of neuroimaging for trac-
ing mechanisms which would not be apparent while 
using behavioural methods, for example, the sus-
tained regulatory effect on amygdala activation (Wal-
ter et al., 2009). Here the advance of neuroimaging 
methodologically associates brain processes with the 
mediators of psychotherapeutic effects. Further, it is 
recognised that the understanding of mind and brain 
interrelations can be beneficial for clients themselves, 
building their motivation to change, as well as gaining 
deeper understanding of their conditions (Walter et 
al., 2009). 

The second area of contemporary 
neuropsychotherapy is concerned with determination 
of new therapeutic routes with the usage of neurotechol-
ogy, which researchers find most remarkable in at least 
two domains. The first refers to the neurobiological 
applications of the psychotropic drugs as well as nat-
ural neurotransmitters that can impact psychother-
apeutic interventions (Grawe, 2007). For example, 
several researchers have focussed on the function of 
oxytocin in psychotherapy as it serves as a neuropep-
tide which proves to have a calming effect on the sepa-
ration-anxiety system (Rossouw, 2011). Oxytocin was 
shown to increase trust and mentalising competency 
of the individuals (Domes et al., 2007), while playing 
a major role in attachment, which is so important for 
“the developmental path of a well individual” (Ros-
souw, 2011, p. 5).  Another example comes from the 
use of drugs that can influence receptors important 
for the processes of learning and extinction, which 
in combination with cognitive-behavioural therapy 
proves to be effective, especially for social anxiety dis-
order (Hofmann et al., 2006). 

Another domain for determination of possible 
therapeutic routes becomes possible with the help 
of functional neuroimaging procedures and the us-
age of neuro-feedback as the process whereby clients 
can learn to self-regulate their brain activity (Lin-
den, 2006; Masterpasqua & Healey, 2003). Thus, for 
example, transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS), 
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)  and 
neuro-feedback prove to be beneficial for wide range 

of issues: symptoms of obsessive-compulsive disor-
der (OCD), drug-resistant hallucinations, disrupted 
perception of pain, attention deficit/hyperactivity dis-
order (ADHD), as well as schizophrenia and depres-
sion (DeCharms, 2008; Masterpasqua & Healey, 2003; 
Schonfeldt-Lecuona et al., 2003). 

The third area of the contemporary neuropsycho-
therapeutic application is seen in designing psychother-
apeutic techniques on the basis of the neuroscientific 
knowledge. Here the author points out such innovative 
therapeutic processes as eye movement desensitisa-
tion and reprocessing (EMDR) and re-consolidation 
of memory traces, particularly for clients experiencing 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Jeffries & Da-
vis, 2012; Nader & Hardt, 2009; Shapiro, 1996). In this 
vein, the evidence in favour of eye movement bilater-
al stimulation as an essential component of EMDR, 
suggests that it firstly increases the access to episodic 
memories and then it acts upon components of work-
ing memory (Jeffries & Davis, 2012). This progression 
helps psychotherapists find the best way to awake and 
re-integrate traumatic memories, which makes client 
focus on the traumatic memories less unpleasant and, 
therefore, allows easier access to these memories. 

The outlined contemporary neuropsychotherapy 
frequently views major mental disturbances as “net-
work disorders” (Walter et al., 2009, p. S176), which 
suggests a pathologic functional connectivity or a 
“neurofunctional mode” (i.e., “a dysfunction of a 
distinct neural network”), as the underlying process 
for any given mental condition. For example, corti-
co-limbic dysregulation is seen to account for depres-
sive symptoms, rather that previously supported in-
teraction of increased bottom-up emotional reactivity 
and decreased top-down PFC regulation of emotion 
(Brooks et al., 2009). Additionally, the changes in PFC 
activation through psychotherapy and pharmacolog-
ical treatment are currently linked to the differentia-
tion of tonic or resting-state activation and event-re-
lated responses, not merely decreases of bottom-up 
and increases of top-down regulation (Walter et al., 
2009).

Russian psychology
Introduction  

The Russian troika
Modern-day Russian psychology has its roots in 

the 1920s when the remarkable group of Soviet re-
searchers, “the Russian troika” (Rossouw & Kostyan-
aya, 2014) - lead by Lev Vygotsky, started a thorough 
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examination of broad psychological phenomena. The 
general line of their research inquiry was  manifest-
ed by the ambitious desire of young Alexander Luria 
to take part in “the creation of an objective approach 
to behaviour that concentrated on real-life events” 
(Luria, 1979, p. 25).  

Both due to the peculiar state of global psychology 
as a scientific discipline of that time and to socio-his-
torical context of the ‘motherland’, Vygotsky and his 
colleagues seemed to have a clear view on what should 
be studied. According to Luria and Alexei Leontiev, 
at that time they aimed to establish the materialistic 
study of human mental activity (Homskaya, 2001). 
For better understanding, it is important to men-
tion that these researchers tried to define themselves 
somewhere in between the “idealistic” and “natural-
istic” approaches to human processes with particular 
attention to the main postulates of the philosophy of 
Marxism.  Several core research themes can be identi-
fied in the mutual works of the troika, while particular 
interests of each of the researchers are presented in the 
following paragraphs. 

