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John Stachel (2012) states that there is a need for radically reformulating the basic question of 
epistemology: “where is knowledge?” is the question but not what it is. 
 
Such a reformulation does away with the myth of knowledge as an individual “belief” of some 
kind stored in someone’s head and emphasizes the sociality of knowledge as a particular product. 
A proper reconstitution of this question requires the analysis of the relation between concepts, 
thinking, and knowledge as (at least theoretical) knowledge is realized in the form of conceptual 
tools with the aid of sign systems. 
 
What is thinking? 
 
Thinking, first and foremost, is “problem solving” and thus an outward activity. In this sense, 
thinking is common to all animals as non-human animals too confront “problems” which they 
have to solve in order to subsist. At its root, thinking depends on bodily activity, in particular of 
locating oneself in the space (Meshcheryakov 1979). Thinking as problem solving involves 
knowing the “object” that forms the source of the problem. In this sense, thinking does not 
happen in brain as much as it happens through or with the use of brain, just as walking does not 
happen in legs but through or with the use of them. Similar to every activity, thinking involves 
the use of tools; at its basic level these tools are the bodily organs of the animal such as hands, 
arms, legs, and paws. Non-verbal, pre-conceptual thinking is the bodily activity (of the 
organism) itself—they are identical. In case of adult humans, thinking involves the use of 
specific type of tools—words, symbols, and concepts. To know means to make things sensible or 
to bestow sense or social “significance” on things; in other words, knowing is grasping the social 
significance of tools or making mere things meaningful where meaningfulness is linked with 
abstraction through tool-making. Knowing a thing means turning an object into an artefact, that 
is, to concretize it by abstracting it from its immediate mode of being and thus turn it into a 
specific tool of action (Azeri 2013). 
 
What is a concept? 
 
Knowing involves use of tools; genuine knowledge requires devising and deploying tools that 
facilitate solving a problem. Knowledge is tool-mediated. A specifically human tool for thinking, 
problem-solving and thus knowing is concept.  
 
Concepts, in the general and indeterminate sense of the term, emerge once thinking and speech 
merge. Vygotsky (1987) clearly shows that thinking and speech grow from different genetic 
roots: there is speech without thinking, as in the case of emotional reaction of, say, birds to an 
attacking predator as well as thinking without speech as in case of, say, a dog searching for its 
toy. In contrast to animals’, human speech is conceptual and her thinking is linguistic. Yet, the 
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merging of the word and meaning and the appearance of full concepts is subject to an 
ontogenetic process—full concepts appear only at the verge of adulthood. 
 
The process of acquisition of language and concept formation is not a passive one; rather, it 
requires the active participation on the part of child and her learning to manipulate concepts just 
as is the case with acquiring the mastery in using a particular tool. New concepts arise in the face 
of questions that are not resolvable with the existing conceptual stockpile just as new tools 
should be deployed in face of technical questions irresolvable with the use of the existing tools. 
That being the case, the existing conceptual stockpile is in fact a collection of resolved problems 
and contradictions humans have faced within their social universe. In other words, concepts 
always refer to some former or new contradiction and thus bare its mark. As Ilyenkov (2007) 
puts, contradictions are signals that activate human thinking. Thinking in face of a contradiction 
means to device a concept in order to resolve it—this forms the first step into genuine scientific 
knowing. 
 
Concepts are contradictory in two senses. They are contradictory as they form the middle term 
that relates a set of known (formerly resolved contradictions) facts, say A, to some unknown (a 
question that is irresolvable with the existing conceptual means) fact, say B (not-A). As a middle 
term, thus, the concept should carry the characteristic of both A and non-A. Although from a 
formal point of view this might look inadmissible or unthinkable, as Ilyenkov aptly puts, the 
whole growth of knowledge is to turn the unthinkable into the thinkable (2007, 24), i.e., 
expanding the limits of the thinkable. Concepts are contradictory also in the sense that they 
mediate human interaction with social nature—concepts not only “impose” a particular order 
onto nature, but also, as tools of activity, impose a particular form of behaviour on human beings 
(just as a simple tool as, say, a spoon, regulates eating). Through concepts nature is humanized as 
much as human is naturalized. 
 
Where are concepts? 
 
If it is true that concepts are human made tools of activity, then they should have an objective 
existence but not in the Platonic sense of the term. Concepts reside in the social universe, within 
the communicative space among humans. A necessary condition of concept-formation is the 
existence of a linguistic system or more generally a system of signs. There is no private language 
and thus no private concepts. The sign-boundedness of concepts does not mean that they are 
linguistic “representations” of real things, just as a map is not a representation of real territories 
but a tool for finding one’s way in a geographical area. As social artefacts, concepts bare the 
mark of socio-historical conditions within which they have been produced, just as tools of 
different historical eras bare the mark of historically specific forms of human activity in each of 
these periods. 
 
What is distinguishing about the modern scientific activity is its reliance of what I call 
“conceptual machines”. As Marx notes (1993), machines are not a combination made of simpler 
tools; rather, they are revolutionary tools in that they enhance the production of commodities and 
thus of production and exploitation of surplus-value. Just as machines appear as if they have a 
soul of their own and employ the workers, it appears as if scientific conceptual machines are 
independent of human’s mode of activity—a situation that is the source of the idealistic 
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conceptualization of scientific theories and reality, that “take thought as primary, and identify the 
concept of the object with the object” (Stachel 2012, 407). 
 
