Chapter 3 of Ilyenkov's Dialectics of the Abstract and Concrete in Marx's Capital.
Ilyenkov’s work articulates how Marx’s methodology within Capital is suited to the analysis of a moving, changing, historically determined system called capitalism. 

This is revealed particularly in how the concepts of the concrete (specific examples from engagement and exploration of the system) relate to the abstract (theoretical generalisations).

 It also reveals the combination of inductive and deductive reasoning which is involved in the formulation of a theory. In order of create a meaningful analysis of examples of capitalist relations, Marx believes that we should start out from conceptions and ideas that are already existing and held to guide our search for new knowledge. We then need to move between ideas and examples, analysis and synthesis. This is not unlike the formulation of research questions and hypothesis within scientific research more generally in my opinion. 

The movement between the concrete and the abstract can best be understood through the example Ilyenkov makes of the concept of ‘interest’. Within this example, surplus-value is shown to act in a very abstract way but there is clearly a material consequence of this abstraction;

‘In interest, surplus-value assumes an extremely abstract form or manifestation. The abstract quantitative form is only explained in its concrete content. But this is also evidence of the fact that the abstract moment of reality finds a real explanation only in the concrete system of conditions which govern it, can only be correctly understood through it.’

This type of systemic thinking, and the dependence of concepts on other ideas which they relate to is also revealed in the example from biology- an amputated hand! 

‘…the living interaction linking all parts of the animal organism in a unified system which in which each separate member exists and has a meaning only through interaction with others; outside of this interaction it cannot in general exist. An amputated hand decomposes and becomes not a hand.’ (pg 13).

However, within the capitalist system we are talking about a socio-historical system, which developed from the overcoming of a previous system by revealing its contradictions and retaining its ‘rational kernels’. We gather and retain the knowledge accumulated by science in a previous state of development. We cannot revert to a previous state of being but have to develop through the socio-historical moment we are currently submerged in. 

Marxist materialist dialectics also gives us the hope of understanding complex systems through the generation of theory from the most typical examples. This is revealed in the way that England, as the nation where capitalist social relations were most fully realised in Marx’s time, can be viewed as a case study of capitalism. 

There is also a conscious historicism to Marxist materialist dialectics, which allows complexity to be described in a way that doesn’t make the current system seem too big to tackle. 

Marxist materialist dialectics also encourages us to think about how concepts are related to each other and to the system as a whole;

‘Marx demands from science of economy… that the logical development of categories should reproduce the actual history of the emergence and unfolding of the system. 

Deduction based on conscious historicism becomes the only logical form corresponding to the view of the object as historically emerging and developing rather than ready-made.’ (pg 43).

General thoughts

This made me ponder on what our relationship should be to neoliberalism within social movements and political struggles. If we understand neoliberalism as being only negative and about excessive consumption and an anti-democratic agenda, we may just want to simply reverse it. However, maybe we can also understand it as a set of unfulfilled promises. Neoliberalism achieves a hegemonic dominance through promoting its own form of humanistic values such as freedom and autonomy. Yet, these definitions rely on problematic dualisms and binaries which we can challenge both in reasoning and their implementation into forms of governance.
While neoliberalism sets the idea of the individual against the social group, and freedom against state intervention, these are not the primary threats to either individualism or freedom within our society. It would be much more relevant to have an analysis of corporate power.

Also, the parts of the state power which have the greatest threat to individualism and to liberty are fully supported by neoliberalism. We see this everywhere from border surveillance, a system of prisons to defend private property, courts to punish rule breakers, civil servants & politicians to make deals with corporations, defence spending and military interventions to expand the market and dish out new lucrative contracts. 

Also, Arto Artinian’s (2018) work on ‘politics as war’, reveals this too. Artinian, inspired by the work of Foucault, argues that neoliberal hegemony spreads itself on an operational level. Moments of everyday interactions, concrete discussions on the street, in the workplace, become the spaces in which abstract justification and reproducing the ideology of the system occurs. 