Soviet psychologists were primarily concerned 
with the problem of consciousness or, in other worlds, 
with understanding what constitutes the psychology 
of human beings and how they are different from oth-
er species (Homskaya, 2010). Thus, the Russian troi-
ka devoted its primary attention to the cultural and 
historical development of higher mental functions via 
mediation processes of speech and mnemotechnics as 
specific outcomes of the cultural development of so-
ciety. To explain mediation1 processes, Vygotsky put 
forward the notion of “a sign”, emphasising that hu-
man mental processes are mediated by the tools which 
have “meanings” and not just cognitive meanings, 
but also psychological (Vygotsky, 1999).  The second 
major idea of soviet psychological framework is that 
the activity of a person in altering his or her environ-
ment plays a crucial role in the process of mediation 
of higher mental functions and mastering specific hu-
man behaviour (Homskaya, 2010).  As a result, con-
sciousness is referred to as a specific human form of 
reflection, which is created by external conditions and 
complex social forms of practical activity. 

Further, the research group devoted its inquiry to 
the main principles of the development of the human 
mind or the study of the systemic and dynamic struc-
ture of mind/consciousness (Homskaya, 2010). The 
core principle of the study suggested that the structure 
of specific human mental processes is formed through 
1  According to Vygotsky, all higher mental functions are 
mediated by psychological tools such as language, signs, and 
symbols (Karpov & Haywood, 1998)

the external activity of a person and can be internal-
ised further during the lifespan of a person. Another 
important principle is that consciousness is charac-
terised by systemic structure and all higher mental 
functions are related to each other. Therefore, in order 
to understand a singular function one should analyse 
the system as a whole (Luria, 1973; Vygotsky, 1978). 
Importantly, the “progressive” significance of Vy-
gotsky’s postulates recognised by his disciples is seen 
in the “dynamic” vision of human mental processes: 
the functions themselves occur in the process of child 
mental development and change their interconnect-
edness due to their transition to more complex forms 
of mental activity (Homskaya, 2010).   

The study of the concept of “meaning” was among 
the latest collaborative research attempts of the troi-
ka (Homskaya, 2010). Soviet investigators were par-
ticularly interested in its origins and development in 
cultural, social and psychological contexts (Gredler 
& Shields, 2008). Researchers stated that “mean-
ing” finds its representation in a word and mediates 
the process of immediate sensuous reflection of the 
world (Homskaya, 2010). The word here is seen as 
being inseparable form the meaning and vice versa. 
In order to examine the psychological meaning one 
should examine the word in its function of generalisa-
tion process, which was reflected in troika’s studies of 
the formation of notions (concepts) among children 
(Homskaya, 2010).

While promoting and supporting the outlined 
general postulates of soviet psychological framework, 
each of the researchers concentrated on a particular 
aspect of the framework, and in accordance with their 
individual interests: Luria (1973) was generally con-
cerned with cerebral organisation of mental functions, 
Vygotsky (1978) was primarily focused of socio-cul-
tural aspects of human functioning and Leontiev 
(1979a) further introduced his own theory of activity. 

Alexander Romanovich Luria
Alexander Luria was the founder of Russian neuro-

psychology who based his studies on the above-men-
tioned general psychological framework of the Russian 
troika and came up with the unique considerations in 
the area of brain and mind interaction (Kostyanaya 
& Rossouw, 2013; Rossouw & Kostyanaya, 2014). In 
Russian domain of neuropsychology is seen as a field 
that emerged in between psychology, medicine and 
physiology, where the central theme was represented 
by the study of cerebral organisation (localisation) of 
mental functions (Homskaya, 2010).
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Homskaya (2010) notes that the three following 
questions were of particular interest for Luria and de-
termined his investigation into human mind and brain 
interaction: 1) What constitutes a mental function as 
a psychological phenomenon? 2) What constitutes the 
brain as the substrate for mental functions or what are 
the main principles of its organisation? 3) How can 
mental functions be associated with brain structures? 
As a result of combining Luria’s queries with those 
of Vygotsky and Leontiev, the highest human mental 
function in Soviet psychology was recognised as a 
complicated form (configuration) of mental activi-
ty, comprising; driving motives, goals (programme), 
executional elements (actions and operations), and 
control mechanisms (Homskaya, 2010). Also, the 
researchers underlined that higher mental functions 
take up the supreme position as they arise during 
one’s lifetime, are mediated by psychological tools and 
voluntarily controlled. 

It is worth noting that it was Luria who in the ear-
ly 1920s began his thorough investigation in the ar-
eas of philosophy, psychology and medicine at Kazan 
University, which later allowed him to attract Vygotsy 
and Leontiev in Moscow and set up the Russian troi-
ka (Kostyanaya & Rossouw, 2013). Those years were 
the time of a totalitarian regime in Soviet Russia as 
well as political repression, lack of freedom, isolation 
from the world scientific communities and propogan-
disingand politisation of the social sciences (Gindis, 
1991; Sokolova, 2005). The historical turmoil of these 
times disrupted research in many ways, preventing 
investigators studying diverse areas of their interests 
because of thorough scrutiny and political censor-
ship. Therefore, Luria himself as well as his colleagues 
and disciples mention that his scientific progression 
was “somewhat incoherent” (Kostyanaya & Rossouw, 
2013, p. 48), however, several core themes can be 
identified throughout his career .

