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Introduction

In the contemporary discourse surrounding artificial intelligence, digital automation, and algorithmic
governance, the notion of human agency has become a site of intense theoretical contestation. As predictive
algorithms increasingly permeate spheres of production, cognition, and even desire, long-standing categories
such as subjectivity, thought, and labour are being reconfigured. Enthusiasts of digital capitalism speak of
distributed cognition, post-human subjectivity, and networked intelligence, while critical theorists warn of
technocratic domination and the alienation of mental labour. Yet, beneath the surface of these competing
narratives lies a shared epistemological foundation—one that conceives thought as a system of information
processing, and agency as the capacity to execute algorithmic tasks. This shared foundation is not incidental;
it is a symptom of a deeper crisis in how knowledge, subjectivity, and the human are conceptualized.

This paper proposes to address this crisis through the lens of Evald llyenkov, a central figure of late
Soviet philosophy and one of the most rigorous critics of cybernetic and technocratic epistemologies in
the socialist world. Writing in the 1960s and 1970s, llyenkov challenged the rising prestige of cybernetics
in the USSR—not merely as a scientific development, but as an ideological symptom of capitalist and
technocratic rationality. His critique was not directed at machines per se, but at the philosophical
presuppositions that underlay the cybernetic metaphor of the mind. For llyenkov, to treat thinking as an
internal data-compiling mechanism—whether located in the skull or in a computer—is to evacuate it of
its most essential characteristic: its social constitution. In this view, thinking emerges not in isolation, but
through the body of social relations; it is an activity of the social individual, inseparable from collective
labour and historically mediated forms of life (llyenkov 1968; 2012; llyenkov, Arsen’ev, and Davydov 2024).

This paper engages with two influential and opposing theoretical accounts that attempt to
conceptualize agency under conditions of digital capitalism. The first is the cognitive capitalism
thesis, which posits the rise of a new class of cognitive labourers whose knowledge-based activity
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resists subsumption under capital, potentially laying the groundwork for post-capitalist subjectivity
(Vercellone 2007; 2014). The second is Steinhoff's critique, which contends that the introduction of Al
and algorithmic production does not emancipate cognitive labour but further integrates it into capital's
control apparatus—to the point that capital emerges as a genuinely autonomous agent, no longer
dependent on labour. In Steinhoff's account, this autonomy is not a metaphor: capital is no longer a
social relation mediated by labour, but a self-sufficient entity, capable of sustaining itself and acting
independently (Steinhoff 2021). While these positions appear antagonistic, | argue that they both remain
trapped within a fetishistic framework: they treat value, knowledge, and agency as private properties—
either of labour or of capital—detached from the social and historical processes through which these
capacities are formed. By reconstructing llyenkov’s critique of cybernetics and his dialectical theory of
the ideal, this paper challenges the epistemological assumptions shared by both camps. llyenkov offers
a radically different understanding of thinking—one that is not reducible to information processing or
computational logic but is constituted through the practical activity of social beings. Thinking, in his
account, is not a mirror of the real, but a negation of the given: an imaginative, ideal process through
which the actual is sublated in light of the possible. It is this conception of thought—as the mediation of
contradiction, rather than the reflection of data—that undergirds a truly social theory of agency.

While the polycrisis of the 1970s and 1980s in Eastern Europe gave rise to numerous philosophical
innovations, llyenkov's work remains a uniquely potent resource for thinking through today’s crisis of
epistemology and subjectivity. His critique of cybernetic ideology not only addressed the socialist
encounter with digitalization but also anticipated the fetishistic logic of contemporary capitalist
imaginaries—where machines appear as autonomous agents and humans are reduced to appendages. In
this regard, llyenkov offers a critical standpoint from within the historical experience of late socialism that
remains profoundly relevant to our own moment of polycrisis. The argument proceeds in three stages.
First, | present the theoretical positions of cognitive capitalism and Steinhoff’s critique, highlighting their
underlying assumptions about knowledge and agency. Second, | reconstruct llyenkov’s theory of thinking
and his polemic against cybernetic and technocratic models of the mind, focusing on his insistence that
thought is both social and ideal. Finally, | bring these strands together to show how llyenkov’s framework
exposes the limitations of contemporary debates and offers a more coherent account of human agency—
one that resists the de-socializing logic of both capitalist triumphalism and its critical mirror images.

In recovering llyenkov's insights, this paper aims not merely to revisit a philosophical voice from
late socialism, but to reassert a materialist and dialectical conception of thought and agency as
indispensable to any serious engagement with the crises of our time.

Conceptualizing Agency and Labour in Digital Capitalism:
Revisiting the Cognitive Capitalism Thesis and Its Critics

Cognitive Capitalism: Key Theses and Internal Tensions

The concept of cognitive capitalism emerged as an attempt to theorize the centrality of knowledge,
communication, and affect in contemporary forms of capitalist accumulation. Building on Marx’s
scattered reflections in the Grundrisse, theorists such as Carlo Vercellone, Yann Moulier-Boutang, and
Antonio Negri argue that capital has entered a new phase in which the general intellect becomes not only
a productive force but also the terrain of struggle and potential emancipation. This new phase is marked
by the expansion of immaterial labour—Ilabour that produces information, communication, and affect—
and the decline of direct managerial control over the labour process. According to Vercellone (2007,
2014) this transformation signals a partial displacement of capital’s command over the labour process.
As workers increasingly draw on their cognitive and affective capacities, they generate value in ways
that are not fully subsumed under traditional industrial discipline. In this light, knowledge, cooperation,
and creativity become autonomous productive forces, and the capitalist enterprise becomes more
dependent on labour than the reverse. The shift from Fordist to post-Fordist modes of accumulation thus
appears to open up possibilities for new, more horizontal forms of production and subjectivation.

