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ABSTRACT

Vygotsky and Ilyenkov were like-minded in their desire to create a materialistic psychology. They were also brought together by the understanding
that their dream can be realized only on the basis of Spinozism. However,
both theorists understood Spinoza differently. Ilyenkov considered the core
of Spinozism to be the principle of object-oriented activity (materialistic
monism). By contrast, Vygotsky tried to deduce his theory from the idea of
affect, understanding affect not as a subject-oriented activity, but as independent “psychological” entity. Thus, instead of the desired new “Spinozian
psychology,” Vygotsky involuntary returned to the classical understanding
of life as a mechanical process.

… to expand the question of how the concept of the “thinking body” (the
cornerstone of the Spinoza system) is deciphered (concretized) in Marxism.
—Ilenkov, Fikhte i Svoboda Voli [Fichte and Free Will]
Vygotsky repeatedly said: “Behind consciousness lies life.”
—Leont'ev, Problema Deiatel`Nosti v Istorii Sovetskoi` Psihologii [The
Problem of Activity in the History of Free Will]

Spinoza wisely advised theorists to express their ideas in a form as consistent as possible with the
prejudices of the public to which they are addressed,
to speak in a manner intelligible to the multitude, and to comply with every general custom that does not
hinder the attainment of our purpose. For we can gain from the multitude no small advantages, provided that
we strive to accommodate ourselves to its understanding as far as possible: moreover, we shall in this way gain a
friendly audience for the reception of the truth. (Spinoza, 1957, p. 324)

Spinoza’s texts obviously bear the stamp of his attempts to follow this wise rule. His texts are full of
terms such as “God” or “Soul,” which do not fit well with the atheism and materialism of the great
Dutch thinker. Using this specific terminology, on the other hand, still gives rise to and supports
myths such as the possibility of creating a science of the psyche on the basis of Spinoza’s philosophy
or Albert Einstein’s alleged religiosity.
Today, freedom of speech has become the norm in academic practice (of course, as long as this
speech does not strongly contradict the prejudices of recognized academic authorities). Therefore, it
is necessary to explain that Spinoza was forced to hide his ideas, for he lived at a time during which
atheists could be stabbed and republicans could be skinned alive for their beliefs. Three centuries
later, Leont'ev, who lived in another country and at another time, was also compelled to follow
Spinoza’s advice to hide his most cherished theoretical ideas. The consequences are the same. Just as
the ideas of the Amsterdammer lens grinder were neither understood nor in demand by his
contemporaries and descendants for a century and a half, Leont'ev’s Spinozist theory is essentially
unknown decades after the death of its author.
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Of course, in making this claim, we act contrary to the wise advice of the old Dutchman, for we express
something obviously contrary to the popular belief, which attributes the introduction of Spinozism to
Vygotsky’s psychology and which holds that “after the death of Vygotsky the thread of Spinozist thought in
psychology was interrupted” (Maidansky, 2018). Fortunately, today no one will rip off our skin for
defending wrong theoretical views, and the only thing we risk is our own reputation as theorists.
But what can we do? If we really want to seek the truth—and it seems to us that this is our
common mission—then we should focus our search not on the affects and emotions of our
colleagues, despite all political correctness, but on the essence of the subject under discussion, its
form. And this means that it is time to remember another Spinozist maxim: Non ridere, non lugere,
neque detestari, sed intelligere.1 It is thus time to understand that, for Spinoza, and for Marx, and in
essence, behind the content of the thought, it is not necessary to look for an affect that gives rise to it,
but, rather, we must attend to the very object of thought.