Interestingly enough, some historical accounts 
of Soviet psychology question whether the scientif-
ic achievements which emerged should be initially 
credited to Marxist-Leninist methodology, or rather 
if they emerged in spite of this ideological pressure 
(Gindis, 1991; Lomov, 1984). Thus, the beginning of 
the 1920s in the Soviet Union was marked by the troi-
ka’s research in the area of  “pedology” or “the inte-
grative science of a child as a whole entity” (as cited 
in Gindis, 1991, p. 169). The researchers were driven 
by the ideas of the plasticity of human nature, the pow-
er of social conditioning and the capability of scientific 
methods. These ideas as well as the troika’s empha-
sis of  qualitative methods and individual differenc-
es in children, were criticised by the authorities and 

recognised as harmful for the “social state” (Gindis, 
1991, p. 170). However, as Gindis states, “a science has 
its own logic of development and intellectual activity 
cannot be reduced simply to reaction to political en-
vironment” (p. 170). In this vein, the initial postulates 
about human capacities and the plasticity of human 
nature were further incorporated by Luria in his re-
search on analysis and restoration of human mental 
functions (Luria, 1963, 1966, 1973, 1976, 1979). 

Before meeting Vygotsky at the Second Psycho-
neurological Congress in Leningrad, Luria had al-
ready began his well-known collaborative work with 
Leontiev on the combined motor method, which led 
to the development of the first lie detector in the So-
viet criminal justice system (Kostyanaya & Rossouw, 
2013). This first investigation in complex human 
behaviour through the analysis of the influence of af-
fective reactions on motor reactions was followed by 
Luria’s research on the planning and regulating role 
of speech as well as on aphasia and abnormal onto-
genetic development in children (Glozman, 2007). 
In the years of troika’s collaborative work Luria both 
managed to contribute to the development of the cul-
tural-historical approach to psychology and pursue his 
own interests (Kostyanaya & Rossouw, 2013). He en-
gaged in numerous studies on the role of heredity and 
external factors in mental processes (Luria, 1979), on 
the localisation and restoration of cerebral impair-
ments and related functions, which was eventually de-
scribed in one of his major works, The Working Brain: 
An Introduction to Neuropsychology (Luria, 1973).

Among the most significant of Luria’s concepts that 
he introduced during the post-war period is that of 
the three principal functional units of the brain re-
sponsible for human mental processes and conscious 
activity (1973): the unit for regulating tone and waking; 
the unit for obtaining, processing, and storing informa-
tion, and the unit for programming, regulation and ver-
ifying of mental activity. He claimed that those units 
possess hierarchical structure comprising three cor-
tical zones: the primary (projection) area; the second-
ary (projection-association) area, and the tertiary areas 
(zones of overlapping). In his neuroscientific analysis 
Luria underlined that human mental processes repre-
sent complex functional systems that involved groups 
of brain areas working in collaboration (Kostyanaya & 
Rossouw, 2013). 

During the last years of Luria’s career and life he 
concentrated on a new approach to the structure of 
memory processes, new areas of neuropsychology 
(i.e., neurolinguistics) and the study of the interre-
lationship between brain hemispheres (Kuzovleva & 
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Das, 1999). His theoretical ideas found their practical 
application in Luria’s unique clinical approach to the 
development, application and interpretation of neu-
rospsychological assessment (Ardila, 1992; Lewis et 
al., 1993). 

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky
Lev Vygotsky is one of the most recognised Russian 

psychologists, who’s works have been translated into 
many languages, have been applied in diverse cultur-
al settings and have significantly influenced develop-
mental psychology around the world (Gallagher, 1999; 
Gredler & Shields, 2008; Homskaya, 2010; Karpov & 
Haywood, 1998; Kostyanaya & Rossouw, 2013; Louis, 
2009). He managed to leave behind about two hun-
dred and seventy scientific works, when in 1934 at the 
age of thirty-seven he died of tuberculosis, which not 
easily curable at that time in Russia (Gallagher, 1999). 
Among the most obvious factors, which influenced 
Vygotsky’s trajectory of work and, in particular, his 
development of cultural-historical theory, Gredler & 
Shields (2008) found that the socio-historical context 
of the Soviet Socialist Republic, influenced his talents 
and methods of scientific analysis.  

Vygotsky’s early childhood interests in history, art, 
literature, and theatre were among the precursors of 
his future scientific advances, the first of which was his 
thesis on Shakespeare’s tragedy of Hamlet, recognised 
by many leading scholars in the field and followed by 
his studies in the psychology of art (Bayanova, 2013). 
After his glorious presentation in 1924 on “Methods 
of Reflexological and Psychological Investigation” at 
the Second All-Union Psychoneurological Congress 
held in Leningrad, Vygotsky joined Luria and Leon-
tiev at the Moscow Institute of Experimental Psychol-
ogy. This time is recognised by his colleagues as “the 
turning points” in their careers (Luria, 1979), as it was 
the start of many fruitful research pathways for Rus-
sian psychological science.