The epistemological core of the cognitive capitalism thesis rests on the assumption that cognitive
labour operates outside the traditional logic of commodification. Knowledge, it is argued, resists
commodification due to its non-rivalrous nature and its tendency to spill over into the commons. This
leads some theorists to claim that contemporary capitalism increasingly depends on the expropriation
of common goods—including the products of unpaid, voluntary, or affectively invested labour
performed outside the wage relation. Tiziana Terranova's (2000) concept of “free labour” crystallizes
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this argument: in the digital economy, labour is often “simultaneously voluntarily given and unwaged,
enjoyed and exploited” (Terranova 2000, 33). Whether in the form of open-source contributions, online
content production, or social media activity, digital labour appears to challenge the wage-labour relation
while still producing value for capital. This form of free labour is not imposed by coercion but is rather
driven by desire—"a desire for affective and cultural production that is nonetheless real just because it
is socially shaped” (Terranova 2000, 36—37). Yet, Terranova is clear that this labour, while freely given,
is also structurally exploited, creating value for corporations that appropriate it as a free gift. The same
ambivalence marks the work of Hardt and Negri, who envision cognitive labour as a form of biopolitical
production that resists capitalist command. In Empire, they argue that labour increasingly involves
the production of affects, relationships, and social cooperation, rendering traditional mechanisms of
exploitation insufficient (Hardt and Negri 2000, 406). In this framework, the cognitive worker is no
longer a cog in the industrial machine but an active producer of life itself. The multitude becomes the
new collective subject of history, a dispersed and immanent force whose productive capacities exceed
the boundaries of wage labour and hierarchical discipline (Hardt and Negri 2004, 92—-94). This shift
opens the horizon for radical democratic transformation, as biopolitical production gives rise to the
potential for exodus from capitalist relations (Virno 2002).

However, this analysis tends to underestimate the structural mechanisms through which capital
continues to appropriate and subsume labour, even in its most affective or autonomous forms. The
valorization of surplus-time, for instance, presumes a separation from capital’'s abstract temporal logic,
whereas in practice, this “excess” time is itself a by-product of the capitalist time-form. As such, rather
than liberating, it may intensify processes of exclusion and precarity, particularly when labour is rendered
surplus to the requirements of accumulation. Moreover, the assumption that biopolitical production
escapes commodification neglects the ways in which digital infrastructures and platforms function
as apparatuses of control, enclosure, and value extraction. The vision of cognitive labour as inherently
resistant thus risks a techno-optimistic determinism, insufficiently attuned to the continuing subsumption
of life by capital. Whereas, it is the social form of human relations that is responsible for the relations
of domination and subjugation. Yet such optimism—or what might be called the utopian kernel of
cognitive capitalism theory—comes with considerable conceptual costs. Many of these accounts remain
ambiguous or silent about the actual forms of subsumption through which digital labour is appropriated
and integrated into capitalist value production. By positing autonomy as an ontological given of cognitive
labour, rather than as a contested and structurally mediated outcome, the theory risks obscuring the very
mechanisms through which capital reasserts its dominance through new technical and social forms.

Critiques of the Cognitive Capitalism Thesis

A growing body of Marxian literature has challenged the central assumptions of the cognitive
capitalism thesis. While acknowledging the analytical utility of concepts like immaterial labour and the
general intellect, critics have questioned the theoretical coherence, political implications, and empirical
adequacy of claims that cognitive labour resists commodification or escapes capitalist command.

One major line of critique concerns the association of cognitive labour with autonomy. Proponents of
cognitive capitalism tend to present digital, affective, and immaterial labour as self-organizing, creative,
and resistant to capitalist discipline. However, as Allmer (2018) and Woodcock (2018) argue, the
introduction of digital technologies in the workplace—especially in academia—nhas intensified rather
than alleviated exploitation. These technologies facilitate continuous measurement, surveillance, and
self-optimization, leading to a blurring of the boundary between labour and leisure, and an extension of
the working day (Allmer 2018, 63-70; Woodcock 2018, 133-136). Under the guise of flexibility, digital
labour becomes subject to permanent productivity demands, while managerial control is exercised
through metrics, rankings, and audits. Far from emancipating the knowledge worker, digitalization
formalizes and intensifies their subjection to capitalist valorization.

A second line of critique focuses on the question of subsumption—a concept conspicuously absent or
underdeveloped in the cognitive capitalism literature. While cognitive capitalism theorists emphasize the
decline of factory-based command and the rise of knowledge commons, they rarely ask how capital continues
to appropriate value from forms of labour not organized directly through the wage relation. Szadkowski
(2016) addresses this directly, arguing that capital’s most profitable strategy is the appropriation of products
generated outside the capital-labour relation, particularly within the commons. Digital infrastructures
play a key role here, enabling capital to extract value from activities that are formally external to the wage
relation—open-source software, collaborative knowledge production, or online content creation—by
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integrating their outputs into commodity production and profit realization. Szadkowski, following Murray
(2004), introduces the concept of hybrid subsumption to describe such processes, where labour oscillates
between commodified and non-commodified forms (Szadkowski 2016, 19-21). In this view, capital does
not merely transform labour processes it directly commands but also colonizes non-capitalist spheres of
production by appropriating their outputs and reorganizing their institutional forms.

Building on Szadkowski's insight, we may further conceptualize the role of ideal subsumption in digital
capitalism. Drawing on Patrick Murray’s distinction between formal, real, hybrid, and ideal subsumption
(Murray 2004, 265—266), one can argue that capital also subsumes forms of labour that are neither directly
commodified nor institutionally transformed. In ideal subsumption, capital appropriates surplus-knowledge
generated outside the wage relation—whether in informal intellectual exchange, communal production,
or user activity—by extracting its use-value and integrating it into circuits of valorization. This process
is mediated not by direct managerial control, but by legal, ideological, and technical apparatuses such as
intellectual property regimes, digital platforms, and algorithmic infrastructures. The labour itself remains
unpaid and uncommodified, yet the products are monetized. What capital captures is not simply a product
but a social form of value, whose ideality makes it susceptible to appropriation without direct transformation
of the labour process. Such mechanisms of ideal subsumption reveal the expansion of capitalist valorization
beyond the wage and point to the ongoing commodification of the commons through digital means.