What is Spinozism? A Historicist Approach
Asking about the closeness of Vygotsky’s theoretical ideas to the philosophy of Spinoza, we are
forced to answer a simple and, at first glance, naive question: What exactly should we consider as the
philosophy of Spinoza? The totality of his texts? And what gives us the right to declare ourselves
adherents of Spinozism? Disciplined repetition of all axioms, postulates and theorems of geometric
reasoning in the “Ethics”? Or should we venture to assert that not all of Spinoza’s words are of equal
value and try to single out, in his philosophy, something basic without which Spinoza would cease to
be Spinoza in the eyes of Goethe, Hegel, and Ilyenkov? But if we risk isolating what we consider to be
the core of Spinozism, it may be objected that this is simply our private interpretation and that, for
example, Vygotsky, who lived in a different epoch, was not at all obliged to share our current ideas
about the teachings of Spinoza.
As becomes increasingly apparent when we have still barely touched upon the issue under
consideration, we have involuntarily entered into discussion of the problem known as the historical
and the logical in science. Hence, to continue our discussion, we urgently need to define the very
concept of historicism. It is no coincidence that, when talking about Marxism, Ilyenkov often
replaced the term Marxism—problematic for most of his Soviet contemporaries and colleagues—
with the more “neutral” term historicism.2 For materialistically understood historicism is indeed the
key to understanding the Marxist science, a synonym for Marxism as a scientific method.
Burned down in the 20th century by totalitarian political regimes that claimed to be part of an
absolute, sacral, and universally binding ideological “truth” for ordinary people, modern Western
culture found nothing better than to fall into flat relativism, tabooing the very notion of truth as
such. Instead of seeking a path to nonideological, scientific consciousness—that is, to a genuine
critical science—academic tradition interpreted philosophy and the whole of the humanities as being
purely subjective products, aggregates of the private insights and statements of individual theoreticians. Within the framework of such logic, all the statements of any theorist turn out to be
completely equivalent, whereas attempts to discern in their texts not only words, words, words,
but also true or false ideas are rejected categorically. As a result, the only “truth” that is recognized is
a dubious truth about the absence of an absolute scale that would make such assessments possible. In
other words, for the only possible truth, the notion that there is no truth in philosophy and the
humanities is given.
But if objective truth does not exist, then the whole history of philosophy and science is only a
motley kaleidoscope of randomly changing private opinions. And then the only possible measure of
the theorist’s assessment is his or her own self-esteem. If, say, Vygotsky declares his adherence to
Marxism and, at the same time, his desire to follow the tradition of Spinoza, but we modestly regard
our ideas about Marxism and Spinozism as only our private opinion, then we renounce the very
possibility to substantially contest any ideas and statements, not only of Vygotsky but also of
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everyone else. For elementary justice categorically demands that a uniform measure be applied to all
subjects of theorizing.
As a result, at least for the last half century, theoretical psychology has remained at an impasse, if
not moving backward. Instead of developing their own discipline, independently comprehending the
logic of their subject, psychologists have been more prone to interpret and reinterpret the history of
psychology, endlessly discussing the texts of the classics of the near and far past. Instead of engaging
in meaningful criticism and deepening the theory of the subject matter science, theoretical psychology tends to fluctuate between apologetics and revisionism (e.g., Yasnitsky & Van der Veer, 2015).
The only productive way out of this theoretical impasse is seen in the return of science to its
normal state, in the rehabilitation of the idea—immanent in classical philosophy and Marxism—of
the search for objective truth of the object of theorizing as science’s goal. In the context of the
problem we are discussing, this means trying to consider the question of Vygotsky’s attitude toward
Spinoza’s philosophy not as a purely historical issue, involving the comparison of Vygotsky’s
separate statements with Spinoza’s own separate statements, but as a theoretical problem. The
answer to the question of whether Vygotsky was a Spinozist thus can be obtained not through a
comparison of the terminology of Vygotsky and Spinoza, but through an in-depth analysis of
Spinozism as such and through a comparison of Vygotsky’s views with the more recent understanding of Spinozism that was articulated by Ilyenkov. For only the logical method of ascending
from the abstract to the concrete that Marx (1968) identified as “obviously the correct scientific
method” (p. 38) can give us the proper tool for achieving a genuine theoretical understanding of our
object. To solve our problem, we must first turn to the Marxist understanding of historicism.
Marxism proceeds from the premise that science is not an aggregate of private opinions expressed
by various random actors, at different times and in different ways; rather, it is the single process of
the formation of human thinking, human culture. Accordingly, philosophy and psychology are not a
collection of essays that are essentially incompatible with one another. They are a single movement
that grapples with the problem of the nature of humans, their rational thinking, as well as stupidity,
their self-consciousness, and their unconsciousness, their freedom, and their external determination.
And individual researchers with their ideas are not casual characters independent from one another;
they are historical steps in the development of this single science, colleagues taking part in the
common development of both the individual and the whole of humankind. Hence, for the proponents of historicism, Spinoza, Fichte, Hegel, and Marx are not individual writers whose texts should
be interpreted in a subjective way, as in the spirit of Dilthey’s hermeneutics, but they should be seen
as participants in a common cause, coauthors of one single, scientific philosophy.
One of the first theorists who clearly formulated this idea was Hegel, in his scientific History of
Philosophy (Hegel, 1993). Classic Marxists and Ilyenkov adhered to a fundamentally similar, but
materialistic and therefore more developed, understanding of historicism. We, to the extent that our
modest abilities allow, also try to defend this understanding of historicism. Consequently, we
consider the problem of the correspondence of Vygotsky’s ideas to Spinoza as an object of objective
scientific analysis, not as a biographical but as a theoretical problem.
The whole of this long series of the theories and spiritual formations that historically replace each other clearly
reveals a pattern with a certain vector directed as he [Hegel] formulated it himself, on absolute truth, to
freedom, but in our understanding of objective truth. And that the theories do not simply replace one another,
but in this shift, more and more grain of absolute truth gradually crystallizes. (Ilyenkov, 2018a, our translation)

