Summary of 7 and 14 November sessions

(The following is from notes I took down during the discussion – please feel free to amend and add missing parts – then it can be shared on the IFI website. CL)

Our two November webinars opened up new ground.  A dozen or so attendees from 10 countries took part to hear Arto Artinian present his essay Radical currents in Soviet Philosophy 

In the first session Arto spoke of his research into Soviet philosophy over recent years. He succeeded in “excavating” the names of not only Ilyenkov and Vygotsky, but other theorists, such as Merab Mamardashvili and Genrikh Batishchev, many of whom have not yet been translated into English. 

Arto felt that Vygotsky and Ilyenkov were committed to the socialist project. Lenin as well as Gramsci had stressed that “to build Soviet hegemony” involved not simply control of the state or the legal forms, but the formation of a new cultural space. That included thinking – ideality – moving from the Abstract to the Concrete and returning again. Cultural spaces emerge in a struggle, in a “slow war of position”.

Arto spoke about the Ideal as “the totality of all possible interpretations that a human being can make about things – what which allows us to be human – including immanent human abilities”. The Ideal is necessary for the becoming of a human being – individually, socially and historically. 
The Ideal was a political battleground for Ilyenkov, 40 years after the 1917 revolution. The notion of the Ideal was not spoken about in the 1960s. Arto had met a Bulgarian student of Ilyenkov. He has also read Ilyenkov’s private letters, some of which are published in Russian but not yet translated. He also referred to Ilyenkov’s anguished letter On the Situation with Philosophy to the CPSU Central Committee.
The November 14 session looked at the present historical period, with contrasting views being expressed about the nature of the Ideal and hegemony. Reference was made to Cuban thinkers who had studied science and psychology in the Soviet Union, including Fernando Gonzales Rey

Some points that came up in discussion:

1. The dangers of idealist interpretations of Ilyenkov

2. What about the concept of counter-hegemony? Alternative ideas can be counter-hegemonic, as indeed the 1917 revolution itself was.
3. Was the movement in the Soviet Union during Ilyenkov’s later years towards socialism or had it turned into the opposite direction by the 1970s? 
4. Was the positivist impulse in Soviet philosophy an attempt to side-step the dogmatisation of Marxism by the Stalinist epigones?

5. What is the unit of analysis in political theory?

6. Vygotsky’s perezhivanie and the relation of individual and collective experience to the notion of freedom
7. The concept of the Ideal as a contradictory, dynamic whole
8. The triumphalism (Trumpalism?) of neo-liberal ideology in reality is masking the crisis and break-up within neo-liberalism itself.