Christian Fuchs (2015) attempts to extend and affirm the cognitive capitalism thesis by interpreting
the activity of users on digital platforms—such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube—as a contemporary
manifestation of “General Intellect.” In this framework, he argues that such activity constitutes a form of
“digital labour,” as it produces data commodities that are monetized by advertising clients. In his view,
“all consumption time is commodity production time” (Fuchs 2015, 541). While this framing highlights the
commodification of user activity, it risks conflating two analytically distinct processes: the production
of commodities through surplus-value-generating labour, and the appropriation of use-values produced
outside the capital-labour relation. Within the Marxian framework, productive labour is defined as labour
that is formally or really subsumed under capital and mediated by the wage-form. User activity on social
media platforms, by contrast, occurs outside of any direct wage-relation and is neither contractually
employed nor remunerated. Although it generates use-values that are monetized by capital, this does not
render it productive in the strict theoretical sense. Rather, such activity is more accurately understood
as a site of appropriation, where capital extracts value from unpaid, uncommodified labour by capturing
its outputs as “free gifts.” This dynamic is better theorized through the concepts of hybrid or ideal
subsumption, which account for capital’s ability to internalize use-values generated beyond its immediate
domain without necessarily integrating the producers into a formal labour process.

Finally, the cognitive capitalism thesis is criticized for its idealist understanding of knowledge
and value. The suggestion that knowledge, by virtue of its “immateriality,” resists commodification
presupposes a conception of value as something external to the social form of production. However, as
theorists such as Guido Starosta (2012), Kicillof and Starosta (2007), and Fred Pitts (2016) argue, value
is not a substance but a social form—an ideal form that mediates labour under capitalism. Starosta
notes that cognitive commodities, despite their reproducibility, are produced within the capitalist
form and thus express abstract labour (Starosta 2012, 374—376). Pitts (2016) further emphasizes that
value as socially validated abstract labour cannot be observed directly in any substance—material or
immaterial—but exists only as a determinate social mediation. Thus, the notion that cognitive labour
escapes capitalist valorization because its products are “immaterial” rests on a category mistake: it
confuses ideality with inaccessibility to value-form mediation.

In this light, digital labour is neither fully autonomous nor entirely free from subsumption. Rather, it is
marked by new mechanisms of appropriation—formal, real, hybrid, and ideal—through which capital
extracts surplus from intellectual and affective activity. The value generated in the digital economy does not
signal the obsolescence of Marx's labour theory of value; rather, it attests to its renewed relevance, provided
we reconceptualise subsumption as a plural and dynamic process extending beyond the wage-form.
Subsumption and Value: Theoretical Frameworks
To grasp the capitalist appropriation of digital and cognitive labour, we must return to Marx's theory of
subsumption and its contemporary elaborations. In Capital, Marx distinguishes between formal and real
subsumption: the former involves the integration of pre-existing labour processes into the capitalist
system without significant changes to their internal logic, while the latter involves the transformation
of the labour process itself through the application of science, machinery, and organization (Marx 1992,
1019-1024). Yet, as Szadkowski (2016) and Steinhoff (2021) have noted, these forms are often coexistent



18]]|68

and layered, rather than sequential or mutually exclusive. Moreover, recent scholarship (e.g., Azeri 2024)
introduces the concept of ideal subsumption—the appropriation of use-values, knowledge, and activity
that are not directly commodified but are nonetheless instrumentalized for capital accumulation. Drawing
on Murray's (2004, 265-266) typology, we can identify ideal subsumption in domains such as academic
publishing, open-access platforms, and commons-based production—all sites where capital does not own
the labour-power but nonetheless captures the value-bearing outputs. This distinction is crucial in resisting
the flattening tendency in cognitive capitalism theory to treat all digital labour as inherently emancipatory.

The concept of fetishism also becomes central here. Capital appears not only as a set of material
relations but as an ideological structure in which value-producing activity is misrecognized. Steinhoff
(2021) describes digital capital as appearing “autonomous’—a self-valorizing system in which data,
computation, and platforms seemingly generate value on their own. The ideology of autonomy—the
“freedom” of online work, the celebration of self-expression, the rhetoric of entrepreneurship—serves
to mask the structural asymmetries of appropriation. These processes are ideologically saturated:
they depend on a vision of labour as free, creative, and post-disciplinary, even as they render labour
ever more calculable, extractable, and disposable. Finally, the ideal character of value itself must be
foregrounded. As llyenkov emphasized—both in Of Idols and Ideals (1968) and The Dialectics of the
Ideal (2012)—value is not a substance but a socially valid form, an ideal that becomes real only in and
through its expression in social universe. Marx too noted the immaterial yet real character of value as an
objective social relation. Thus, knowledge, even when not commodified directly, can become a value-
bearing form through processes of validation, standardization, and circulation. Digital infrastructures
accelerate these processes, enabling the valorization of knowledge produced outside the wage relation.

Subjectivity Misplaced:
Capital as Idol, Labour as Myth, and the Social Constitution of Thought
The foregoing analysis of subsumption and value highlights how capitalist accumulation increasingly
depends on capturing surplus activity beyond the wage relation—through formal, real, hybrid, and ideal
mechanisms. Yet what remains unresolved in both cognitive capitalism theory and its critical responses
is the question of agency: who or what is the subject of production in digital capitalism? Cognitive
capitalism (CC) theorists assert that cognitive labour has broken free from the factory and become the
primary productive force. Hardt and Negri summarizes this alleged situation as follows: “The powers of
the new technical composition of labor-power cannot be contained by the capitalist modes of control”
(Hardt and Negri 2000, 143). The cooperative, affective, and communicative capacities of workers are
cast as autonomous and self-organizing, giving rise to a new historical subject—the multitude—whose
activity exceeds capitalist command and opens the way for post-capitalist alternatives (Vercellone
2014, 418-20, 433, Lazzarato 1996, 134). Capital, in this framework, appears increasingly parasitic,
dependent on labour it no longer directly controls (Vercellone 2014, 418-419, Virno 1996, 266). Still, as
Hall and Stahl argue, since technologies within capitalism are employed to increase systemic efficiency
and further valorize value, it becomes difficult to uphold any positivist claim regarding the emancipatory
potential of enhanced technological skills. The logic of technological innovation and deployment, they
note, is driven by goals such as productivity gains, outsourcing, workplace surveillance and monitoring,
labour management and stratification, or the creation of value through the opening and harnessing of
new markets (2016, 70). This situation, however—and in contrast to their own reliance on the theses of
Hardt and Negri—demonstrates that the transformation of labour into allegedly “immaterial labour” and
the rise of digital production does not in itself yield a new, emancipated or emancipatory subjectivity. As
they themselves, following Marx, observe, the “symbiosis” between human and machine does not simply
function as a means of enhancing human productive activity (in the sense of producing use-values), but
rather as a mechanism for intensifying the labour process and deepening its subsumption under capital.
The human—machine relation, as stated earlier, is in fact a human-to-human relation—thus a social relation
actualized in a specific social form. So too is the historically specific form of human subjectivity that
results from it. On the opposite end, theorists of machinic capitalism such as Steinhoff present a reversed
image: capital itself becomes the autonomous subject, enabled by digital infrastructures, automation, and
algorithmic governance. Capital appears to think, learn, and organize itself—not through the mediation of
human labour, but as a self-expanding intelligence. The productive role of labour recedes, replaced by the
cybernetic logic of predictive computation and platform automation.

