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In Essay Two of Dialectical Logic, Ilyenkov painted an extremely attractive portrait of Spi-

noza the materialist. So attractive, in fact, that many people, including myself as a student, re-
garded this Spinoza as Ilyenkov’s alter ego. 

Those who have studied Spinoza’s writings more closely are likely to realize that Ilyenkov’s 
reading is plainly inadequate. Once, Lev Naumenko (perhaps, Ilyenkov’s most talented student, 
who co-authored with him an article on Spinoza1) confessed: 

Ilyenkov’s interpretation of Spinoza is of course perplexing. I remember scratching my head: 
where did he find all this from Spinoza? The possible answer: Evald is Evald, he won’t look 
through texts with a magnifying glass, looking for points of coincidence with Spinoza! (And he 
was interested not in Spinoza, but in the nature of thinking). ... Did Evald “retouch” Spinoza? – 
Yes. Yes! ... Evald, catching his thought, the music imprinted in the lines of Ethics, picked it up, 
discovering in Spinoza himself, and in himself Spinoza. That was the point.2  

For Ilyenkov, the thinkers of the past were not ‘objects’ of study, but partners, doing one 
common thing. Naumenko is absolutely right here. Therefore, the main question is not about 
how and to what extent the textual Spinoza is different from the character of Dialectical Logic. 
We should ask differently: did Ilyenkov’s “retouching” benefit the cause? Has it deepened (as 
Naumenko believed) or, just the contrary, spoiled Spinoza’s understanding of thinking. 

In Essay Two, the key concept is “thinking body”. It serves as the definition of the human. 
Since the expression corpus cogitans does not appear in Spinoza’s works, we have to assume 
that this is how Ilyenkov interpreted the term res cogitans, the “thinking thing”. In Russian, a 
‘thing’ is something tangible, bodily. The expressions ‘thinking thing’ and ‘thinking body’ sound 
almost synonymous. 

Meanwhile, as is well-known, Spinoza inherited the term res cogitans from Descartes who 
defined the mind, the Self, as res cogitans, opposing it to the body as res extensa. 

For Spinoza, the expression the “thinking body” is as nonsensical as “bodily thought”. Such 
terms confuse the modes of different attributes of substance. The body moves, and the mind 
thinks, i.e. creates concepts, “affirms and denies”. The body is only an object of perception of the 
mind. This kind of perception and cognition, through the medium of the body, is called “imagi-
nation, or the first kind of knowledge”. It brings only vague and inadequate ideas. 

The difference with Descartes is that Spinoza regards the mind and the body – res cogitans 
and res extensa – not as two different things, but as one thing, though expressed in two entirely 
different ways: una eademque est res, sed duobus modis expressa. Whether thinking is thereby 
transformed into a “property, attribute, predicate of the body”, i.e. of a mode of extension? Cer-
tainly not. 

Body and thought are linked not by the formal logical relation of subject with predicate, as in 
the concept of “thinking body”, but by the relation of identity of the distinct. The pure and sim-
ple dialectic! 

Can we call the “thinking body” a Marxist notion of man? It is undoubtedly materialistic, but 
materialism after all can be broadly different, and not infrequently “contemplative” and “vulgar”. 

 
1 Vasilyev, I. & Naumenko, L. Three centuries of immortality (To the 300th anniversary of Spinoza’s 

death). The Communist, 1977, no. 5, pp. 63-73 (in Russian; I. Vasiliev is Ilyenkov’s patronymic pen 
name); Iljenkov, Ewald & Naumenko, Lev. Tre secoli di immortalità. Giornale critico della filosofia 
Italiana, 1977, anno LVI (LVIII), fasc. III‑IV, pp. 410‑426. 

2 Naumenko, L.K. On Evald Ilyenkov, our time and a little about myself. In: Evald Vasilievich Ilyen-
kov in Memoirs. Moscow, 2004, p. 97–98 (in Russian). 
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Marx’s practical materialism rests on the understanding of man as the subject and product of so-
cial labour. Labour is a social process, and man’s essence is “the ensemble of all social rela-
tions”. 