But this means that we, as theoreticians, are not only justified but obliged to interpret Spinozism not
as a theory that was born and in its main provisions remained in the distant 17th century, but, above
all, as a moment in our current, relevant theoretical research. In other words, genuine historicism is
achievable only through its opposite, the logical method of analyzing the philosophy of Spinoza.
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What Does it Mean to Be a Spinozist? Psychologism and Antipsychologism
Let us return to our perhaps naive question: What does it mean to be a Spinozist in the second
decade of the 21st century?
It is possible to answer this question only by identifying the main core, the essence of Spinozism,
which in our deep conviction consists in the uncompromising dialectical monism of Spinoza, his
consistent materialism and atheism. And this can be done only through an analysis of the central
problem that was addressed not only by Spinoza but also by all classical philosophy (and theoretical,
not empiricist psychology): the problem of freedom as opposed to divine predestination or mechanical determinism. This, by the way, was accurately recorded by Vygotsky, bequeathed to us, in a
brilliant though theoretically disputable aphorism that the central problem of the whole of psychology
is freedom (Vygotsky, 2010, p. 295).
In this regard, almost from the very moment of its emergence in ancient Greece and to the
present day, there have been two directly opposite directions in philosophy, which can be defined as
psychologism and antipsychologism, respectively. Vulgar materialists and idealist philosophers may be
referred to as psychologists. The former try to explain human thinking by the presence of a special
organ of thought in the person—the brain or the heart—whereas the latter, the idealists, consider the
disembodied soul or psyche to be the real subject, treating the human body as mere executive organ,
an obedient puppet of the soul (psyche). By contrast, antipsychologists believe that there cannot be
any organ specialized solely on thinking and feelings in principle. Furthermore, it is not a special
soul—and especially not any part of the mechanical body, like the brain or other functionally similar
central processor—that thinks and feels, but rather it is the living, active body as a whole. What
antipsychologists call thinking and feeling is a reasonable, expedient activity in the objective world.
In our opinion, antipsychologism is the only consistently materialistic position possible, because it
does not need such magical fiction as a disembodied soul or psyche. Accordingly, the real, not
imaginary, solution to the problem of freedom can be found only on the basis of antipsychologism,
that is, by understanding and changing not an imaginary psychological reality but a real, socioeconomic reality.
Because of the overwhelming numerical superiority of psychologists, it is impossible to even try
listing them all in a separate article. Nevertheless, we mention thinkers who are key to this direction.
These certainly include Plato, Kant, and Fichte. Schelling and Hegel, in turn, cannot be unequivocally attributed to the camp of psychologists, because in their philosophy, the prerequisites for
moving beyond psychologism were present, a move that was realized only in Marxism.
As for antipsychologists, it is possible and necessary to enumerate almost all of them, not only in
view of their scarcity but also because antipsychologism is, in our opinion, the only scientific
direction of thought. To the camp of antipsychologists, it is necessary to attribute first of all
Anaxagoras, who, in his argument about the role of the human hand as the leading organ of
thinking, exhibited a genius that is exceptional not only for the fifth century B.C. but also for our
21st century. We must count Spinoza, with his idea of a thinking body. And of course Marx and
Engels, who specified that the man’s thinking body, in addition to his living organic body—armed
with such a universal natural tool as the human hand—must also include inorganic tools, tools of
labor. Finally, we have to mention Bernstein,3 Leont'ev, and Ilyenkov, who rediscovered this idea in
the 20th century.
With all due respect to the scientific merits of Vygotsky, we must assign him to the camp of the
psychologists. This is, in our view, precisely the essence of his divergence from Leont'ev, the
divergence that both scientists experienced as a serious personal drama. The same divergence may
be the reason for the staggering imbalance of popularity of Vygotsky over Leont'ev, whose theory
may seem incomprehensible to the overwhelming majority of psychologists.
There is no doubt that Vygotsky was a sincere enthusiast of Spinoza. But was he really a
Spinozist? Or did he just want to become one but did not complete the task, leaving its solution
to future generations of theorists? As the historicist premise just exposed demands, the answer to
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this question should be sought not in his manuscripts and notebooks but in today’s theoretical
analysis of the nature of man. Only when we understand what human thinking and human affects
are from the standpoint of genuinely modern science, only after understanding how, in the same
beings, external determination and freedom can be simultaneously embodied, can we easily answer
the question of the place of Spinozism in the history of psychology.