Steinhoff entertains some speculative ideas based on the further speculations of Land and KraSovec,
culminating in the notion of the proletarianization of machines—a rather science-fictional vision of the future
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(2021, 219-21). Following Kra3ovec, he states: “When labour and valorization processes can be planned, executed
and completed, and their results integrated back into capital without the input of living labour, KraSovec suggests
that we can speak of a capital that is non-metaphorically autonomous” (2021, 220). However, Steinhoff here
contradicts his earlier contention that capital is a social relation and that value can exist only within the capitalist
social universe (2021, 58). Value is not a thing—a substance in data, knowledge (whatever that may mean), or
gold. This vision is as fetishistic as post-operaismo’s techno-deterministic optimism.

Capital is a social relation, not a thing; yet these arguments rely on a kind of transubstantiation
of capital from relation to substance. The resulting idea of a “generalized capitalist production and
circulation of machines by machines” recalls the machine that machines for the sake of machining (if
such a thing has any meaning at all)—a fantasy of perpetual technological self-reproduction. While
not logically impossible, such a scenario would demand a new set of laws of physics that completely
disregard the laws of thermodynamics. Furthermore, llyenkov's question regarding value remains
pertinent: although the task may be performed identically by human and nonhuman animals, why does
Marx consider one as productive of surplus-value and not the other? (llyenkov 1971) Ironically, what is
left out in Steinhoff’s account is the very social form of production that he rightly foregrounds in his
otherwise brilliant critique of cognitive capitalism. It follows that despite their oppositional orientations,
both perspectives share a deep structural homology: they treat subjectivity as a self-moving, self-
unfolding process, resembling Hegel's image of the Concept as both substance and subject—an ideal
that realizes itself through its own internal development. In the CC thesis, labour becomes a quasi-
transcendental force in the form of “General Intellect” that expands spontaneously beyond capital.
In machinic capitalism, capital becomes an automated Geist, autonomously valorizing itself through
digital means. In both cases, the social constitution of subjectivity is abstracted away. These theories
disembed the subject—whether labour or capital—from the concrete relations of social practice, and
in so doing, reify historically contingent forms as ontological truths. They treat the unfolding of agency
as a quasi-natural process, rather than a contradictory and contested historical formation.

As Marx makes clear, even in the most advanced stage of production—where the labourer seemingly
“steps to the side of the process"—the foundation of wealth is not some automated subject or
abstract intellect, but the “social individual,” whose collective, socially mediated relation to nature and
knowledge underpins the productive process (Marx 1993, 705). This insight stands in stark contrast
to the idealist orientations of both cognitive capitalism and machinic capital theories, which mistake
historically specific forms for ontological foundations and thereby efface the sociality of agency.
Against this idealist logic, llyenkov’s materialist dialectics reasserts the social nature of thinking, agency,
and the ideal itself. In Of Idols and Ideals (1968), llyenkov warns against mistaking the idol—a reified,
externalized image of power—for the ideal, which is a historically and socially constituted form of
human activity. In digital capitalism, both the “multitude” and the automated capital-machine function
as idols: they appear as autonomous agents but are in fact symptoms of fetishized social relations.

Crucially, llyenkov argues that thinking is not a function of machines or even brains, but a mode of socially
organized activity. A machine cannot think because it cannot pose problems, engage with contradictions,
or transform the world through ideal mediation. The appearance of machine “intelligence”™—like the
apparent autonomy of capital—rests on the appropriation of prior human labour, especially surplus-
knowledge encoded into algorithms, models, and databases. When this process is misrecognized as
autonomous machine thinking, we are not witnessing a new epoch of capitalist subjectivity, but the
intensification of fetishism—capital appearing as the active subject of history. The idea of autonomous
machine cognition—whether presented as capital’s self-valorizing agency or labour's self-unfolding
intellectual force—echoes what llyenkov identifies as technocratic ideology. This worldview, he warns,
is not a mere theoretical error but a “completely accurate logical-theoretical reflection of the practice
that still exists on the globe—a theoretical reflection of the actual form of relations between Man and
Man,” that is, the capitalist social relations of production. Unless humanity radically transforms these
relations, he argues, it will not only fail to overcome its current contradictions but may face disasters
“much more terrible than all the horrors invented by the authors of fantastic stories and novels,” since
these catastrophes will not be imagined but real (llyenkov 1968, 38—39).

At the same time, the multitude cannot be the foundation for a politics of liberation simply because it
produces value autonomously. The production of subjectivity is itself shaped by capitalist forms: cooperation,
creativity, and affect do not stand outside value but are increasingly formatted through it. To assume that
agency emerges naturally from below—as if freed from subsumption—is to overlook the social relations that
structure even seemingly autonomous practices. In both cases, the mistake lies in locating subjectivity in an
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abstract process (the self-expanding concept), rather than in socially mediated activity. As Ilyenkov writes,
“The ideal is nothing else than the form of a thing, but outside this thing—in man, as a socially developed
being” (2012, 41) not in machines, not in mystical labouring substances, and not in automated flows of capital.
Subjectivity, understood dialectically, is not something capital possesses or labour reclaims—it is a historically
developed capacity, rooted in collective practice and structured by social form.

To move beyond the impasses of both cognitive capitalism and machinic fetishism, we must return to
the critique of political economy as a critique of social form and the ideal (where the latter is conceived of
as idols). The question is not whether labour is autonomous or capital intelligent, but how the appearance
of autonomy is socially constituted, and how knowledge, activity, and value are transformed under specific
historical relations. This insight prepares the ground for a different approach—one grounded in llyenkov’s
dialectical logic of the ideal, and attentive to the ontological transformations of labour, knowledge, and
subjectivity under capital. It is this alternative framework that the next section will begin to develop.

