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Our discussion this time was focused on Chapter 3 of Ilyenkov’s “The Dialectics of the Abstract and Concrete in Marx’s Capital”.

Signe opened the discussion with a contribution based on her current work, where the challenge is to link observations to theory and to analyse development in a way relevant to a contemporary problem.

In research, empricism, quantification are often brought in too early. On page 31 of the chapter Ilyenkov refers to the fact that the early economists were limited by the empirical philosophy which eliminated from consideration everything that was not in existence (Locke). “As a result, theoretical investigation of facts proper was continually interlaced with simple uncritical reproduction of empirical conceptions.

When you try to learn something new, you start from an existing knowledge to create a model. This can be described as “trying to capture change/development – from the abstract to the concrete and back”.
This can be presented as follows:
· Link concrete observation with some theoretical key concepts.
· Present a model to bring theory and concrete observations together
· Offer a platform to theorise on the observed transformations through identifying transgressions and negotiation of these. 
· Hereby giving insights into creative and transgressive acts, knowledge production and co-construction of institutional practices. 
Virpi commented this underlines that there has to be some concrete in the beginning so that there is a starting point.

Corinna gave a presentation based on the following notes:
Re section on Hegel’s Conception of the Concrete, (pages 10-16)

Ilyenkov, following Marx, draws out Hegel’s unique and great contribution:

1) That knowledge is objective, has an independent existence outside individual consciousness and its own laws of development.

2) Hegel, he says, “discovered the law of ascent from the abstract to the concrete”

Hegel showed that “spirit” or “mind”  (the German word used by Hegel – Geist – is translated in this text as Spirit but also means spirit or intellect) is objective and goes through its own development. 

But due to the limitations of science in Hegel’s time, he could not understand that nature itself is in movement. He lived before Darwin and other scientists discovered the laws of change affecting biological life, geology, the universe. For Hegel only consciousness, mental, spiritual life are in movement and change. Nature is frozen. 

Thus only mind or spirit was concrete for Hegel: “The spirit is the only concreteness, that is, the only developed and developing system of living interacting phenomena passing into one another.”( page 10).

Hegel ended up justifying that which existed in the political, social and state realms.

This links up with today’s TINA point of view – i.e. that the system is permanent and here for all time. 

Ilyenkov stresses that in Marx “will and consciousness” are “literally deduced from the self-movement of the [economic and social] system as a whole, exactly the reverse of Hegel’s construction”. (bottom of page 13).

The material source of movement and change in thought – which is the transformation of nature by man – (p.15) is mystified by Hegel and attributed to a “world spirit”.

Hegel’s upside down approach is relevant today. The tendency to view the world as the result of “thought” – “Be what you want to be”, etc., is quite prevalent. Especially as people live in humanly-created environments and it’s difficult to see anything beyond that.  Capitalism is not understood as historically-created and in self-development through its own contradictions.

Ilyenkov drew from Hegel’s logic the ability of the human mind to understand things and processes, his discovery of the laws of development of thought. The movement from the abstract to the concrete – constantly checking backwards and forwards through empirical observation  is crucial in the present era of fake news and alt-truth.

Dan commented: In respect of the idea of always starting an enquiry with a model, there is always a person who is doing the deduction – an individual from a certain time, place, background, who has read certain texts.

We then went on to consider some thoughts sent by Paul on the early part of the chapter:

1. The method is a contemporary approach because it starts from the "concrete as it is given in contemplation"

2. Therefore it compels us to start with the present, from what is given in contemplation.

3. So the object of our thinking presents itself, is given
4. This immediately assumes that the source of what we are contemplating is objective, independent of our subjective consciousness and accumulated knowledge.  

5. This is not yet thought. 

6. There is a  transition "from living contemplation to abstract thought, from contemplation and notion to concept,from the concrete as it is given in contemplation and notion to the concrete as it appears in thought". 

7. This is  a  process by which  "a theoretician mentally reconstructs the world" as "conceptual replicas of the separate moments of the objective reality itself revealed by analysis" 

8. The concrete is therefore the result of a series of interconnected and increasingly deeper abstractions. 

Penny commented that the reason the living contemplation is not yet a thought is because it is the immediate source of sensation in the external world and it must make a transition. A series of returns or negations are required in order to build up a new thought. This includes material arising from our practice in attempting to change the world.

But this is not an exclusively empirical process. Mental labour is also a practice. Also it is not “thinking about your praxis” as this process is sometimes presented. The aim is to develop a richly concrete abstraction in the form of a concept which, connected to other concepts, gives rise to a new theoretical notion.

The next meeting will be on Monday 3 September at the usual time. 15.30 London GMT +1. Continuing the discussion on Chapter 3. Dan will introduce the later sections.