The Development of the Idea: From Aristotelian Entelechy to Cartesian Telekinesis …
We fully share Vygotsky’s thought, expressed in The Historical Meaning of the Crisis in Psychology,
that only philosophy and practice are able to liberate psychology from the theoretical impasse it has
been in almost from its birth as a science. It cannot be any philosophy; it must be the dialectical
philosophy of Marx. And it cannot be the practice of psychoanalysis on the couch, but rather, it must
be historical practice, that is, practice that joins and changes history and not just minds. These are
the only possible points of support from which one can build the temple of the new science of
humankind. But this is precisely the “cornerstone that the builders despised” (Vy’gotsky, 1982a,
p. 387). So, it is time for us to finally move from discussions of history and the methodology of the
issue to a meaningful theoretical analysis of the nature of life, psyche, and human consciousness.
For more than 2,000 years, theoretical thought was dominated by Aristotle’s ideas, according to
which all things are built in a hierarchical vertical fashion, with inanimate matter at the bottom and
crowned by thinking human beings. Intermediate stages are represented by the world of plants that
can grow and develop in accordance with their active form, the “plant entelechy,” and the animal
world, the “animal entelechy,” which implies sensations. This hierarchy is expressed in the aphoristic
definition of Carl Linnaeus (n.d.), “Mineralia sunt, vegetabilia vivunt et crescunt, animalia vivunt,
crescunt et sentiunt.”
The Aristotelian doctrine of entelechies has been and remains a concept so deeply rooted in
theoretical culture that echoes of it can be found among theorists who are infinitely far from any
philosophy in general and from the philosophy of the Stagirite in particular. Nevertheless, if it
reigned supreme in antiquity and the Middle Ages, the cultural upheaval that marked the arrival of
the new time in the history of thinking was connected with an attempt to overcome this scholastic
notion.
Rene Descartes, the theorist standing at the origin of the new European culture, radically
rethought the old Aristotelian scheme with three hierarchically coordinated entelechies, rejecting
and abolishing the two lower souls and retaining a thinking soul only for humans. According to his
teachings, plants and animals could be understood as complex but soulless automata, the functioning
of which was entirely subordinated to external causes. In other words, it was Descartes who
introduced the concept of a mechanical reflex into science, so that, for the stimulus-reactive
paradigm with all the theoretical difficulties inherent in it, current psychology and physiology should
thank not Claude Bernard, Ivan Pavlov, or Burrhus Skinner as much as they should thank Rene
Descartes.
The era of the development of navigation and of world trade, and the era of manufacturing and
emerging machine production required a contemplative-philosophical view not of the essence of
things, but rather of their active, practical mastering. The pressing needs of mankind, emerging from
the Middle Ages into the bourgeois era, moved the pen of Descartes, who advanced the principle of
de omnibus dubitum [radical doubt] as a necessary prerequisite for scientific thinking, hence the
revolutionary courage of his thought, which was unthinkable in earlier times.
But, one wonders, what prevented Descartes from completely throwing out the old scholastic
principle and also abolishing the higher entelechy—the human thinking soul? What prevented him
from declaring human thinking to be a function of the brain or computer, as do current physiologists and creators of artificial intelligence?
To be sure, it was not intellectual timidity, but rather the very essence of the matter, that
prevented him. Descartes, unlike his bold but less sophisticated followers such as Ivan Pavlov,4
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clearly and distinctly realized that the brain (or computer), no matter how perfect it was, could not
ensure the viable functioning of a person in an infinitely complex and changing world by means of
preprogrammed (a priori) programs (reflexes) built into its construction. Such programs, even if one
were to bypass the question of their origin by attributing their birth to God, could be useful only in
rare or very exceptional cases: when an external stimulus, would miraculously cause in the organism
exactly such reactions that there and then would correspond to the objective situation in which the
organism found itself. Of course, such a miraculous coincidence could happen only if the reactive
organism was provided with the divine providence of the human person—the designer and programmer of the automatic machine—who, like a wizard God, at every second would ensure the
miracle of human behavior, managing to perfectly act in correspondence with the changing shape
and location of the external bodies in the external world.
But, in retaining the soul, the psyche, Descartes faced an unsolvable problem: how to connect this
magical disembodied organ with the extended body so that the soul could be the cause of the
movement of that body and of that body’s feeling of its own movement as its own sensation,
experience, or affect. In other words, the same thing that Descartes postulated as a condition for the
possibility of scientific physics (mechanics), that is, the impossibility of telekinesis, the impossibility of
the interaction of a disembodied soul with an extended body, led him into a hopeless impasse in his
anthropology, for it obviously contradicted the phenomena of arbitrariness observed in introspection.
If a person were a reflex automaton, as Descartes declared animals and plants to be, this person would
be doomed to death from hunger or thirst in the so-called Buridan’s ass situation, finding no reason to
choose between equidistant solutions to an organic need (e.g., food or water). But the person is not
Buridan’s ass, and she somehow makes her choice. One simple way to explain this is by assuming that
the person, unlike the animal, makes the reasonable choice with the help of a soul or thinking. But the
soul (psyche) is incorporeal and therefore unable to determine the soulless, mechanical actions of the
body. Consequently, if the mind chooses for and instead of the body, the body may soon be doomed to
death from hunger or thirst anyway, due to its impenetrable asinine foolishness.
Descartes tried to escape from this predicament by attributing to the pineal gland the fantastic
ability to function as an organ mediating between the soul and the body, that physical body which
could magically communicate and interact with spirits. Descartes himself, however, guessed that this
would not stand up to serious criticism, as he admitted frankly in a letter to Princess Elizabeth of
Bohemia (Descartes, 2018). But the theoretical descendants of Descartes, above all, Ivan Petrovich
Pavlov, arbitrarily borrowed the idea of a mechanical reflex from his philosophy while rejecting and
ignoring the necessarily complementary idea of a disembodied soul.
In fact, in asserting the opposition between thinking and the extended world—the world outside
of thinking—Descartes had acted as a dialectical thinker. Thus, the specific Cartesian dualism that
lies outside of science does not begin in the recognition of this opposition between mechanically
understood body and soul. It lies in the attempt, contrary to Descartes' own logic, in the attempt to
eclectically reunite these abstract opposites by means of fantastic mechanisms of interaction between
the body and the soul (psyche).