Rethinking Agency:
The Social Constitution of Subjectivity in the Age of Digital Fetishism

From Task Execution to True Activity:
Rethinking Human Agency beyond the Machine
Both cognitive capitalism theorists and their critics—particularly Steinhoff—misconceive the nature
of human agency by reducing it to the performance of repeatable tasks, tasks that are increasingly
performable by machines. In both frameworks, agency is flattened to a capacity for execution: the
ability to carry out operations, respond to stimuli, or compile data. This functionalist view implicitly aligns
agency with algorithmic processuality, stripping it of its historicity, creativity, and social mediation.
Agency, in this view, becomes equivalent to operationality. llyenkov’s analysis offers a powerful critique
of this reduction. In Of Idols and Ideals, he isolates the conceptual root of this technocratic ideology:
the inversion of the human-machine relation. Here, the machine becomes not the means but the
telos—the end toward which social production is oriented. “If the goal, or the root, is no longer the
human being but the machine—or production for the sake of production, that is, for valorization—then
it becomes inevitable that the human is conceived not as an end, but as a means to the realization of
the machine” (llyenkov 1968, 38—39). The result is a dehumanized anthropology, in which humans are
assessed and valued only insofar as they resemble—or can be substituted by—automated systems.
The ideological inversion is not accidental. It is the expression, in thought, of a material reality: the subjugation
of human labour to capital, and the domination of the social world by the imperatives of accumulation. In
this world, machines are not neutral tools, but embodiments of specific social relations—namely, relations
of exploitation, division, and abstraction. llyenkov, in line with Mar, insists that the technical structure of the
machine is not a mere question of engineering but of political economy: Machines are revolutionary tools not
because of their mechanical complexity, but because they function as instruments for intensifying production
and the exploitation of surplus value. It is thus not the machine that dominates the human, but other human
beings—mediated by machines—who assert power over others. The mistake of technocratic ideology, as
llyenkov sees it, is not simply technical but philosophical. It arises from a metaphysical misrecognition: the
projection of human-to-human social relations onto the relation between humans and machines. “What
subjugates human beings, then, is not the machine, but other human beings who use the machine as an
instrument of domination.” Fetishism here takes a distinctly cybernetic form: capital, embodied in the machine,
is reified as an autonomous subject; labour, embodied in the human, is rendered as a passive, dependent object.
As llyenkov writes: “People’, who, instead of looking at the Machine through the eyes of a Man and seeing in it
ameans and instrument of the Human Reasonable Will, will look at Man from the point of view of the interests
of the Machine, with the Staring Eyes of the Machine, and therefore see in him a non-living human individual”
(llyenkov 1968, 41). Such an inversion of perspective is not merely epistemologically flawed—it is politically
dangerous. It reinforces a system in which human beings are valued only to the extent that they serve the
ends of capital, and in which the machine—as the crystallized form of capital’s abstract logic—becomes
the new subject of history. Against this backdrop, any account of agency must begin not with operability,
programmability, or adaptability, but with activity in the llyenkovian sense: socially mediated, contradiction-
laden, and teleologically human. Agency is not the capacity to execute; it is the capacity to transform—to
negate the given, to constitute the ideal, and to act in and through contradiction.

27. Nita si Ciubotariu, Istoria benzii desenate romanesti, 90-94.
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Thought as Social Activity:

Against the Conception of Thinking as an In-Itself Operation

A critical shortcoming shared by both the cognitive capitalism thesis and Steinhoff’s counter-position
lies in their implicit treatment of thought as an abstract, self-sufficient process—an “in-itself” operation
detached from the social conditions and contradictions that make thinking possible in the first place. Both
approaches operate within an epistemological framework that assumes thinking to be either an emergent
property of information-rich environments (as in the case of distributed cognition and cognitive capitalism)
or a machinic function reducible to algorithmic data processing (as in Steinhoff's account of capital as
a computational subject). In both cases, thought is divorced from the concrete social activity of human
beings and instead reified as an autonomous system of representation or execution. From a dialectical
standpoint, however, genuine thinking arises not in the smooth operation of pre-existing tools or concepts
but in situations where contradictions emerge—where no available response or behavior suffices to resolve
the problem at hand. It is in such moments that thinking becomes necessary: as a form of human activity
that does not simply reflect reality but transforms it by positing the non-existent as a rational horizon.

The reduction of thought to data processing renders human cognition indistinguishable from
computational performance. In this view, the specificity of human thought—its normative, projective,
and world-transforming character—is lost. Instead of conceptualizing thinking as the active mediation
of reality through ideals, both camps resort to models of cognition that are effectively contemplative:
they mirror, track, or organize already-given facts rather than negating them in pursuit of what ought
to be. Moreover, this approach obscures the fact that thought is not a private or internal capacity
of isolated individuals, nor a mechanical function of systems. It is a socially constituted activity that
emerges historically through labour, language, and shared practices. Thought is inseparable from its
material and institutional mediations; it cannot be reduced to a disembodied algorithm nor to the mere
capacity to calculate or represent. The role of activity and labour becomes central in this framework:
even the human brain is itself a product of labour. Genuine materialism—unlike substance materialism,
which posits inert matter as the basis of the world—is activity materialism, in which labour, as socially
organized activity, holds primacy over substance. From this standpoint, the human body is not a natural
given but a historically formed, socially mediated organ of activity. Building on llyenkov, this approach
foregrounds the constitutive role of concepts in actualizing human activity. While human organs such
as eyes and ears “can provide the most accurate orientation in space and time and thereby active
action among other bodies” (llyenkov 1968, 238), they are by no means sufficient, and perhaps not
even necessary in the case of specific individuals. These organs—like the thinking brain—should be
understood as components of the social body and as social organs. That is, orientation in space and
time—making sense of one's spatio-temporal location—is not merely physiological but conceptual
and practical, enabled by the historically developed cognitive and semiotic structures of society.