Machines are tools for producing commodities; like every other tool they are in need of being 
deployed by human agents in the process of production, which in turn, attains a historically 
specific social form. As Marx points out, commodities as the products of specifically capitalist 
mode of production are commodities due to their dual character: they are at the same time 
objects and the bearer of values: they appear in a double form: “natural” form and value form. 
Commodities are contradictory in their structure: “Not an atom of matter enters into the 
objectivity of commodities as values; in this it is the direct opposite of the coarsely sensuous 
objectivity of commodities as physical objects” (Marx, 1993, 138). Commodity as the expression 
of value has a social character: it can only appear a social relation in exchange. The exchange 
value is the form of appearance of value (Marx, 1993, 139). Furthermore, commodities acquire 
this dual character since they are products of specifically capitalist labour that has a dual 
character too: concrete labour and (capitalist) abstract labour, the value of which is socially 
determined (Marx, 1993, pp. 132-136). 
 
With the emergence of specifically capitalist abstract labour the social form of labour separates 
form its concrete content; this is a phenomenon that is manifest in commodification of labour-
power: with commodification of labour-power, the latter appears as a thing in and by itself 
alienable from the labourer just as on the side of commodity, value, as the social form of the 
product separates itself from the useful thing. It is this quasi-independence of form (of 
production) from the content that facilitates capitalist exchange of equal values.  
 
This separation is also responsible for the appearance of capital as the source and producer of 
value and machines (constant capital) as value-producing tools. This situation also resonates in 
emergence of “capital as general” as a concrete universal, which denotes, on the one hand, the 
characteristics that make every individual value a form of existence of capital, while, on the 
other hand, its distinct existence from specific forms of capital. “While the general is therefore 
on the one hand only a mental [gedachte] mark of distinction [differentia specifica], it is at the 
same time a particular real form alongside the form of the particular and individual” (Marx 1993, 
449-450). Hence, the emergence of “capital in general” as the “concept” of capital as a really 
existing, objective entity (Ilyenkov, 1974). 
 
The independence of concept (and conceptual machines) from the individual, however, should be 
materialistically explained. A concept is neither a mere mental entity in one’s head or 
imagination nor a “thing” alongside other things. Rather, it is the expression of the form of 
human activity in social nature. As Ilyenkov aptly puts, 
 

A concept is not a state of the cerebral cortex but a form of activity of social man who 
transforms nature. Hence the comparison of a concept with its object is not a comparison 
of a thing with a thing (as was the case in Feuerbach) but a comparison of the form of 
man’s activity with the product and result of this activity. Prior to contemplation, man 
acts practically with real things, and in the process of this activity all his representations 
are formed. (1997, 28) 
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Disregarding the relation between human activity and concepts and the determination of the 
latter by the former amounts to a fetishist view of concepts, and of capital, not as a social relation 
but as a self-sufficient entity—value is ab idealist. 
 
The epistemological reflection of such idealism is conceptualization of knowledge as mere 
information and a thing-commodity. Similar to emergence of value as pure form devoid of any 
content—the form of nothingness—knowledge, in this view, appears as a thing independent from 
the knower and her (form of) activity—as a self-growing concept in form of “pure reason” or 
pure theoretical thought. A Marxian materialist conceptualization of concepts and the knowledge 
produced with their use admits the independence and the consequent objectivity of these 
universals. However, such objectivity, in contrast to Hegel’s and Plato’s conceptualizations, 
signifies “the regularity of material phenomena, in the sense of the law governing the cohesion 
within some – always well-defined – whole, and within some self-developing “totality,” all the 
components of which, are essentially “related” with one another” (Ilyenkov 1974). 
 
The concept (concrete universal), so conceived, refers to the common generic root of diverse 
phenomena and not merely to their perceivable similarities. Moreover, the concept that reveals 
itself in the individual components of this totality is itself as much as real and objective as these 
particulars, just as a father is as much as real and existing side by side the son. “Thus, the 
genetically understood “universal” exists, self-evidently, not at all in the ether of abstraction, or 
only in the element of word and thought. Neither does its existence, by any means, nullify or 
diminish the reality of its modifications, its derivatives or the universally-dependent, particular 
individuals” (Ilyenkov 1974). As the common generic root of the individuals, concept as the 
(concrete) universal constitutes the substance and the form of real interactions between 
particulars. Concept is the necessity of the expansion of this substance into its diverse moments, 
which reveals itself in the form of “intrinsic contradiction of form”. Therefore, “as something 
distinguishable also within itself into its own particular moments” (Ilyenkov 1974) the concept is 
the concrete unity of contradictories. 
 
Concepts and conceptual machines, thus, are tools of groping the reality; the knowledge that is 
produced with their help resides in the social universe. Concepts are meaningful only within 
activity just as machines are significant in the process of production. Out of their use in the social 
universe, they become mere things devoid of any significance just as idle machines turn into 
rusting insignificant material.  
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