In the following years of continuous battles with 
tuberculosis, Vygotsky managed to defend his disser-
tation on “The Psychology of Art”, write an outstand-
ing methodological essay on the “Historical Meaning 
of Crisis in Psychology” as well as his major works in 
the fields of education, abnormal psychology and cul-
tural-historical approach to psychology: “Pedagogical 
Psychology”, “Thought and Speech”, “History of the 
Development of Higher Psychological Functions”, and 
“Problems of Mental Retardation” (Vygotsky’s theory, 
2010). In 1926, after finishing his degree in medical 
training, Vygotsky established the laboratory for stud-

ies in psychology of abnormal children, which later 
became the Experimental Institute of Defectology 
(Vygotskaya, 1999). At that time various professionals 
from related fields as well as parents and relatives of 
suffering children would attend Vygotsky’s case pre-
sentations and his consultations.

Vygotsky is well-known for his major account of 
the cultural-historical theory of mental development, 
which has been scattered across his numerous works 
and implemented in diverse domains, primarily in the 
studies on child normal and abnormal development 
(Gallagher, 1999; Gredler & Shields, 2008). Being 
driven by Marxist theory as well as by an objective ap-
proach to psychology, Vygotsky saw the main subject 
of psychological science in the study of consciousness 
(Homskaya, 2010). His robust theoretical consider-
ations nevertheless allowed Vygotsky highly develop 
his theory which was applied both in educational and 
clinical areas of practice (Gredler & Shields, 2008; 
Homskaya, 2010).

When analysing human development  as well as 
the development of any given individual, Vygotsky 
came to the major conclusion that human ontogene-
sis is determined by both natural (organic maturation) 
and cultural developmental plans (Homskaya, 2010). 
According to Vygotsky, it is exactly in the process of 
the historical development of social human beings that 
changes the means of mastering their behaviour and 
develops human beings unique, higher and cultural 
forms (Homskaya, 2010). In case of applying the the-
ory to the development of a child, Vygotsy postulat-
ed that social interaction takes the major role in con-
tinuous changes in children’s thoughts and patterns 
of behaviour, which can be quite complex in diverse 
cultures (Gallagher, 1999). Vygotsky proposes that de-
velopmental processes rely on the cultural tools which 
can be passed from individual to individual in three 
main ways: through imitative learning, instructed 
learning, and collaborative learning (Gallagher, 1999). 
The psychological tools Vygotsky defined as “intellec-
tual mechanisms or operations which we use to exam-
ine our environment and interact with others” (Louis, 
2009, p. 20). Among the most profound cultural tools 
he proposed were, symbols, written and oral language, 
maps, and the scientific method (Gredler & Shields, 
2004). 

Gallagher (1999) outlines several major principles 
of Vygotsky’s theory of child cognitive development 
which also relates to the broader framework he ap-
plied to the psychology of human mental functions. 
Firstly, private speech is used by children for planning 
and guiding their own behaviour. Most frequently 



80INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NEUROPSYCHOTHERAPY                                                                         Volume 3 Issue 1 (2015)

children use private speech when the tasks they are 
performing become too difficult for them to accom-
plish without appropriate assistance. As a result, the 
second principle refers to Vygotsky’s concept of the 
zone of proximal development (ZPD) or the difference 
between the actual development level as determined 
by individual problem solving and the level of poten-
tial development as determined while problem solv-
ing under adult guidance or  in collaboration with 
more knowledgeable peers (Louis, 2009). 

Therefore, the success of learning and cognitive 
development depends on the ability to perform tasks 
within the individual’s ZPD. Additionally, the learn-
ing process that leads development should possess 
two main features: subjectivity and scaffolding (Galla-
gher, 1999; Louis, 2009). Subjectivity takes place when 
during the learning process two individuals begin the 
task with different understanding and eventually end 
up with a shared understanding. Scaffolding refers to 
the change in the assistance of a more knowledgable 
person from intensive to reduced, while the skills of 
the learner improve. In addition, Vygotsky claimed 
that every mental function in the child’s cultural de-
velopment appear twice: firstly, while in communica-
tion with others (interpsychologically) and afterwards 
inside the child  (intrapsychologically), where the ac-
quisition of language plays the most influential role 
(Vygotsky’s theory, 2010). Generally speaking, the 
theme of most of Vygotsky’s works refer investigators 
to the emphasis on the social learning, cultural expe-
riences and inner strengths of a person in develop-
mental processes.

Alexei Nikolaevich Leontiev
Alexei Leontiev is the eminent Russian researcher, 

who in the 1930s formed the Kharkov school of psy-
chology that focused on the activity approach to psy-
chology, which to the present day remains the main 
psychological doctrine in Russia (Sokolova, 2005). 
Several investigators have tried to analyse what im-
pacted the polarisation of Vygotsky’s and Leontiev’s 
views as well as whether it actually took place upon 
foundation of the Kharkov school of psychology (Ko-
zulin, 1996; Leontiev, 2005; Sokolova, 2005). The ma-
jor conceptual contention between the two Russian 
investigators was described in Leontiev’s “Study of 
the Environment in the Pedological Works of L.S. Vy-
gotsky” published only in 1998 (Sokolova, 2005). In 
this work Leontiev for the first time emphasises that 
the source of psychological development lies in the ac-
tivity of a subject in the environment, but not solely in 
the environment. 