This leads to a deeper understanding of what llyenkov calls the ideality of human intelligence.
The ideas of space and time, already emphasized by Kant, are not mere sensory impressions but
fundamental forms of appearance of “pure” thought—thought independent from immediate sensory
or bodily inputs. “Sense organs,” in this sense, are not sufficient to constitute thought; they function
as mediators to access the concept through its objective, material embodiment. Civilization, what
llyenkov calls the “inorganic body of thinking beings,” is the most fundamental expression and form of
appearance of rational intelligence: human activity conceptualized, idealized, and objectified in social
reality (llyenkov 1968, 239). As he succinctly puts it: “The ‘anatomy and physiology’ of the collective
that is socially producing its life is that ‘whole’, that ‘system’, the parts and organs of which are the
human thinking brain and the human seeing eye” (llyenkov 1968, 239). The body, therefore, is already
an idealized social relation. Against this backdrop, it becomes clear why highly formalized, repeatable,
algorithmic procedures—whether in material or so-called “spiritual” life—do not require imagination or
conceptual mediation. Such actions can, in principle, be entirely automated and performed by machines.
This very logic explains why both digital and cognitive labour, once stripped of contradiction, are
increasingly reduced to machinic performance. In this respect, the so-called “spiritual crisis” of our time—
manifested in the proliferation of conspiracy theories, pseudo-scientific beliefs, and secular superstitions—
is symptomatic of the machinic structure of capitalist relations of production. The sense of misery and
alienation—experienced as the erosion of agency—is the consequence of subordination to machinery,
whose animating force is not the machine itself but capital as the alienated collective human spirit.

This transformation—the emergence of capital as Geist—is the outcome of the subsumption of
human beings under the power of dead matter. It is precisely this inversion that gives rise to the
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dominant ideology: the human being is conceived after the image of the machine, and human spiritual
capacities such as thinking and imagination are reconceived as algorithmic operations. The machine,
as the embodiment of capital, becomes the active subject, while the human is reduced to inert,
objectified labour power. This is the culmination of fetishism: an actually existing perverse world where the
living—labour—is subsumed under the dead—capital. Steinhoff’s critique, despite targeting the optimism
of the cognitive capitalism thesis, ultimately reproduces the same metaphysical schema. By attributing
agency and even subjectivity to capital in its algorithmic form, he replicates the error of reifying thought as
something machine-like. In both positions, the emergence of thought is decontextualized—it is treated as
a function of information density or computational capacity, rather than as a historically specific mode of
human activity. What is needed instead is a return to a dialectical theory of thought—one that recognizes
its dependence on contradiction, its rootedness in social activity, and its orientation toward transformation.
Thinking is not the outcome of accumulating data but of confronting and overcoming limits; it is not the
processing of what is but the negation of the given in the direction of what could or ought to be.

The Limitation of Thought and the Fetishism of Cognition

Both cognitive capitalism theorists and their critics—notably Steinhoff—converge, perhaps despite
their intentions, in a conception of thought that remains within the boundaries of what the classical
German philosophical tradition sought to define: the project of limiting thinking. From Kant onward,
modern philosophy has attempted to determine the conditions and limits of human cognition, and in
doing so, to draw a line between what can be known and what lies beyond the reach of reason. This
intellectual inheritance, whether acknowledged or not, shapes the framework within which both parties
operate. In their accounts, thinking is reduced to the compilation, classification, and processing of
information—a series of internal operations that take the present world as their raw material. Thought
is equated with data management, and cognition is treated as a technical function that organizes
phenomenal inputs. In this way, thinking is bound to the present. It becomes the organization of what
is already known, rather than the mediation through which the new is posited and constituted. The
ideal—that which is not yet but could or ought to be—is excluded from the domain of thought, and
contradiction is treated not as the engine of development, but as a sign of failure or confusion.

This repression of contradiction has deep philosophical roots. Kant, for example, identifies the
principle of non-contradiction as a fundamental condition of rationality. Yet, even in Kant, one finds an
unresolved tension: for all his efforts to confine knowledge to the realm of appearances, he ultimately
acknowledges that thought is animated by ideals—by concepts that do not simply reflect the empirical
world but negate it in the name of what ought to be. His moral philosophy is built on this recognition.
While science, according to Kant, can only describe the phenomenal—the “mathematical” or formal
features of appearances—morality posits a law that transcends empirical causality. However, in so doing,
Kant introduces a bifurcation: a split between the realm of knowledge and the realm of freedom, each
governed by incompatible logics. This split is not resolved but displaced. The scientific image of the world
is left untouched—confined to the realm of lawful appearances—while freedom is relegated to an inner,
noumenal domain accessible only through moral conviction. In the absence of a dialectical mediation
between these spheres, Kant is forced to posit a transcendent “moral legislator"—a kind of priestly
figure whose authority secures the coherence of a world otherwise divided. The result is a conception
of thought that is purified of contradiction by stripping it of its social and historical character. Thought
becomes formal, abstract, and essentially solitary—detached from the collective activity through which
itis, in fact, constituted. This condition leads directly to llyenkov’s diagnosis of the ethical impoverishment
of capitalist social relations. True morality, he argues, cannot be grounded in abstract norms alone but
requires the transformation of the social conditions of life. “The task,” he writes, “is to make the conditions
humane if true ethics and morality are to prevail” (llyenkov 1968, 279). Ethical life depends on the
recognition of agency—on treating oneself and others not as things, but as active subjects of moral
responsibility. Following llyenkov’s materialist interpretation of Kant, the imperative not to treat a person
as a mere means is radicalized: to strip someone of their agency is to strip them of their humanity.

Denial of moral responsibility—whether explicit or unconscious—is thus a form of dehumanization. Under
capitalism, this often takes the form of fetishism: the tendency for social relations between people to appear
as relations between things. Marx already observed how the law of labour under capitalism confronts workers
as an alien power operating behind their backs. In such a context, moral abdication becomes structurally
encoded. As llyenkov notes, the extreme form of this condition is fascism, in which the refusal of responsibility
is not only normalized but celebrated. “This refusal of moral responsibility in favour of another,” he writes, “was
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elevated to the highest principle of the ethics of Hitler's Reich: the FUhrer thinks and is responsible for everyone”
(1968, 282). It is within this framework that we must understand the fantasy of the “thinking machine.” The idea
that machines can possess human-like thinking, and even moral agency, reflects a profound fetishization of
formal systems. As llyenkov argues, this fantasy is self-negating: it demands that we treat machines as moral
agents while simultaneously surrendering our own subjectivity to them. In effect, we demand to be treated
humanely by a system we declare non-human—submitting ourselves to the dictates of an artificial will. This,
llyenkov suggests, is a contradiction as absurd as it is dangerous (1968, 282).

