Report from 12 December IFI discussion
Plans for 2018
Our next session will be about the Dialectics of Hegemony on Tuesday January 16 at 15.30 GMT. Contributions in advance welcome.

We agreed in principle to hold a face-to-face meeting/event in Copenhagen in the first few days of June 2018. It could consist of one day on philosophy and one on politics.

The possibility of the political side being in association with the Enhedlisten was put forward. Signe is investigating options. 

Participants:

Arto, Gerry, Signe, Corinna, Penny, Paul, Heli, Hongda, Frank.
Apologies: Monica, David, Marcelo, Virpi, Giuliano.
Discussion

David’s question: Was Vygotsky stripped of his dialectical content in the West?
Arto: Hard to find people in US who identify themselves as communists; did the reception become depoliticised as he’s read in the United States? Friends associate him with leftists as an educational psychologist but less clarity or connection of his thought to his politics. Strong supporter of the Russian Revolution – that’s got lost.
He dedicated himself to introducing mass literacy in the lands of the former Russian empire. In 1917 only 20% of the people were literate. His new socialist project – towards a new world. – Not forget about the fact that he was an elected member of his neighbourhood Soviet. He was an extraordinarily radical individual and was sympathetic to the Left Opposition.
Vygotsky believed that what was needed in psychology was the equivalent of Marx’s Kapital, using Hegel’s logic. That was a challenge for future generations.
Signe: There are places where the translations have been taken out – some concrete examples. Deliberately taken out – like there is one translation that is used often which is adjusted.
Corinna: When his work was first translated sections of philosophical ideas that were demed “redundant” were simply left out.
Arto: We need a new English edition to overcome how the West and the Stalinist repressors have introduced.
Frank: Important because hegemony denies the dialectic and sees things as fixed tools. Crucial to grasp things in movement and change crucial in present day.
Arto: Clear from new editions in Russian that whole areas were removed in former editions, including references to Trotsky, to Freud and it is clear that he was sympathetic to the left opposition.

Signe suggests that we have to engage with a person who she worked with on translating Vygotsky’s work on play.

Queston 2:

Arto
Re Hegel’s Thesis, Antithesis, Synthesis – better to look at this in Vygotsky and Ilyenkov as working through “negation” rather “contradiction”.  The Bolsheviks set out to build hegemony, leadership and new politics of the new state had to become the everyday ideas that people understood. 
Challenge is how to we make this negation stick long enough for the new society to emerge.
Paul
Each regime in history tries to establish its own regime and hegemony and economy. But there was a difference in the Soviet Union in the early days where there was an attempt to have a struggle for ideas and to develop ideas – create conditions for literacy. Amongst intellectuals there was an attempt to encourage debate. In a transition from that it became state-organised hegemony – which proved the undoing of the Soviet Union because there was an official view but in reality there was a different view in society. And we need to examine this carefully because there was no blueprint for doing this.
Corinna: David tends to identify “hegemony” negatively, equating it with bourgeois ideology.
Signe’s question
Vygotsky says: “My consciousness emerges outside of my head in conversation with my neighbour. I think he means that to be free requires the ability to do abstract thought; from the abstract to the concrete and back in this never-ending spiral. If we were alive in a revolutionary period, how do we do the new, how do we break free of the social relations, the baggage, the dead weight. Revolutionary thought begins when we force our minds; taking into account what the social is. You have to force your mind, collectively with others, you have to have an abstract thought. First step towards freedom is “I am going to articulate a different idea”.
Penny

Referring back to David’s question about stripping Vygotsky of his revolutionary side, this happens with people I work with who are engaged in “critical pedagogy”. Their tendency is to forget that Vygotsky was a Marxist in a revolution, and they try to accommodate Vygotsky (also Paulo Freire and Augusto Boal) to the requirements of the academy. See their methodology as “tools” separate from their connection with the class struggle.

My anecdote about my granddaughter was to illustrate this quote from Vygotsky’s Play and the development of the child: “Play contains in a concentrated form, as in the focus of a magnifying glass, all developmental tendencies; it is as if the child tries to jump above his usual level. The relationship of play to development should be compared to the relationship between instruction and development.” And here we see the “leap” to the capacity for abstract thought and this jumping above the usual level tends to be crushed by formal education.
Arto: How do we do extend the negation? How do we do the new? How do we shed this dead weight? Revolution that begins when we take into account what the social is – individually and socially. We come up with a thought. 


Not simply contradiction but negation – it’s the first step towards freedom. 

Negation is the refusal to accept the status quo. 

In the spiral of development, a new element becomes concrete in the process of moving from the abstract to the concrete.

It’s not just about the mind. My social life prompts me to negate. While anarchism has some good sides, it’s not enough simply to react.

The concept is the basic unit of social analysis.

How do we socially produce Soviet culture? It’s wasn’t a rejection of European culture but of the worst remnants of bourgeois economics. How to introduce new elements? in my paper I needed to make the connection between Ilyenkov and Vygotsky stronger.

The discussion was from 15.30-16.45 with a couple of short breaks.