… To a Theoretical Understanding of the Nature of Life: Spinoza and Marx
The problem of the unity of body and soul is solved in a fundamentally different way in the
materialistic and dialectical logic of Spinoza. Not in the words—we must emphasize—but in the
logic of Spinoza. Errare humanum est. Spinoza, like any other thinker, was a living person, and
therefore in principle could not and did not claim access to complete, absolute truth. One word in
his philosophy could contradict another word in it, and it is not difficult to identify many such
contradictions. Therefore, in a theoretical study, relying on quotations from one author or another is
a weak and at times misleading way to argue. One quote can be contrasted with another quote. But
the theoretical legacy of thinkers of such importance as Spinoza or Marx is obviously not reducible
to the totality of quotations from their texts, for behind them lies thought. To be a Spinozist or a
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Marxist means not to simply compare an author’s citations with the Latin, German, or Russian
originals, but rather to undertake a process of independent investigation of the essence of the matter.
In the logic of Spinoza, the psychophysical problem does not find a cunning solution; it is simply
eliminated. In Spinozism there is no problem of interaction between the body and the soul (psyche)
because both these abstractions are recognized as equally false, dead projections of living, integral
reality. Instead, these abstractions are sublated in the notion of the thinking body. This is the only
possible and scientific way out of the Cartesian impasse and, at the same time, in the words of Evald
Ilyenkov, it is the “cornerstone” of Spinoza’s system (Ilenkov, 1991, p. 115). The statement “Thought
is the mode of action of the thinking body” (Ilyenkov, 1984, p. 37), which explains the central idea of
Spinoza’s system, cannot be found in these exact words in the Latin original of the Ethics. But this
extremely laconic formula is, in our view, the theoretically accurate formulation of Spinoza’s central
idea, and it represents the main merit of Ilyenkov. This positions Edwald Ilyenkov, the theorist who
reestablished Spinozism as the focus of genuinely modern science, among the greatest thinkers of the
20th century. By contrast, the formula “the body moves, the soul thinks,” which colleague Maidansky
counterposes to the idea of the thinking body, is a frank and obvious return to the dualism of
Descartes with all the theoretical dead ends of the latter.
A consistently materialistic or Marxist understanding of thinking makes it obvious that Spinozism
cannot be the basis for the science of the psyche, for some Spinozist psychology. If human activity is
a function of the human body, and not of some incorporeal Cartesian substance, soul or psyche, then
a Spinozian psychology is as impossible as a Darwinian doctrine of divine creation, or a Galilean
astronomy that includes the idea of crystal spheres surrounding the earth. Marxist psychology is just
as impossible, for the birth of Marxism as a science of humankind is inseparable from the discovery
by Marx and Engels of the fact that behind human thought lies not affect, not the magic of mental
reflection, not ideology, but first of all practice, the sensually practical relation of man to objective
reality. Therefore, the idea that Marx’s political economy should be “enriched” by humanistic or
even Marxist psychology, which is widespread in some intellectual circles of presumably Marxist
bent is essentially a radical rejection of Marxism and its materialistic spirit.
Meanwhile, the Spinozian removal of the Cartesian opposition of body and soul does not at all
mean the elimination of the opposition between the thinking and feeling subject and its object. But
Spinoza’s dialectical identity of the subject and the object, the ideal and the material, reveals the real
basis of their opposition, thereby demystifying both the concept of thinking and the concept of
affect.

Where Does the Logic of Spinoza Lead? To the Psychology of Affects, or to Bernstein’s
Biology of Activity and Marx’s Political Economy?
There are things that academic psychology has not been able to cope with for a century and a half of
existence. The field has and therefore silently agreed to pretend that these things do not exist or that they
simply need not be problematized. Thus, psychologists often do not even try to give a theoretical definition
of these things, merely treating them as empirically given. first and foremost among such things is the
psyche itself, by which is meant some abstract subjectivity or the capacity for self-perception.
According to the oral memoirs of N. Netchaev—one of Galperin’s pupils—when asked, “What is
psyche?,” Piotr Yakovlevich made a vague gesture in the air with his hand and said that the question
was extremely slippery and that this topic should be avoided in principle. Galperin’s motives were
understandable—the question of the nature of psyche remained absolutely dark for him, as for all
Soviet psychologists. Because the concept of psyche was somehow associated with something idealincorporeal, whereas the official ideology of the U.S.S.R. prescribed materialism, discussing this
dangerous topic could easily lead to getting the political label of being an idealist.
Meanwhile, Soviet ideology, although mimicking Marxism, and in spite of its seemingly radical
materialism, itself stood on extremely idealistic positions. First, the central thesis of Marxism, that social
consciousness is determined by social being, was turned upside down by Soviet ideologists who explained
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the numerous imperfections of the Soviet social system by citing the insufficient consciousness of
individual Soviet citizens. At the same time, it was tacitly assumed that the allegedly lofty, scientificcommunist consciousness of the Soviet party-state elite was not only independent of the imperfect social
life but also the true basis for the communist transformations of the latter. Second, official Soviet diamat
gnoseology was based on the so-called Leninist theory of reflection, the meaning of which was that the
material world was given not to an active but to a psychological subject in the form of sensations of the
latter. The activity of the subject was thus regarded as something secondary, which could not exist
without sensations acting as conditions of possibility, as prerequisites for activity. The problem of the
nature of the psychic was therefore successfully expelled from scientific consciousness, and even those
theorists who developed the concept of activity to some extent reproduced the dogma of the naive
psychological theory of reflection.
In essence, both philosophers and psychologists proceeded from the existence of a psychological
subject, a subject capable of psychic reflection of surrounding reality in the form of images or affects,
the latter being treated as some empirical data, the basis of which was not analyzed.
From the point of view of Spinoza and Marx, however, the subject does not exist where
individual bodies are endowed with some kind of magical essence called soul, psyche, or thinking
but only where there is object-oriented activity. Before and without regard to objective activity,
there is neither subject nor object. The world filled with material things, of course, exists; there
is what is usually called the environment or context, but there are no objects (predmet), because
the latter do not exist irrespective of the active subject. But this means that before, and without
regard to object-oriented activity, the subject cannot exist. In the framework of Spinoza’s logic, it
is not the disembodied soul and the world of extended things that are opposed; rather, the active
subject confronts her object, the one in the form of which she moves, thereby manifesting both a
subjective principle and a passive principle. Only such an understanding of the nature of
subjectivity allows one to adequately interpret the reproach addressed by Marx to the old
materialism in the first thesis on Feuerbach: “The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism—that of Feuerbach included—is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in
the form of the object or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, not
subjectively” (Marx, 1955, p. 1).
Or course, from the standpoint of psychologism, this thesis is something completely mysterious.
The materialist Marx criticizes the old materialists for an insufficiently subjective and excessively
objective approach. How so? Maybe Marx was not a materialist but secretly professed a subjective
method, and in fact was a subjective idealist? After all, from the point of view of popular
philosophy and the psychology that is based on it, the subjective is that which exists only as an
inner experience of the subject, as a purely psychic phenomenon, as an attribute of the soul or
psyche that exists only as a certain appearance or ghost. Perhaps Marx was calling for a new,
revolutionary materialism in order to abandon the study of things, objects that can be contemplated, existing only in the subjective imagination as ghosts?
This is how it seems it turns out for Vygotsky (1982a), if we consider what he wrote in the
Historical Sense: “Either psychic (psikhicheskie) phenomena exist, and then they are material and
objective, or they do not exist, and then they do not exist and cannot be studied” insisted Vygotsky,
no science can be confined to the subjective, to appearance, to phantoms, to what does not exist. What does not
exist, does not exist at all and it is not half-non-existent, half-existent … The subjective is apparent and
therefore it does not exist. (p. 415)