Such contradictions are not merely theoretical. They testify to the deep immorality of capitalist
social relations, which reduce human beings to objects and elevate dead matter—capital and its
technological apparatus—to the status of subject. The fantasy of autonomous artificial intelligence is
merely the latest expression of this perversion: it is not that machines are modeled on human thought,
but that human thought is increasingly modeled on machines. As long as these conditions persist,
the repression of agency and the spread of fetishism will remain inevitable. Like religious ideology,
the belief in thinking machines offers comfort only by denying what is most human: the capacity for
conscious, responsible, social action. Human thinking requires agency; only agents can think humanly.
This idealist legacy is unwittingly reproduced in both the cognitive capitalism thesis and in Steinhoff’s
critique. In both cases, thinking is detached from the social fabric in which it arises, and contradiction is
displaced by either an empirical positivism or a transcendental formalism. In the former case, thinking is
little more than sensory registration or the processing of given data. In the latter, it is a formal procedure
governed by internal consistency, divorced from material conditions. What is lost in both accounts
is the social mediation of thought—the fact that thinking is not simply an internal operation but a
historically formed, socially enacted process that necessarily involves negation.

From a dialectical standpoint, thinking is not limited to the present. It emerges precisely where the
present fails—where problems arise that cannot be resolved through existing tools or categories. It
is in this gap between the actual and the ideal that contradiction appears: not as a defect, but as the
motor of development. Thought negates what is, in the name of what is not yet. And it does so not
arbitrarily, but through the social practices that bring the ideal into being as a real force.

To treat thinking as the internal computation of data is to remove it from the historical contradictions
that generate the need for thought in the first place. It is to strip thought of its social and practical
roots, and thereby to turn it into ideology—an abstract formalism that reflects the world only in order to
reproduce it. The appearance of rationality is preserved, but at the cost of rendering thinking powerless.
Thus follows llyenkov's conceptualization of Kant's position that is pushed to portray (scientific) thought
and knowledge as ineffective formalisms. From such a stance “The World is not at all what Science portrays
it to be; science can only give a mathematical description of ‘phenomena,’ that is, those ‘consequences’
that the Real World causes in the senses of man, in his ‘contemplation,’ in his ‘consciousness,’ inside his
own Self. Nothing more” (llyenkov 1968, 101). This mathematical conception of knowledge—which Kant
himself never fully endorsed—comes to dominate the modern understanding of cognition. The result is
a version of thought that is purged of the very contradictions that make it real: the tension between the
actual and the possible, the material and the ideal, the known and the not-yet-known. And it is precisely
this dialectical movement—this capacity to think the non-existent—that is lost in the accounts offered by
both cognitive capitalism and its critics. Despite their different emphases, both parties end up confirming
the existing state of things. Their models of cognition, deprived of contradiction and stripped of sociality,
are incapable of accounting for real transformation—transformation, be it on the part of the labour or on
the part of capital, is conceived of as an automatic process based on the quantitative growth of data and
input-compilation and computational capacities. The ideal becomes a dream, the future a projection of
the present, and agency—in the full sense of the term—disappears from view. What remains is a thought
without power, and a world that appears rational only because its irrationality is no longer thinkable.

Fetishized Subjectivity: Idealism, Alienation, and the Misconception of Agency

Both cognitive capitalism theorists and Steinhoff, despite their apparent opposition, adopt idealist
frameworks insofar as their conceptualizations of agency and subjectivity reproduce a specific form of
fetishism. In Marx’s terms, value is “the greatest idealist,” and in this sense, these accounts perpetuate a
fetishistic mode of thought that abstracts subjectivity from its social genesis. What both perspectives
overlook is the foundational role of labour in constituting human agency—understood not merely as the
capacity to act, but as a historically and socially mediated form of cognition and will. llyenkov highlights
the distinction between human and animal cognition to emphasize this point. Whereas animal cognition
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remains tethered to the bodily needs of the individual organism, human cognition emerges through the
internalization of socially developed needs (llyenkov 1968, 216). This does not imply that human thought
transcends bodily existence; rather, it underscores the fact that even the singular human body becomes
a bearer of social relations. The human individual is thus not a mere biological entity but a concrete-
universal: simultaneously individual and social, embodying the collective history of labour and culture.

This social constitution of cognition endows it with a distinctive richness. Human thought is not limited
to the data acquired through personal experience; it draws upon a shared symbolic universe made possible
through labour and collective activity. In contrast to theories that explain the uniqueness of human cognition
by appealing to its capacity for generating a large body of knowledge from minimal data (e.g., Ramtin 1991), a
dialectical materialist perspective locates this uniqueness in the collective, labour-mediated development of
human faculties. As llyenkov puts it, the human mind—and its capacity to think—arises from the activity of
a social organism, whose very organs of cognition are formed through collective labour (llyenkov 1968, 219).
Even in its most sophisticated dialectical formulations, idealism is structurally bound to fetishize cognition and
agency. llyenkov notes this in his critique of Hegel, whose absolute idea is conceived as “an endless procedure
of ‘self-expression’ and ‘self-consciousness™ (llyenkov 2009, 132). Steinhoff's concept of machinic capital
operates within a similar metaphysical structure: capital appears as an autonomous subject—an intentional
machine that reproduces itself for its own sake. Cognitive capitalism’s notion of a “diffused intellectuality”
presents a mirror image of this structure. The general intellect, in this view, becomes autonomous not through
its imbrication in social labour, but through its alleged immateriality and fragmentation—thereby reducing its
resistance to capital to a question of informational inaccessibility rather than social antagonism.

Both perspectives, therefore, converge in their idealist reduction of agency to a de-socialized and
reified abstraction. As llyenkov argues in his discussion of Hegel, this error stems from a failure to critically
interrogate the division between manual and intellectual labour. The idealist position takes this division as
natural, rather than as a historically specific feature of capitalist social relations. In doing so, it reverses the
real movement: humans are no longer seen as the producers of their own social forms, but as the passive
products of those forms, which have become alien and autonomous. Human agency, then, appears not
as the power to transform the world, but as something expropriated and estranged—an inversion that
finds its expression in machinic or “immaterial” models of subjectivity (llyenkov 2009, 134).