Ilyenkov advocates the following definition in his first book: “man is a tool-making animal”. 
Marx iterates this definition twice in Das Kapital, in Ch. V approvingly, and in Ch. XI, as char-
acteristic of Yankeedom. It was Benjamin Franklin who first called man a tool-making animal in 
a conversation with friends. Here the essence of man is briefly and clearly expressed. Making 
instruments of labour is, to use Spinoza’s term, the “immanent cause” of the origin and devel-
opment of the genus homo. 

What does the “thinking body” give us? Does it at least indicate a distinction between hu-
mans and animals? No, Ilyenkov replies, “the actions of animals, especially of the higher ani-
mals, are also subsumed, though to a limited degree, under Spinoza’s definition of thinking”.3 

The “thinking body” is simply an abstraction of common sense, no more valuable theoreti-
cally than “a two-legged animal without feathers”. Both of these definitions abstract from the 
essence of the thing they define, viz. from the social and labour nature of man. 

Let us suppose that the human body is indeed the subject of thinking. How exactly does it 
think or produce ideas? The vulgar materialists assign this function to the gray matter of the 
brain. Ilyenkov’s Spinoza solves the problem differently. 

In order to understand thought as a function, i.e. as the mode of action of thinking things in the 
world of all other things, it is necessary to go beyond the bounds of considering what goes on 
inside the thinking body, and how (whether it is the human brain or the human being as a whole 
who possesses this brain is a matter of indifference), and to examine the real system within 
which this function is performed, i.e. the system of relations ‘thinking body and its object’.4 

In moving along the contours of external bodies and being aware of its own trajectory, the 
thinking body creates an “adequate idea” of the shape and distribution of other bodies, Ilyenkov 
continues. Thus, we obtain a definition of thinking as a form of objective activity. 

In fact, Ilyenkov here provides a definition of only one form of thinking, and its lower, 
inadequate form at that. Reflecting the spatial contours of external bodies, imagination cannot 
adequately express causal relations or the laws of nature. 

In his essay on Spinoza, under the guise of “thinking”, Ilyenkov describes sensual 
perception, in which there is nothing specifically human, nothing created by labour, nothing 
cultural or “ideal” in Ilyenkov’s sense. This is why animals are so easy “subsumed” under the 
definition of the “thinking body”. The scheme of active movement in accordance with “spatial, 
geometrical contours” of the external world is nothing more than the principle of the functioning 
of natural organs of touch and sight. 

Spinoza had a much more profound and true view of thinking. Criticizing “those who think 
that ideas consist of images formed within us from encounters with bodies” (it is this false idea 
that Ilyenkov attributes to Spinoza himself), the author of the Ethics urges that sensual images of 
bodies should by no means be taken as ideas of thought. 

An idea (since it is a mode of thinking) consists neither in the image of anything, nor in words. 
For the essence of words and of images is constituted only by corporeal motions, which do not at 
all involve the concept of thought.5 

It is doubly erroneous to mistake sensual images for adequate ideas. The latter express the 
laws and causes of things sub specie aeternitatis, rather than changeable, spatial and temporal 
contours of bodies. 

 
3 Ilyenkov, E.V.  Dialectical Logic. Essays on its history and theory. Delhi: Aakar Books, 2008, p. 47. 
4 Ibid., p. 52. 
5 Spinoza, B. Ethics (II, pr. 49, schol.). In: The Collected Works of Spinoza, vol. 1. Ed. and transl. by 

E. Curley. Princeton University Press, 1985, p. 486. 
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Let us now turn to the specific example that Ilyenkov himself offers, “Julia and the ravine”. 
He gives this example the significance of an ad oculos argument. 

A deaf-blind girl Yulia Vinogradova was walking through a ravine, and after returning home 
she made a model of the ravine out of plasticine. First she repeated the spatial contour of the ra-
vine with her body movements and then reproduced it as a plasticine figure. What is the funda-
mental difference between the first action and the second one? 