The last sentence is the statement of a non-Marxist and non-Spinozist position, for the assertion that
the subjective doesn’t exist (or that it is material), in a Spinozist framework, is equivalent to the assertion
that there is no activity. Meanwhile, the whole point of the new idea that Marx introduced into philosophy
and culture was precisely the discovery of the fact that object-oriented activity in general, and in particular
object-oriented tool-mediated human activity, or labor, is the substance and basis of consciousness.
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By contrast, in his final monograph, Activity, Consciousness, Personality, Leont'ev (2004)
expressed a thought almost identical to ours:
The position that the psychic reflection of reality is its subjective image means that the image belongs to the real
subject of life. But the concept of subjectivity of the image in the sense of its belonging to the subject of life
includes in itself an indication of its being active. (p. 45)

We would add only that life, as a process, is an object-oriented (predmetnaya) activity as such and
that subjectivity therefore can be scientifically understood not by psychology, interpreting subjective
images, experiences, and affects but by Bernstein’s active biology and by Marx’s political economy.

What is Behind the Thought—Affect or Object? Materialism or Idealism?
In the logic of both Spinoza and Marx, there is no incorporeal soul, psyche, thinking, or subject
existing before and without regard to the object-oriented activity of a living being—and in the case of
a human, not only living but also armed with material tools of labor. Moreover, all that has been said
is equally valid in the case when, by soul or mentality, we mean abstract cognitive processes, a set of
images of the external world, or when we interpret them as a set of reflexive relations, like selfperception or affect. For affect is just a reflective aspect of intellect. Therefore, any attempt to
antithesize affect and the intellect by treating the former as being more fundamental than the latter,
as something that can reveal the secrets of human consciousness, does not bring the researcher closer
to understanding the true nature of humankind. Indeed, and within the Spinozist framework
defended here, affect is a category opposite to intellect, but it is also a category secondary to intellect,
in the same sense as consciousness is secondary to material being. The attempt to understand the
consciousness starting from the affect, as something existing in itself, something substantial and selfcausal, is as hopeless as an attempt to understand material existence by starting from consciousness,
thinking, or soul. Strictly speaking, an attempt to ascend not from object-oriented activity to affect
but from affect to psyche is an idealistic course of thought.
It must be said that the affects as such have always been a hard nut for psychology to crack.
Whereas the so-called cognitive processes—sensations, perceptions, or thinking—are more or less
easily interpreted either in mechanistic, stimulus-reactive logic, as purely bodily processes or states,
or in spiritualistic logic, as states of incorporeal, spiritual substance, the affects always seem to escape
the researchers’ formulations because of their mixed psycho-physical nature. Virtually the whole of
Vygotsky’s unfinished manuscript on emotions is devoted to discussing this mixed psychophysical
nature of the affects and the attempts of psychology and philosophy, beginning with Descartes and
ending with James and Bergson, to understand where the physical mechanics end and where the
mental or psychic dynamics begin. Vygotsky (1982b) formulates it thus in Thinking and Speech:
Thought … is not born of other thoughts. Thought has its origins in the motivating sphere of consciousness, a
sphere that includes our inclinations and needs, our interests and impulses, and our affect and emotion. The
affective and volitional tendency stands behind thought. Only here do we find the answer to the final “why” in
the analysis of thinking. (p. 357)