The result is a familiar mystification: just as Hegel's self-expanding Concept foreshadows the logic
of capital as an automatic subject, so too do Steinhoff's machinic capital and cognitive capitalism'’s
general intellect replicate this logic in contemporary form. llyenkov, anticipating such developments,
offers the following diagnosis—echoing Marx’s critique of capital’s self-valorizing nature:

"The Commodity, the real starting point of the process as a whole, acquires the former role of money,
the role of intermediary and means of the transient metamorphosis of money, in which the latter is
embodied in order to complete the act of ‘self-expansion’. Money, having acquired so mysterious a
property, is also capital, and in the form of the latter acquires ‘the occult quality of being able to add
value to itself’ and ‘suddenly presents itself as substance endowed with an independent motion of
its own, a substance of which commodities and money are themselves merely forms'. In the formula
M—C—M’ value appears as an ‘automatically operating subject’, as the ‘substance-subject’ of the
whole cyclic movement, constantly returning to its starting point; ‘value is here the active factor in a
process in which, while continually assuming by turns the form of money and the form of commodities,
it at the same time changes in magnitude, gives birth to surplus value, so that the original value
spontaneously expands’ and this happens ‘in itself” (llyenkov 2009, 142—143).

Such accounts turn agency into its opposite: what appears as subjectivity is in fact the ideological
form of alienation. What appears as autonomous thinking is, in truth, the self-consciousness of
alienated thought. However, as argued earlier in reference to llyenkov, human thinking acquires its
“independence” from data by emerging as a real material force—precisely because it is capable of
practically negating the actual in order to constitute the ideal; and it is through this very capacity
for ideal-mediated transformation of the actual that human agency itself is constituted as a socially
grounded and historically specific form of activity.

Conclusion: Reclaiming Agency beyond the Fetish of Thought and Machine

We thus arrive at the gist of the matter: both cognitive capitalism theory and Steinhoff's critique
reproduce a non-social, and ultimately fetishistic, conception of agency. While each account positions
itself differently in relation to labour and capital, both operate within a conceptual horizon that divorces
thinking and agency from their social foundations in human activity and historically conditioned labour.

1
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Attheheart of this shared shortcoming lies the tendency to conflate agency with the capacity to perform
tasks. This capacity—whether embodied in "diffused intellectuality” or machinic super-intelligence—is
treated as either an innate trait or an emergent technical function, in both cases stripped of its social
content. The result is a formalist account of agency, in which it is conceptualized either as a private
property of the individual or as an impersonal power of systems and infrastructures—both imagined as
self-sufficient and detached from the social relations that make them possible.

Even when these accounts diverge—cognitive capitalism asserting the liberatory potential of
collective knowledge, Steinhoff emphasizing the autonomy of capital as a self-valorizing machine—they
remain trapped within a shared problematic. In both frameworks, the question of agency is flattened into
one of scale and information: the multitude’s fragmentation supposedly impedes subsumption, while
capital’s capacity to process data at astronomical speed appears to emancipate it from dependence on
labour altogether. The human being, in either case, is eclipsed—reduced to an input variable in a system
whose logic exceeds them. Yet, as llyenkov’s philosophy of the ideal makes clear, this displacement of
human agency is not simply a conceptual error but a socially structured misrecognition—a fetishism.
Both cognitive capitalism and Steinhoff's “machinic capital-subject” reproduce the ideological form in
which capital already appears as an independent force, while human capacities are rendered passive,
fragmented, and opaque. The machine becomes the subject, the human its predicate. What both
positions lack is a concrete definition of agency grounded in a materialist epistemology. As llyenkov
shows, thought does not arise in the mind as an abstract faculty but in the social process of labour,
in the transformation of the world through human activity. The human being becomes a subject not
through internal cognitive processing, but through the internalization of socially mediated needs and
the capacity to imagine—to negate the actual and posit the ideal. This imagination is not reducible to
sensory data or computational complexity. It emerges historically, through collective practice and the
handling of human-made objects, as the consciousness of a social organism.

In this light, cognition and agency are not private traits but socially objectified powers. The specificity
of human cognition lies not in the sheer volume of information it can process, but in its capacity to grasp
contradiction—to think the non-existent, to negate the actual, to constitute the ideal. This capacity is
historically grounded in the division of labour, the development of culture, and the formation of shared
symbolic forms. The ideal is not a ghost in the machine, nor a transcendent form hovering above materiality,
but a socially valid form of activity—a historically emergent structure through which the human being
relates to the world and to others. The failure to grasp this leads both cognitive capitalism theorists
and Steinhoff into idealist formulations of agency. They mistake the phenomenon for the essence,
confusing historically contingent configurations of human activity under capitalism with the general
form of subjectivity. In doing so, they recapitulate the mystifications of classical German philosophy,
which, as llyenkov noted, reified thinking as a disembodied, self-moving substance and stripped it of its
practical, social content. Even in Hegel's dialectic—radical as it is—thought is conceived as an endlessly
self-unfolding process, abstracted from the concrete labour that underlies and sustains it.

This is why, as | have argued elsewhere following llyenkov, imagination must be understood as a
capacity of the social-material body: the product of collective cognition that enables one to see
through the eyes of the other without becoming the other (Azeri 2024, xvi). Under capitalism, where
labour is abstracted and compartmentalized, imagination too is estranged from its source—recast as
a technical function or an algorithmic process, a “capacity” of the machine or of fragmented intellects.
But this reduction is symptomatic of a deeper logic: capital’s inversion of subject and object, in which
the living are rendered dead, and the dead appear alive. In this context, even the most well-intentioned
theoretical interventions risk reproducing the ideological structure they aim to critique. By failing to
ground agency in labour, sociality, and contradiction, both cognitive capitalism and Steinhoff remain
within the framework of fetishism. The former posits a multitude of immaterial minds freed from
capital, while the latter posits capital itself as a mind beyond the reach of labour. But in both cases, the
historical and material process through which human beings become subjects is effaced.

Just as Marx exposed the commodity-form as the basic cell of capitalist mystification, so too must
we expose these fetishized forms of agency as symptomatic of the same logic. llyenkov’s materialist
theory of the ideal, rooted in human activity and labour, provides the conceptual tools to do so. For
only when we understand agency as historically constituted through social practice—not as a given
property, but as a capacity realized in and through collective labour—can we begin to demystify the
machine, reclaim the human, and pose the question of emancipation anew.
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