It is important to mention, that Leontiev also 
shared the most fundamental postulates of the cultur-
al-historical theory initiated by Vygotsky (Sokolova, 
2005). In particular, he endorsed Vygotsky’s dialecti-
cal removal of the dichotomy between environment 
and heredity in Western  experimental psychology. 
Leontiev emphasised the necessity to explore “the 
unity of the subject and his environment” (as cited 
in Sokolova, 2005, p. 4), however, he also stated that 
Vygotsky’s concept of experience cannot explain the 
importance of the relationship “that personality enters 
the reality that surrounds it”. Instead, he offers the cat-
egory of “meaning”, which within the context of activi-
ty transforms any socio-historical fact of a subject into 
a psychological one (Sokolova, 2005). 

When analysing and comparing the most prom-
inent Soviet psychological developments, some au-
thors tend to reflect on the socio-political impact of 
the times when both Vygotsky’s and Leontiev’s theo-
ries happened to emerge (Kozulin, 1996). Thus, when 
acknowledging the mutual sociocultural framework 
of research of both Vygotsky and Leontiev, Kozulin  
(1996, p. 328) states that Leontiev was more restricted 
by “internal censorship” and “outright opportunism” 
of Marxism, masking his “true thoughts and inten-
sions”. Kozulin (1996, p. 329) writes that the major 
focus of Leontiev’s works was made on the develop-
ment of a coherent and robust psychological model 
where “labor as a paradigmatic human activity be-
comes a source of psychological development of the 
individual”. The author concludes that Leontiev’s late 
focus on the meaning and the motives of human ac-
tivity was “poorly articulated”, which was indeed lat-
er acknowledged by Leontiev’s followers and which 
has now been thoroughly examined by Russian and 
foreign psychologists around the world (Baumeister 
& Vohs, 2002; King & Hicks, 2012; Leontiev, 2005b; 
2012; 2013; Reker & Wong, 2012; Schnell, 2009). 

As a result, Leontiev proposed the psychological 
examination of human mental processes from the 
perspective of three different levels of analysis (Ros-
souw & Kostyanaya, 2014). The highest and most ge-
neric level refers to motives that drive human activi-
ty. The intermediate level is characterised by actions 
and their associated goals, and the lowest level is the 
analysis of operations which can serve as means for 
achievement of the higher-order goals. In addition, 
Leontiev was particularly concerned with the activi-
ties which can eventually lead to the internalisation of 
external human actions in the form of inner mental 
processes (Kozulin, 1996).

 Together with other members of the Soviet psy-
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chological school, Leontiev was involved in diverse 
experimental studies (Sokolova, 2008), which in turn 
prompted his unique conceptualisations of funda-
mental psychological ideas through the lenses of his 
theory of activity. Thus, with reference to Vygotsky’s 
analysis of mediation processes, Leontiev studies the 
formation of memory and attention as higher human 
mental functions (Leontiev, 1979b). When adminis-
tering his method of double-stimulation, Leontiev 
proved Vygotsky’s hypothesis on the development of 
higher mental functions via the internalisation pro-
cess of signs/stimuli (Sokolova, 2008). As a result of 
his studies, Leontiev described the development of 
memory and attention processes from pre-associative 
to associative and mediated. It was endorsed by Le-
ontiev that speech plays one of the major roles in the 
mediation of higher mental functions, while recom-
mendations for future research were made in favour 
of the analysis of human needs and affects.  

It is worth to mentioning that among his most 
prominent concepts was the idea of the “subject-ob-
ject continuum” or, in other words, understanding the 
person within the world (Leontiev, 2000) as well as the 
related conceptualisation of personality “as a type of 
junction connecting the development of the society 
and the individual (“subjective development”) (Le-
ontiev, 2005a, p. 46). Leontiev strongly believed that 
the new psychological dimension should constitute 
the study of people’s place and position within the sys-
tem of social connections and communications or the 
study of what is “innate” in people together with what 
they “acquire” (Leontiev, 1983).

The practical application of Leontiev’s activity the-
ory has been primarily established in the domain of 
human-computer interaction, in particular, in the in-
teraction design, promoted by the proponents by the 
computer-supported collaborative work communities 
in different countries (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006). 

Comparing and contrasting the  
two paradigms

In the previous two parts of this paper the de-
velopments of Soviet psychological school and the 
foundations of a neuropsychotherapeutic framework 
were discussed. The final part of this paper presents a 
critical reflection on what is similar between the two 
paradigms and what allows their theoretical compari-
son, how they differ, and what are the future perspec-
tives in terms of their mutual impact. It is worthy to 
note that the comparison of these particular areas of 

knowledge is not found in any of the relevant litera-
ture and thus constitutes the novelty and the signifi-
cance of this analysis.

Core similarities and differences between 
the paradigms

When taking into account the levels of methodol-
ogy of scientific knowledge offered by contemporary 
Russian personality psychologist Asmolov (1990), 
several core points of similarity between the two para-
digms become evident. 