What can be said in response to this?
The fact that a thought is born not from another thought but from something else is beyond
doubt. The sphere of thought is not a self-contained Cartesian thinking substance, and therefore it
would be extremely naive to try to derive new ideas from formal operations of abstract mental
reflexivity. To be an idea, not an empty combination of verbal or mathematical signs, an idea must
express the nature of its object, and therefore it must somehow come into contact with it, and not
just touch it but somehow correspond to the shape of its object. And if we stand with Spinoza on the
view that the thought itself is an action that corresponds to its object, then behind it we will find
anything but affects.
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First, we will see a natural history that gave birth to living beings capable of activity
(thinking). Second, we will see a human history that gave rise to the human body, that is, living
individuals who possess human tools of activity (thinking) “and (above all) the instruments of labor”
(Ilenkov, 2018b, p. 83). Finally, we will see a world of things confronting human individuals,
positioned by human activity as its objects. Let us note, however, that the objective reality is not
behind thought but before it, as that which the activity of the subject is directed at. Strictly speaking,
it would be inaccurate to place activity as such behind thought, as a prerequisite of thought, for
thought itself is activity. In any case, the thought has its foundation in the object itself, whereas the
affect may then be understood as a reflexive moment of the activity itself that provides an abstract
possibility of thinking. To paraphrase Spinoza, we can say that good affect is an affect that sublates
itself, an affect that does not exist as a certain special contented essence, an affect that does not mix
anything from itself into the action of the body in the form of its object. This is what Spinoza says in
his famous formula “Non ridere, non lugere, neque detestari, sed intelligere” [Not to laugh at, not to
lament, not to detest, but to understand] (Spinoza, 1957, p.xx).
But all of this is only approximate, intuitive—even when backed up by Spinoza’s authority—
unless we expose our understanding of the nature of affect. At the same time, it is necessary to
determine the nature of the affect without destroying the Spinozian monism of the theoretical
system, without making concessions to eclecticism and without introducing affects as being concepts
as fundamental as object-oriented activity.
“By ‘affect,’” formulated Spinoza (1957), “I understand states of a body by which its power of acting is
increased or lessened, helped or hindered, and also the ideas of these states” (p. 456). With all the theoretical
accuracy of this definition, it is impossible to deny that it is extremely abstract, for it does not specify what
exactly is the most conducive or interfering activity of the body state. It is obvious that, within the framework
and logic of the object-oriented activity, we must understand this very condition, this affect itself, not as
something mechanically passive but as a certain mode of objective activity, thinking, or life.
Affect—say, pain—is, first of all, a subjective sensation. If we understand thought or intellect as
Spinoza and Ilyenkov’s active action of the subject according to the form of the object, then the
affect, if we want to understand it in the activity logic, is the action of the subject whose object is the
living subject himself, that is, reflexive action.
So, any deepening in the problematics of the relationship of intellect and affect pushes us into the
complex and dialectical nature of the relationship between these opposing categories. But simply pointing
to the dialectical nature of the relationship does not solve the problem. Genuine dialectics cannot simply
be borrowed in ready-made form from the Soviet diamat textbook. The principle of the identity of
opposites must in no case be confused with banal eclecticism, with the confusion of everything with
everything. It requires an extremely clear establishment of the content of the opposites of categories and
an equally meaningful understanding of their identity. In 1930, when the theoretical paths of Vygotsky
and Leont'ev diverged, none of the theoreticians had either a theoretically strictly articulated understanding of the nature of intellect or any explicit understanding of the nature of affect. Therefore, the
theoretical difficulties in interpreting the role of the two categories just mentioned, which were the cause
of the crisis in Vygotsky’s unified school, were not accidental at all.
Initially, both theorists agreed that a new, Marxist psychological theory should be built up from
the abstract to the concrete, from the understanding of life to the understanding of human
consciousness. In Leont'ev’s manuscript devoted to a critical analysis of Vygotsky’s theory, we can
read that “the original idea … was to find the key to consciousness in the way of a person’s life, to
connect life with consciousness,” “life opens up for consciousness,” and “Psychology is the science of
a special—higher—form of life” (Leont'ev, 1994, pp. 38–39). Leont'ev himself continued to follow
this original plan. His Problems of the Development of the Mind is, in fact, constructed as an attempt
to ascend from the concept of life to the concept of the psyche. Whereas the last, unfinished work of
Vygotsky was devoted to affect, which the author tried to interpret as the ultimate, most fundamental category of theoretical psychology, the key to the mysteries of human consciousness.
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From a materialistic point of view, it seems quite obvious that living beings experience affects in
order to live but do not live in order to experience affects. Consequently, the primary and universal
relation is the relation of the living subject to its objective world, that is, life itself. Whereas the
relation of the subject to herself, without which objective action is impossible, is something
apparently secondary, something conditioned by the original, objectively oriented relation.
Obviously, on this issue we differ with our colleague Maidansky, who argues that Leont'ev’s
theory completely bypassed the problem of consciousness by obviating the affects. It is true that
lies in the shift in perspective on the subject of psychology, to a different, more narrow and one-sided
understanding of the nature of psyche. The orienting function of activity, cognitive processes and images of
the external world came to the fore, while affects remained in a deep shadow, on the other side of the moon.
The affects do not figure in Leontyev’s impressive picture of the evolution of psyche: sensory – perceptual –
intellect – consciousness. (Maidansky, 2018)