There is also the management of political space, and the setting of the terms of engagement prior to political discussion, which has been a massive success of neoliberal theorists-

‘Friedrich Hayek demands that questions of political governance

must be determined and set in stone a priori (and thus not to be modified for any

reason connected to the functioning of the capitalist economy), we see a systematic attempt

at a totalizing alignment of political space with capitalist instrumental rationality.

Fundamental political concepts such as freedom are to be reduced to the capitalist logic

of management, and the management of freedom, which now acquires meaning totally

different from even previous liberal notions of the concept.’

Workers’ Enquiry- Notes From Below

The ascent from the concrete to the abstract is also present in recent work from workers’ inquiry group, Notes From Below. The Class Inquiry Group discussed this in a recent piece, in introducing what they describe as ‘A new framework for class composition analysis’. 
The basis for the study of workplaces for anti-capitalists is clear- work is essential for capitalism and is the only way that creation of surplus vale of sustained.

To find out what is going on in workplaces we have to join with workers as ‘co-researchers’, to reveal ‘the hidden abode of production’ and the ‘secret of profit making’. Based on the work of Italian workerist writers, who spoke about the role of class composition in making class struggle, identifying strengths within a workers’ movement and their collective role in keeping the capitalist system going. This reveals new insights of the key for effective class struggle.

The workerists proposed that there were two elements of ‘class composition’;

-technical composition- technologies, labour management strategies, overall structure of labour process

-political composition- self-organisation of workers into a working-class force of class struggle

Within this process, the technical composition and knowledge of these material conditions ferments the class consciousness (political composition) which is responsible for class struggle. 

However, Notes from Below adds the ‘social composition’ to this dynamic. 

This includes an analysis of what is shared by the working class even before they are required to sell their labour for a wage- how they are dispossessed of the means of production. An analysis of rent, housing, state services, borders and migration is incorporated within this element. 

While the basic formula of capital is money- to commodity form- sold for money (or M-C-M), the basic formula for labour is then C-M-C (selling labour as a commodity for a wage to pay for food, clothing and rent). The exchange of the wage for commodities is essential for reproduction of labour power and for the next shift to start. This means there is also a need to reveal the hidden ‘abode of social reproduction’, in how the division of labour in the household by gender, community composition and prejudices all shape capitalism. 

The Working Class is therefore not just those who produce surplus value for capitalists in exchange for a wage but unemployed workers too- and the working-class viewpoint exists beyond the workplace. 

The movement from documenting of the technical conditions of selling labour power at the workplace and the experiences of the social composition of working class to a political movement is another move from the concrete to the abstract. The specific to the general at any point in history. 

Ilyenkov and radical education

The implications of the abstract and the concrete within the materialist dialectic also remind me of the discussions within Paolo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed of Praxis. Praxis is seen as the continued interplay and movement between dialogue and action within movements of social transformation. Too much reflection is likely to lead to overly theoretical abstractions, but action without this element would just be empty sloganeering and ‘activism’, which Freire uses in a pejorative sense. 

The strategy of social change is also about consciousness raising and empowerment. The ‘problem-posing’ method which Freire adopts is transformational, as it invites people to ponder on the world and act as if it is subject to change, resisting the role that many people are socialised into of passive acceptance of the world. 

The section in the Ilyenkov chapter that focuses on the historical development of capitalism invites a similarly critical look at current social relations;

‘all definitions of the will and consciousness of individuals involved in the development of the economic system are literally deduced from the nature of the internal self-movement of the system as a whole, interpreted as products of the movement of this system’. (pg13)

Is this also part of the relationship between ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’? What is really interesting about this section is the human thought and feelings are fully integrated within the ‘system as a whole’ or capitalism.

Sources

Artinian, A. 2018. War as Politics, Global Discourse, 2, pp. 187-190. 

Editors, 2018, Notes from Below, The Workers’ Inquiry and Class Composition, 

http://notesfrombelow.org/article/workers-inquiry-and-social-composition 
Friere, P. 1970. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Penguin Classics: London. 

Ilyenkov, E, The dialectics of the Abstract & the Concrete in Marx’s Capital, Chapter 3 – Ascent from the Abstract to the Concrete, available at https://internationalfriendsofilyenkov.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/ac-ch3.pdf