At the highest level of methodology or, in other 
words, when comparing the philosophy or the world 
view of the investigators of both paradigms, it is clear 
that the major goal of past and present investigators 
was to understand the “human condition” (Rossouw, 
2014) via creation of robust explanatory models. For 
Luria and his colleagues (Luria, 1979) the Soviet re-
gime was the time to fulfil the “primary ambitions” of 
becoming psychologists and taking part in the “cre-
ation of an objective approach to behaviour that con-
centrated on real-life events” (as cited in Kostyanaya 
& Rossouw, 2013). In addition, it was precisely the 
problem of consciousness and the following interac-
tion between the mind and brain which were of the 
most importance for Soviet psychologists (Homskaya, 
2010). By the same token, the major goal of one of the 
founders of neuropsychotherapy - Klaus Grawe - was 
in the formulation of a “grand theory of psychopathol-
ogy and psychotherapy” (Grawe, 2007, p. xxi), which 
takes “patients’ experience seriously on all levels”. 
Here, Grawe (2007) also emphasises that his major in-
terest is in the neuroscientific explanations for an “in-
tegrative” or “generic” psychotherapeutic framework 
based on his consistency-theoretical model of mental 
functioning. 

However, the principle difference between the two 
paradigms emerge around the highest level of meth-
odology. In line with Western experimental psychol-
ogy of the 19th and 20th centuries, Soviet investigators 
were mostly concerned with explaining general psy-
chological principles of mental functioning (Fancher, 
2006; James, 1981; Luria, 1932; Titchener, 1902; Vy-
gotsky, 1978, 1987). Moreover, as mentioned in pre-
vious sections, the main attention of their work was 
given to the impact of society and culture in general 
on the development of higher mental functions which 
were claimed to differentiate human beings from other 
species (Vygotsky, 1978). It was predominantly during 
the World War II and its aftermath with the treatment 
and rehabilitation of veterans, when the Soviet school 
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of psychology shifted from pure theory to its practical 
applications (Homskaya, 2010; Luria, 1979). Addi-
tionally, during the last years of the Soviet era, Russian 
psychologists started to became more and more inter-
ested in the problem of personality, therefore, referring 
to the role of context and internalisation of meaning in 
human functioning; and started to see the future of 
psychology in the thorough analysis of idiosyncratic 
psychological phenomena rather than of generic phe-
nomena (Homskaya, 2010; Leontiev, 2000).

By contrast, the proponents of a neuropsychothera-
peutic framework emphasise that neuropsychotherapy 
refers to a “neuroscientific perspective on the prob-
lems of psychotherapy” (Grawe, 2007, p. 14) as well 
as to the “practical implications that emerge from 
this perspective”. According to Rossouw (2014, p. 
3),  neuropsychotherapy aims to “understand the 
pathogenesis of wellness as well as the pathogenesis 
of psychopathology”, to allow practitioners to better 
understand how they can restructure the brain to-
wards “higher levels of functioning and well-being” 
(Rossouw, 2011). Therefore, despite being initiated 
by the very similar goal of creating a generic explan-
atory model of human functioning, the Soviet school 
of psychology can be characterised as predominantly 
theoretical and meeting the requirements of classi-
cal scientific psychology, while neuropsychotherapy 
is a specifically applied area of knowledge (Rossouw, 
2014; Walter et al., 2009).

When, referring to the next two levels of meth-
odology (Asmolov, 1990), the general and concrete 
principles/methods of scientific inquiry, one can also 
find various corresponding concepts introduced in 
both paradigms of concern. Interestingly enough, the 
unique ideas of each of the members of the Russian 
troika (Kostyanaya & Rossouw, 2014) can be directly or 
indirectly traced in the consistency-theoretical model 
of mental functioning and its therapeutic implications 
suggested by Grawe (2007). For instance, Leontiev’s 
(2000) argument on the premiere role of activity, and 
related motives, goals, and actions as well as general 
active stance of a person in changing environments 
which contributes to the understanding of human de-
mential functioning,corresponds remarkably with the 
notion of approach and avoidance motivational sche-
mas in Grawe’s model (2007). Thus, in parallel to Le-
ontiev’s (1979) emphasis on human motivation as the 
driving force of activity, Grawe (2007, p. 348) states 
that “congruence and consistency refer to the motivat-
ed aspects of mental functioning” and that in order 
for therapy to be effective, the neuropsychotherapist 
should question “the factors that move a person, both 
positively and negatively” (2007, p. 164). 

The fundamental assumption of the neuropsycho-
therapeutic framework is that the therapeutic out-
come depends on “the extent to which the therapy 
manages to achieve consistency improvements in the 
patient’s mental functioning” (Grawe, 2007, p. 353). 
It is also recognised that the improvement of consis-
tency can be achieved: via disorder-oriented treatment, 
experiences in the therapy process and the treatment of 
individual sources of incongruence (Grawe, 2007, p. 
353)). The onset of psychopathology as well as the fre-
quently presenting “anxious brain” in clients is seen to 
emerge as a result of compromised or violated basic 
needs and following “protective action” of avoidance 
motivational schemas (Rossouw, 2014, p. 16). Clients 
in these psychopathological conditions need “an ex-
pert outside perspective”, while “getting outside help” 
also refers to “influencing one’s neural structures via 
someone with other neural structures” (Grawe, 2007, 
p. 355). Here the author indirectly mentions not only 
the significance of mirror neurones as possible me-
diators of the neuropsychotherapeutic interventions 
(Rossouw, 2010), but also refers to “challenging incon-
gruence situations” as a mean for clients’ mastery of 
behaviour and experiences (Grawe, 2007, p. 222). In 
other words, “the motor of metal development” and 
following enhancement of clients’ well-being is seen 
in controllable incongruence, which can be reached 
when the individuals are confronted with situations 
that can be potentially achieved; when one devel-
ops “potentials beyond the currently attained level” 
(Grawe, 2007, p. 222). 