The last statement is indisputable. In Leont'ev scheme of the evolution of the psyche, the affects, if
not absent altogether, do not play an essential role. But this circumstance does not in any way imply
that Leont'ev was not right in his dispute with Vygotsky with respect to the initial and general
attitude toward the so-called cell of psychology. If our plans include the building of a materialistic,
Marxist science of human activity, then this goal can be achieved only in the process of the dialectical
ascent of the theory, from the simplest active relation of the subject to the objective world—a relation
that is in fact a universal life relation—to a developed, concrete understanding of human activity,
human consciousness. The subject of consciousness, or what is called a psyche, can only be a living,
and therefore an objectively active, individual. Consequently, a theoretical understanding of life must
lie at the basis of understanding all its developed forms. Inanimate mechanical automata, as well as
the corpses of dead people or animals, cannot experience pain or joy. To experience these or other
affects, one must at least be alive, and this means that the scientific definition of life, based on the
principle of activity, is essentially more fundamental than the definition of affects.
One may ask how such an obvious reasoning did not occur to Vygotsky himself. And why do
current defenders of the idea of affect as the cell of the psyche overlook it?
One possible answer could be that an essentially Cartesian tradition of viewing living organisms
as stimulus-reactive machines continues to slip into past and current theory-building efforts, often
against our own wishes to overcome that tradition. It is clear that the machine is completely
mechanically determined and that, therefore, one cannot deduce freedom from the idea of the
machine. Yet the desire to find a rational explanation for the very possibility of human freedom as
something opposed to mechanical determination has directed the search of most humanist
theorists, including Vygotsky. After all, if life is understood as a mechanical process, then the
relation of objective activity is not suitable as the cell of free human consciousness, so the mind
and consciousness must be based on something else, on the incorporeal soul, on the affect, which
is just a euphemism for the Cartesian soul. Or on sociality, understood as some kind of individual
ability to engage in social relations that releases them from the burden of natural determination.
The understanding of life as a mechanical process is, thus, the weak point not only of Vygotsky
but also of the absolute majority of current theorists. Whenever a physiologist or a psychologist
builds a research program appealing to stimuli and reactions, to irritability and sensitivity, to
unconditioned or conditioned reflexes, this indicates an understanding of the nature of life that
remains at the level of the 17th century, reproducing the old Cartesian myths, only in a new form. In
this respect, Vygotsky’s position, with the triangle of mediation and the division between higher and
inferior or elementary mental functions, was not Spinozian but Cartesian. Hence his persistent
search for a way out of mechanical determinism, first in the form of cultural signs, then in the form
of affects. It is characteristic that, having written extensively about free, cultural, and social higher
mental functions, Vygotsky did not write a single word about what these other lower or elementary
mental functions were in themselves, how they differed from abstract mechanics, and whether they
should be considered psychic at all.
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By contrast, the scholars who came closest to overcoming Cartesianism and who understood the
essence of life, as we have already stated, were Ewald Ilyenkov, with his precise and iconic Spinozist
definition of thinking; Alexei Leontiev, with his concept of object-oriented activity; and Nikolai
Bernstein, as perhaps the first biologist in the history of science who consciously moved from the
Cartesian to the Spinozist position. Yet, it is clear that all the theoreticians, with all the immensity of
their contributions to science, have made only the first steps in this direction, so we have to continue
and develop what they started. Or, rather, we have to continue not their lines of thought, but rather
the whole materialistic, antipsychological line of thought in the history of culture, beginning with
Heraclitus and Anaxagoras, and continuing with Spinoza and Marx. Among other things, this
involves formulating and developing a materialistic, activity-based understanding of the affects as
reflective moments of object-oriented activity.

Concluding Remarks
Summarizing the preceding, we emphasize once again: Freedom is not a psychological but an
ontological concept. Accordingly, the acquisition of freedom is not a psychological, but a practical,
socioeconomic, and sociopolitical task. It is at this point that Marx’s philosophy differs from the
philosophy of Spinoza. It can be said that Marx was a more consistent Spinozist than Spinoza
himself, for the latter gave a materialistic definition of freedom as the ability of a living subject to act
in accordance with the form and arrangement of external bodies, but he tied the very possibility of
such an action almost exclusively to the living, organic body of the individual. Hence Spinoza’s idea
that freedom is acquired by mastering the affects of this body.
Such an understanding of the path to freedom basically identifies man with animals. The latter, to
become free beings (as creatures living animals are certainly free, that is, they are not mechanically
determined), must master their organic bodies, and therefore—in the language of Spinoza—they
must master their affects. And this really happens as the animal unit grows up and, through such
vital activities as play, fully takes possession of its organic body and its objective world.
But let us not forget that Marx took the next cardinal step, stating that the human body is not
identical with the organic body of the individual. Freedom—in the Spinozist sense—can be acquired
by humans only if they master their real thinking body, that is, not only their organic body but also
the means of production created by human labor. And the last task, like the task of a higher rank,
will determine also the mastery of the organic body, the organic affects. Spinoza, who does not see
this feature of the human path to freedom and who identifies it with the mastery of organic affects,
demonstrates to us the last, not yet overcome relic of psychologism.
Vygotsky’s aphorism “The central problem of psychology is freedom,” for all its attractiveness,
does not stand up to criticism. Insofar as a person is free, she cannot be the subject of a psychology.
Conversely, the person who remains the subject of a specific psychologizing (i.e., a manipulation).
Freedom, as such, in Spinoza’s sense and in Marx’s sense, can be won not in the ideological analysis
of psyche but only in the active, objective activity of the person herself, in her changing revolutionary
material practice.

Notes
1. “Not to laugh at, not to lament, not to detest, but to understand.”
2. Ilyenkov called his last speech at the Institute of Psychology at the Davydov’ Seminar (Simakin & Surmava,
2018) “The Principle of Historicism in Psychological Science” (Ilyenkov, 2018a).
3. Nikolai Bernshtein was the first physiologist and biologist who sharply opposed the idea of subject-orientedness
—the Cartesian scheme of the reflex, the idea of activity—the idea of reactivity, Spinozism—to Cartesianism.
4. It is our deep conviction that Ivan Pavlov, as a positivist theorist, stood infinitely far from Descartes’s genius.
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