Every animal is capable of copying spatial shapes, storing them in memory and using them 
for the purpose of orientation. The gopher that lives in the ravine has a much more detailed and 
distinct image than that which Julia managed to acquire. The plasticine model of the ravine is 
quite another matter. Having moulded it, Julia has turned her natural image into an ideal one. It 
was an elementary artistic act – she performed it in artificial material according to the norms of 
culture. 

Let us add that the ideal image of the ravine was created by hands, not by feet as was her ini-
tial, natural image (spatial contour of the ravine). Helvetius aptly remarked once that if nature 
had given us hoofs instead of hands, people would have known neither crafts nor dwellings, and 
to this day they would have roamed around the oak-groves in fearful herds. 

A plasticine model of the ravine is but a fraction of man’s social, inorganic body. According 
to Ilyenkov, the ability to think arises in the process of creating that man-made body, 

whose active function in fact is thought, i.e. the ‘inorganic body of man,’ the ‘anatomy and phys-
iology’ of the world of his culture, the world of the ‘things’ that he produces and reproduces by 
his activity.6 

These words are written at the end of the essay on Spinoza. In fact (Ilyenkov’s italics), the 
subject of thinking is the body of culture created by labour. The human organism becomes an 
organ of thinking when it is included in the vital activity of the “world of his culture”. Thinking 
is a social function of personality, understood as a microsocium, my and your personal “ensem-
ble of social relations”. 

Below when commenting on Spinoza’s view of thinking as an attribute of nature-substance, 
Ilyenkov again corrects the error of his alleged Spinoza on behalf of Marx. 

But that, Marx affirmed, is not enough. According to him, only nature of necessity thinks, nature 
that has achieved the stage of man socially producing his own life, nature changing and knowing 
itself in the person of man or of some other creature like him in this respect, universally altering 
nature, both that outside him and his own. A body of smaller scale and less ‘structural complexi-
ty’ will not think. Labour is the process of changing nature by the action of social man, and is the 
‘subject’ to which thought belongs as ‘predicate’.7 

To start thinking, it is not enough to move along the contours of external bodies. “That is not 
enough”. Until the body has learned to labour, no thinking, no adequate ideas and nothing ideal 
is or can be. 

So, the true subject of thinking is not the body, but labour. It is the subject, taken not in the 
sense of formal logic, because labour is not a thing, but a process. Thought is an immanent and 
concrete universal form of the labour process. 

It is with Ilyenkov’s opponents, such as David Dubrovsky, that the body thinks and dreams, 
grieves and doubts, loves and admires... Ilyenkov was terribly far from this kind of somatic ma-
terialism. Until the body has learned to work, it has not and cannot have any thought, conscious-
ness, and nothing ideal at all. 

Today, the concept of the thinking body has come to be used in psychology, and fits perfect-
ly into naturalistic theories of activity. In recent years, entire chapters in monographs have been 

 
6 Ibid., p. 74. 
7 Ibid. 
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devoted to this concept,8 and Alexander Surmava has proclaimed a “revolution in psychology”, 
with the thinking body on its banner, – an invisible revolution that only one astute author has no-
ticed so far.9 

No one of these body-thinking writers pays the slightest attention to Ilyenkov’s Marxist cor-
rections and reservations. The “thinking body” is accepted as his own (precious and truly Spino-
zist) concept. This naturalistic fiction lies like a log on the road barring the development of cul-
tural-historical activity theory and psychology in general. 

 
8 See Roth, W.-M. The Mathematics of Mathematics: Thinking with the Late, Spinozist Vygotsky. 

Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2017, Ch. 2; Roth, W.-M. & Jornet, A. Understanding educational psychology: A 
late Vygotskian, Spinozist approach. Springer, 2018, Ch. 12; Burkitt, I. Bodies of thought: embodiment, 
identity and modernity. London: Sage, 1999, Ch. 4. 

9 Surmava, A. V. Ilyenkov and the Revolution in Psychology. Russian Studies in Philosophy, 2010, 
vol. 48, no. 4, pp. 36–62. 