Those fundamental neuropsychotherapeutic con-
ditions that aim to enhance clients’ well-being can be 
compared with the conditions for the development 
of the higher mental functions and cognitive devel-
opment of human beings in general, postulated more 
than half a century ago by Vygotsky (Louis, 2009). Ac-
cording to Vygotsky, effective learning and cognitive 
development can only occur when a learner is con-
fronted with a task that seats within his or her zone of 
proximal development (see Russian psychology part). 
The effectiveness of a person’s cognitive development 
also depends on the possibility of scaffolding, where 
the assistance of a more knowledgeable person de-
creases according to the continuous mastery of the 
learner’s skills. In that sense, neuropsychotherapy can 
be metaphorically related to the formation of new 
higher mental functions of the client that are deter-
mined by their needs and baseline capabilities. Both 
paradigms pay particular attention to the strengths of 
clients, which neuropsychotherapy and cognitive de-
velopment (in the case of Vygotsky) are built upon 
(Grawe, 2007; Homskaya, 2010). 
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The unique ideas of Luria in regards to mind and 
brain interactions have most similarity to the neuro-
psychotherapeutic views on the importance of neuro-
science for psychotherapeutic practice. Thus, Kostyan-
aya & Rossouw (2013) state that Luria’s description of 
the bottom-up development of the brain (Luria, 1973) 
is very similar to neural research implemented by Paul 
MacLean (1990) and his conceptualisation of the tri-
une brain. The understanding of fundamental neuro-
scientific processes is essential for practitioners when 
implementing theory in practice, which has been 
reiterated by major investigators in the field (see, for 
example Grawe, 2007; Kandel, 1998; Rossouw, 2014). 
Rossouw (2014, p. 8) underlines that the emerging 
paradigm of mental health care focuses on linking 
the bottom-up and top-down approaches, where “the 
key feature of neuropsychotherapy - the need to fa-
cilitate cortical capacity rather than assuming cor-
tical capacity”.  By the same token, Luria developed 
a specific series of tests and tasks for restoration and 
correction of compromised mental functions in his 
patients, primarily based on his conceptualisation of 
the three principle functional units of the brain (Luria, 
1973; Purisch & Sbordone, 1986). Similar to most of 
the proponents of neuropsychotherapy (Rossouw, 
2014), Luria believed in the flexibility of the substrate 
and the ability of compensative mechanisms to take 
place when appropriate neuropsychological assistance 
is available for those suffering psychological incapaci-
ty (Luria, 1973). 

The main difference on the level of concrete prin-
ciples and methods between Soviet psychological de-
velopments and those of neuropsychotherapy comes 
from the present-day availability of such technologi-
cal tools as neuroimaging (Walter et al., 2009). While 
foreshadowing the “beginning of a new intellectual 
framework”, (Kandel, 1998, p. 457), psychiatrists have 
envisioned gaining knowledge in different ways, but 
those of the troika were “fully comparable to that of 
a well-trained neurologist” (p. 466). Research shows 
that neuroscientific knowledge is indeed incorporated 
into current treatment practice [see for example eye 
movement desensitisation and reprocessing in ther-
apy for post-traumatic stress disorder (Raboni et al., 
2006)]. 

Rossouw (2014, p. 7) argues that neuropsychotherapy 
focuses on “the neural basis for understanding the hu-
man condition” and that allied neuroscientific fields 
contribute to psychotherapeutic theory and practice 
in multiple ways. For instance, the latest knowledge 
on gene expression, on fundamental neural princi-
ples (see, for example research by Donald Hebb and 
Michael Merzenich), as well as developments in epi-

genetics that underlines the role of environment 
for brain functioning allow changes in clients at the 
“neuro-structural, neurochemical and neural net-
work levels” (Rossouw 2004, p. 7). The Soviet school 
of psychology was primarily concerned with another 
level of analysis of human functioning, pertaining to 
general psychological principles and with the empha-
sis on the role of social interaction (Homskaya, 2010). 
Therefore,  when looking at the two paradigms from 
the perspective of biopsychosocial-spiritual approach 
to human functioning (Greenberg, 2007), each of the 
paradigms have their main focus of inquiry, as aiming 
to be  all-encompassing. 

The two analysed paradigms significantly differ on 
the last level of methodology, i.e., the level of methods 
and techniques of inquiry (Asmolov, 1990). The neu-
ropsychotherapeutic framework allows the therapist 
to use techniques of whichever therapeutic stance, as 
long as she addressees clients’ needs and the outlined 
above therapeutic strategies (Grawe, 2007). Grawe 
also offered and successfully tested a particular ques-
tionnaire, the Inventory of Approach and Avoidance 
Motivation, which can help a neuropsychotherapist 
to identify clients’ motivational goals, “particularly 
pertinent in the context of psychotherapy” (Grawe, 
2007, p. 259). With  regard to the Soviet school, the 
most pronounced series of specific psychological 
techniques was offered by Luria (Purisch & Sbordone, 
1986). The distinctive feature of the Luria-Nebraska 
neuropsychological test is that it is useful for a wide 
range of issues that addresses diverse psychological 
conditions and has proven to be effective in different 
cultures (Purisch & Sbordone, 1986). However, here 
again the main focus is on the most fundamental psy-
chological processes and their distortions, relating to 
the domain of neuropsychology.

