13 March 2018 On Chapter 9 of Dialectical Logic

Notes from our online discussion
Our next meeting will be Tuesday, 17 April, 15.30 GMT via Zoom
Present: Virpi, Corinna, David, Paul, Gerry, Penny, Arto, Marcelo, Joanne

Apologies: Signe, Giuliano. 

(The meeting opened with discussion about difficulties financing participation in ifi2018 Copenhagen. There is now a donate facility on the ifi2018 Eventbrite registration platform. We hope that IFI members can encourage friends and sympathisers to give support.)

Arto
I think it is important to not loose sight of the logical underpinnings of Marx’s dialectic (most clearly displayed in “Capital”). Ilyenkov understood that the fact that Marx never wrote the promised text on dialectical logic, placed this burden on his successors in the tradition of revolutionary Marxism (a task that Ilyenkov sought to make a contribution to. How do we make sense of Logic? Marx used dialectical logic in the writing of Capital. The method and practice are inseparable. Ilyenkov was wrongly accused of being a Hegelian but he transformed Hegel's Logic. David Harvey didn't do enough of this (work on dialectical logic). 
Marcelo 

The content of Chapter 9 is very similar to The German Ideology of Marx and Engels, where they explain about practice and its importance to knowledge and that knowledge is always about something that exists outside and independently of human consciousness. 

The chapter stresses the importance of practice in creating knowledge. It is not created in consciousness alone. I also talked about how our class consciousness limits or doesn't how we see the world, so when you doesn't aproach the world with a dialectical thinking how much of the world you see is limited, because this is necessary for sustenance of capitalism itself. When you really see the world and try to understand it, you cannot undervalue social determinations and it's hard not to criticize society. Answering David’s question, he said that Postmodern authors are like the Kantians who Ilyenkov criticises in this chapter and that they don't see the world by dialectical logic but from formal logic perspective. (Neopositivism).

Marcelo also referenced David Harvey and Andrew Kliman re the causes of the crisis in the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. 
Penny

Vesa’s characterisation of Lenin’s conception of reflection as Aristotelian leaves out the section in the Philosophical Notebooks where Lenin seems to espouse Hegel’s version of the theory of reflection. Specifically she referred to the section on Essence. She suggested that what Hegel did was beginning with reflection in the mind, whereas Lenin would see it as beginning with the object beyond thought which has itself the power of reflection, in other words that reflection is an attribute of all nature.

Joanne

Very few Marxists study the dialectics of the abstract and concrete.

This chapter is relevant to what's often going on in political discourse. This is especially true of the political right, that arguments are thrust forward as bagged up collections of abstract thinking, rather than concrete arguments and this approach often prevails. The dualism of Descartes often re-emerges to facilitate this.

David
Can Postmodernism contribute to dialectical thought? I think that Ilyenkov in this essay has a political voice in opposition to the bourgeois philosophy. It seems that the Kantian and Neokantian concepts are at the basis of bourgeois philosophy. So, it could be interpreted that logical dialectic doesn’t have any relationship with constructivism . Or, which could be the relation between those? And in the same line, can we think in terms of dialectics in the postmodernism framework? On the other hand, what is the role of relativism?
Paul

The merit of this chapter is that Ilyenkov makes the case for a unified theory - of dialectical logic and the materialist theory of knowledge. Logical concepts are a reflection of the contradictory movement of the real in thought and as such are subject to their own dialectical development. On page 203 of the pdf, Ilyenkov approvingly quotes Lenin's understanding of the development of logical categories:

“First of all impressions flash by, then Something emerges—afterwards the concepts of quality (the determination of the thing or the phenomenon) and quantity are developed. After that study and reflection direct thought to the cognition of identity— difference—Ground—Essence versus phenomenon—causality, etc. All these moments (steps, stages, processes) of cognition move ... from subject to object, being tested in practice and arriving through this test at truth.’ ‘Such is actually the general course of all human cognition (of all science) in general. Such is the course also of natural science and political economy (and history)."

Vesa’s essay shows how the Neokantian approach critiqued by Lenin prevented an understanding of the changes taking place pre-1914 and led to social democracy’s accommodation to imperialism. In response to David’s question, Paul said Postmodern writers acknowledge dialectics but fail to integrate them into a materialist theory of knowledge 
Corinna

Ilyenkov emphasises the “coincidence” of logic with dialectics and the theory of knowledge of materialism. Using the word “coincidence” is important because it is not a “merging” in which opposites lose their distinctness. Instead the opposites of the material objective world and the mental-theoretical are brought together in their distinctness. In some situations, through practice, they can be transformed into their own opposites – the Ideal becomes the Real.. The two coincide but are not the same, for Ilyenkov. Following this dialectical approach, in understanding “hegemony” it’s important to make a distinction between “social being” and “social consciousness”. They are connected but not the same. The capacity to work with real contradictions, Ilyenkov stresses, is impossible for formal thought, which only permits an “either – or” situation. It then relies on “faith” to resolve things.
Virpi

For me reading this Chapter 9 (Ilyenkov) was helpful to understand Oittinen’s article (Lenin), which introduced the issues and relations of Kantism and Neo-Kantism to dialectics, and as starting points of Lenin’s arguments. I had to reread and sharpen my earlier understandings of Kant. This Chapter 9 helped to put things in order. In it, Ilyenkov outlines the epistemology of the science asking actually what is accepted for knowledge – framing different philosophies in different sides: opposing each other, contributing each other and separating them from each other. The theory of knowledge, logic and dialectics are the key issues here and their relations.

Consciousness, practice, real world, spirits, social man, contradiction, development, phenomenal world, things in themselves are, material world, transforming are the steps (not in that order) which have to be met before the sequences of the development of the theory or category or just simply a thought can emerge. Corinna’s notions of merge and coincide were careful and interesting, especially for not-English speakers. The word abstraction is a word which does not exist in Finnish language. I have been wondering a long time how to translate it, and I wouldn’t mind to hear someone  (English-speaker) to explain and define it to me. I did not get the name of the other about the debate between Harvey and Kliman. Sometimes it could be worth of writing the names in chat-box as well. Thanks everybody for your discussions!

Gerry

In relation to the suggestion that science – at least as practised in Brazil – offers no route against capitalism. Much of Ilyenkov’s argument in Essay 9 is about Lenin’s then contemporary struggle to confront the neo-Kantian insistence on the separation of the world of things from the world of thought. At the time, advances in science – especially physics - appeared to give the neo-Kantians some support, concerning the unknowability of the external world.

One of Ilyenkov’s main points – at the end of the essay - is that Hegel introduced practice to his dialectics as the test of knowledge and Lenin took that forward into the development of his revolutionary strategy. 

Now after a century of science, with the advent of brain-computer interfaces in which thought controls movement, how can there be anyone who still supports the Kantian separation? How does this relate to the widespread denial of science by well-funded lobby groups like those behind Trump? And, in the 200th year of Marx’s birth and his subsequent struggles, how can science be reintroduced to the socialist project?

