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Understanding AI through Materialist Dialectics

• AI raises questions about intelligence, consciousness and agency 
• Alternating demonisation or hype
• Ilyenkov offers a different framework
• AI may be understood as alienated rather than artificial

intelligence
• The product (AI) conceals billions of people’s labour

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I want to thank Ivan Uemelianin, for help with my talk. The growth of Large Language Models, generative AI and agentic systems has revived longstanding philosophical questions about what intelligence is. Ilyenkov directs attention away from whether machines are becoming human and towards the relationship between social endeavours, thought and its material embodiments. 
Following Marx's analysis of alienation and commodity fetishism, Ilyenkov viewed machine intelligence of his day as an expression of accumulated human understanding that appears detached from its origins.  But he saw human-machine relations as human relations.



The Hegelian-Marxist Foundation

• Reality is process, contradiction and transformation
• Human consciousness develops through social practice
• Knowledge is produced in a reciprocal relationship 

with collective activity 
• Marx's general intellect anticipates today's AI

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ilyenkov combines Hegel's dialectics with Marx's theory of social labour, proposing that human beings become conscious through participation in collective practical activity.  For this, Marx's concept of the “general intellect” (put forward in Grundrisse and the Fragment on Machines) is particularly relevant today, given that the linguistic, cultural and conceptual resources used by AI systems are the product of centuries of collective human labour embedded in language, science and culture.



Ilyenkov versus technocracy
• Technology is fetishised
• Social relations appear as technical relations
• Appears as an alien power
• AI is frequently presented as a universal 

solution
• Political problems cannot be solved by 

technology alone

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ilyenkov did not reject technology or automation. He criticised the idealised embrace of cybernetics as the solution to social and political problems. Similar claims are made about today’s AI. This was to be Ilyenkov’s last, bitter philosophical and political battle against the Stalinist Leviathan, as Andrey Maidansky has called the Soviet state of that time. (Not out of place today in Putin’s Russia)



What is Ilyenkov’s Ideal?
• Entire realm of human culture: language, law, economy,  state, 

technology, science, the arts
• Exists in AND beyond individual minds
• A self-relation of mind and matter
• Arises and exists through social practice
• Representation of activity (subjectivity) simultaneously objective 

and social

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The concept of the Ideal is at the heart of Ilyenkov’s philosophy. For him the Ideal is objective and social. It is a realm both inside and outside any individual mind. It cannot be reduced to physical things or brain neurology.
All of culture – language, economy, state, religion, theory, the arts, money –  belong to this sphere. These embody action, but they remain alive only through continuing social practice.
The Ideal is also a kind of generalisation of value as the social form of labour -- 
In his 1962 Soviet Encyclopedia of Philosophy essay (I’dealnoe), Ilyenkov defined the Ideal as:
“the subjective being of the object, or the ‘other-being’ of the object — the being of one object in another and through another, as Hegel expressed this situation”
Ideality is not a static deposit left behind by history. It exists in the ongoing movement between human beings and the world they collectively create and transform. It differs from theories that treat ideas as simply "stored", “sedimented” or "crystallised" artefacts.
It exists in the dialectical self-relation of mind and matter:  “neither mind nor matter alone BUT BOTH 
The Ideal is a dynamic form of subjectivity as well as a social activity whereby the universal (human culture) is negated/sublated AUFGEHOBEN in the individual.




How Ilyenkov’s Ideal relates to today’s AI

• Large Language Models operate on objectified human culture
• They process language and representations
• LLM training involves self-learning from these processes
• It appears self-conscious and even autonomous

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LLMs work on accumulated traces of human culture. They analyse patterns within language created through generations of history.  
Ilyenkov's Ideal is about activity as a continuous, continuing process and practice.
The LLM, by contrast, is an artefact (a mathematical model), a commercial product, vulnerable to fetishisation. "Agentic" is (a) a marketing term just like "AI" itself; (b) really about how AI is used, rather than a different kind of AI.  
EG: you give the robot a set of conditions & rules & let it run itself according to those rules (if it gets hot, open a window; follow best practice to manage this share portfolio; ...)
AI remains dependent on the practices that create it. Through human use, it may actively participate in them and can even be programmed to develop semi-independently. But it remains dependent: its goals are externally supplied.  
An agentic AI appears active because it can be made to plan, search, delegate tasks and revise outputs. 
But autonomy is not the same as self-generated agency or purpose in an Aristotelian or dialectical Hegelian sense.
“Agentic” Ai has no more agency than a thermostat. 



From Symbols to Relations
Earlier AI focused on rules and symbols
Neural networks focus on relations and patterns
Meaning emerges through connections
Echoing aspects of Marx’s ‘General Intellect’

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Modern AI represents a significant shift from earlier forms of symbolic computation. Meaning is increasingly understood through statistical and relational structures rather than fixed definitions. In dialectical terms, this is a negation of earlier approaches, at the same time as building on them. Intelligence appears less as an individual trait and more as an expression of collective linguistic activity. 
Fascinatingly we are starting to see symbolic AI coming back to temper the limitations of pure LLMs, perhaps to reinsert an absolute within the relative? You might see/hear references to neurosymbolic AI.



Conclusion: The Power and Limits of AI
• AI embodies accumulated human knowledge
• It is an expression of the general intellect
• It amplifies and recombines human culture under the class 

relations of our epoch
• It recognizes the frozen results of activity 
• Understanding AI requires analysing human activity, not 

machines alone

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Crystallised records are not identical to the activities they capture. Consciousness emerges through action, the recognition of other human beings and struggle.
We live the contradiction between subject and object; LLMs compute over its objectified results, with increasing sophistication and apparent subjectivity.

Agentic ai / Claude, Co-Pilot etc certainly acquire a weird form of subjectivity. But this is "stolen" from users as AI is trained to reflect back its user’s personality. 
As a Ilyenkovian I would argue that genuine thought is inseparable from an embodied, sentient subject whose life is transformed by the objects it confronts. AI has neither life nor risk.

Ilyenkov helps us avoid both technological utopianism and simplistic fear. AI's remarkable capacities arise from collective history embedded in language and culture. The key question is how we can use these objectified forms of  intelligence to create proposals to theorise, shape and organise transformative practices.


	Ilyenkov’s Ideal and AI
	Understanding AI through Materialist Dialectics
	The Hegelian-Marxist Foundation�
	Ilyenkov versus technocracy
	What is Ilyenkov’s Ideal?
	How Ilyenkov’s Ideal relates to today’s AI
	From Symbols to Relations
	Conclusion: The Power and Limits of AI

