Discussion on Vesa Oittinen’s essay on Lenin’s Dialectics – February 13, 2018
Signe: The essay zoomed into a wider discussion and she had some difficulty in grasping it.

Arto. It may be unfair to Lenin to publish his private notes. He didn't have the time to do a systematic study of Hegel’s Logic which is an inexhaustible work – even Marx didn’t complete his work on it.

How do we capture the concrete? It may appear eternal. Lenin turned his mind to the concrete task of overturning the huge weight of Russian monarchy. Hegel’s Logic illuminated for Lenin that you need a movement from the abstract to the concrete and the immediate by means of reflection in a never-ending spiral. Otherwise the concrete becomes simply the politics of here and now without reflection and without philosophical labour. This is what Vesa was trying to highlight. Through the overthrow of capitalism, Lenin was the successor to Marx - achieving that which Marx didn't live to see.

Penny: The article reminded her of Lenin’s dialectical method, because she’s trying to get to grips with theories about Neo-liberalism. Many commentators on neo-liberalism, even from the left, focus on developing a “narrative” rather than a rich concept. Narratives and counter-narratives. All of these tend to be abstract. But to understand the essence behind this appearance, to arrive at a concrete out of these abstract fixed stories, you have to focus on a many-sided analysis of the thing itself as it moves as a result of contradictions within it, from the abstract to the concrete. The “narrative” approach, has its roots in marketing (brand narratives etc.) lists aspects of the thing, for and against. The moving contradictory essence is neglected. So neo-liberalism is viewed as a fixed abstraction, whilst a careful, materialist dialectical study shows that it is the current formulation for capitalism in crisis, and as such is breaking down.

Gerry took a more critical view of Vesa's paper. He considered that it tended to underestimate Lenin's use of dialectics, challenging the idea that Lenin derived his method from his analysis and reworking of Hegel's dialectics published in volume 38. Whilst acknowledging Lenin’s genius as a revolutionary strategist but denying the effect in Lenin’s writing of Hegel’s philosophical method, Oittinen emphasises the influence of the Narodnik’s ideas on spontaneity. Gerry considered that Lenin’s study of Hegel’s Logic was vital in helping the Bolshevik leader arrive at the revolutionary conclusions and strategy in, for example, the April Theses presented on arrival at the Finland Station in 1917.  Simply emphasising the question of concreteness, could tend to diminish the importance of the study of dialectics.

Virpi: If there are two Lenins or "two cultures" in Lenin, this article tries to reveal Lenin developing his understandings of materialism (Marx) and dialectics (Hegel). This transition from materialism to dialectics seems to be a "turning point" of his philosophy. He was stuck between the Marx's determinism and Hegel's method of analysis, trying to find the way to people's agency, or isn't there any? He had the idea of concrete analysis of concrete situation. This article depicts Lenin rewriting the things (Marx & Hegel).

Corinna: The essay highlights Lenin’s work on Hegel’s Logic as a contribution to philosophy, taking issue with the “two-Lenins theory”. Lenin took from Hegel the importance of understanding how change takes place within things and phenomena themselves, through a dialectic which is not pre-determined or fixed. In other words, how things arise spontaneously from internal contradictions within phenomena themselves. He rescued from Hegel’s Logic an approach to understanding the concrete as a moving and changing reality, which is simultaneously connected to the “deep currents” beneath. Lenin welcomed Hegel’s critique of Kant as clarifying and championing the “knowability” of things – i.e. the power to understand, as opposed to (neo-)Kantians’ making cognition into a barrier to knowledge.

Paul: Oittinen had demonstrated a unity between Lenin's early work in Empirio-Criticism and his study of Hegel. He disputed Anderson's view of a 'crude' Lenin made more sophisticated by a ready of Science of Logic. This is very much a pro-Lenin point of view. Oittinen's focus on Lenin's 'special genius' - a concrete, all-sided analysis of the phenomena - is related to Lenin's practice as a leading political figure. This too is a positive reading of Lenin's work on philosophy. Lenin, Oittinen, explained, was searching for an explanation in philosophical terms of the betrayal of German Social Democracy, which had masked its degeneration with an adherence to formal, abstract truths. The question of how this relates to the degeneration of the Soviet Union needs further investigation.

Joanne: Compared the two-Lenin approach with Althusser's insistence on an “epistemological break”. After reading Ilyenkov she saw a continuity both the young Marx and the mature Marx and this was also the case for Lenin. Ilyenkov’s work on Materialism or Empiriocriticism validated this view. Dialectical reason seemed to be taken down a cul de sac by Engels after Marx's death and how the crucial dialectics of the abstract and concrete and had largely been lost until restored by Ilyenkov and that this played an important part in the abstract political decisions made by Stalin and those around him. The real materialist dialectic of Marx was rescued by Ilyenkov from this degeneration and put back in its proper place which was the development of concrete concepts and the utilisation of those concepts to construct material objects along the lines of Marx's 11th thesis on Feuerbach.