Future considerations
The above comparative analysis of the neuropsy-

chotherapeutic framework and Soviet elaborations in 
psychology allows us to mark how the two paradigms 
could mutually contribute to each other’s trajectories 
of future development and enhancement. Two major 
directions for future consideration become apparent 
at this stage of the analysis, each of which has also 
been acknowledged by some researchers in the relat-
ed fields in their individual works (Gindis, 1991; Ros-
souw, 2014).

Thus, Rossouw (2014) argues that contemporary 
neuropsychotherapy focuses both on neurobiology 
and interpersonal interactions which are the essential 
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markers of pathology and wellness and which cre-
ates the neuroscience of the “interconnectedness of 
us”. Here the focus is given to the role of the society 
in shaping human functioning, which also was men-
tioned by Grawe (2007) when underlining the neces-
sity of the analysis of clients’s needs in their contexts 
and specific environments. This trajectory for future 
neuroscientific consideration could draw upon more 
thorough analysis of the fundamental Soviet psycho-
logical principles of the formation of human men-
tal functions. The concept of mediation (Karpov & 
Haywood, 1998) and the principles of the creation of 
personal meaning (Leontiev, 2012; 2013), dependant 
on cultural and individual contexts, could better in-
form professionals about inner worlds of their clients. 
Also, certain concepts (yet to be thoroughly analysed) 
could shed more light on the psychological process-
es of mental conditions. For example, the concept of 
shifting motives onto goals introduced by Leontiev 
(2006) could be used as an explanatory concept for 
the understanding of the mechanisms of addictive 
behaviours. Therefore, Soviet psychology could serve 
as the additional theoretical source for a neuropsy-
chotherapeutic framework, if further more thorough 
analysis of the known and not so well known concepts 
is undertaken. 

By contrast, starting from Leontiev’s proposition 
of the necessity to analyse personality and its features 
(Homskaya, 2010), it has been further noted that So-
viet and later Russian psychological schools need to 
divert attention from purely theoretical to more prac-
tical problems in order to make psychology more ap-
plicable to the needs of the society (Gindis, 1991). In 
1989 it was noted that in the USSR there were about 
5000 psychologists, 12 universities and two peda-
gogical institutes where psychologists could achieve 
highly recognised academic degrees (Gindis, 1991). 
By 2005 there were already 400 universities across the 
country, with 5000 psychology graduates each year 
(Sokolova, 2005). It was the time of “perestroika” (or 
rearrangement, structural adjustment), when the first 
private practices in psychology started to emerge with 
less stigma for clients asking for psychological support 
and help (Sokolova, 2005). However, as it was noted in 
the past by Gindis (1991) and can be confirmed by 
the experience of the author of this paper, most of 
the psychology graduates in Russia are still trained 
predominantly as academic researchers, rather than 
practitioners. Also, in line with previous claims about 
the lack of availability of foreign psychological liter-
ature and corresponding scientific communication 
in Russia (Tulviste, 1988), it can be stated that there 
are still a lot of hindrances for Russian psychological 

schools to duly perform on a global scale. Therefore, 
the above comparative analysis of the two paradigms 
suggests that while having very similar theoretical as-
sumptions with the Soviet school, a neuropsychother-
apeutic framework could be further modified and in-
corporated into Russian psychological practice, where 
robust psychotherapeutic approaches are in extremely 
high demand (Gindis, 1991). Additionally, current 
conceptualisations of psychotherapeutic processes 
(explained with reference to mirror neural networks 
and epigenetics) could serve as robust theoretical 
ground, the development of which has always been in 
best interests of the Russian school of psychology.

Conclusion
According to a famous Russian proverb, “Every-

thing new is well-forgotten old” or translated into En-
glish “There is nothing new under the sun” . There-
fore, in the current time of the “dawn of the mental 
health renaissance” (Rossouw, 2011, p. 3), this paper  
aimed to build a bridge between uncovered Soviet de-
velopments in psychology and present neuropsycho-
therapeutic considerations. 

Both paradigms have been discussed with a partic-
ular focus on their origins and corresponding scientif-
ic and societal demands. The first part of the paper fo-
cused on the consistency-theoretical model of mental 
functioning offered by Klaus Grawe (2007) and most 
recent conceptualisations of neuropsychotherapy as 
a research field (Walter et al., 2009). The second part 
outlined the main psychological developments of the 
Russian troika (Rossouw & Kostyanaya, 2014), and 
in particular the major contributions of Alexander 
Luria, Lev Vygotsky, and Alexei Leontiev to the field 
of psychology in the Soviet Union and later Russia. 

In the third part of this paper the major similarities 
and differences between the two approaches were an-
alysed in accordance with the four levels of scientific 
methodology suggested by Asmolov (1990). Future 
considerations in relation to how the two approaches 
could further contribute to each others’ development 
have also been discussed.
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