Notes from October 24, 2018 Webinar

The Abstract and Concrete in Marx’s Capital Chapter 4.
Present: Gerry, Marcelo, Joanna, Corinna and Penny
Apologies from:  Arto, Virpi, Signe, Paul, Monica, Dan.

Arto sent this note about Ilyenkov’s book:
“I believe the original version is over 500 pages. It is really his most significant work, but even in Russian, it is difficult to get a physical copy.It contains many additional pages dedicated to a very thorough re-reading of the classics of the Enlightenment, Descartes, etc. I think it’s a hugely important intervention against liberal philosophy, and the capitalist use of Cartesian rationalism.  It was under contract to be translated and published into Italian, in the early 60s, but because of politically pressures, the project fell through in its original vision. Togliatti and other senior Italian Marxists knew about the books, and asked the Soviet leadership why it hasn’t been published yet in Italian.  It was a huge scandal.”

Marcelo spoke about the election of Bolsonaro in Brazil, who had much in common with the Duterte regime in the Philippines. There were conflicts within the Brazilian military which could lead to a coup.
Penny Cole, presented the chapter:

It  is highly relevant to a study of the present, economic changes that characterised the present, neoliberal form of capitalism. 
Ilyenkov sets out to contrast the historical and logical approaches to establishing theoretical categories.
On page 1 he says it’s about addressing

“the problem of creative continuity in the development of theory”

(2nd paragraph). He goes on to say that there is no difference in the logical and historical approaches in terms of “criticising theoretical categories by comparing them with actual empirical evidence” – the difference between the two approaches lies elsewhere.

But in the historical mode of critique the starting point is in the past, in history, and he explains that Marx would critique Ricardo not by looking at the state of economy when Ricardo was working, but from the standpoint of the contemporary evidence, facts, available to him (Marx) .

On page 2 paragraph 6 he explains why this is important:“The logical mode enables one to consider each economic phenomenon precisely at that point where it reaches a maximal expression and development.” Why is this important. What can this logical approach do that the historical approach can’t?
On page 4 he explains that it is important because in this way we are able to arrive at the essence of a category.

Read Paragraph 6: and then quote from Engels top of page 5 “each factor can be examined at the stage of development where it reaches its full maturity, its classical form.”

And then on page 5 at the bottom. If you adopt this approach, says Marx, quoted at bottom of page 5, you will find the past lying behind the present, the first correlations and you will understand the real history of capitalism.

Next section. Page 6 Paragraph 2. From “If in studying the results…… 

So we have, as it says in the next paragraph, a law governed correlation between historical development and its own results. The really universal and necessary moments are preserved in the object – those which are continent, accidental, inessential or superceded have passed away.

And in paragraph 5 on page 6 he explains this brilliantly:

The dialectics of this relation consists in a kind of inversion of the historical preceding into the subsequent and vice versa, the transformation of the condition into the conditioned, the effect into a cause, the complex into the elementary….

And then we go on to page 7 to the concept of spiral development, which is entirely ruled out by the historical approach which offers only the appearance of a straight line.

The later system of concrete interaction begins to preserve and actively reproduce by its own movement a the really necessary conditions of its movement.  The necessarily assumed condition of historical emergency of becomes in this case the necessarily posited consequence of its specific development.

Page 8 paragraph

In other words the objective historical process itself carries out the abstraction which retains only the concrete universal moments of development freed from the historical form dependent on the concurrence of more or less accidental circumstances.

And then we have the example of Marx’s analysis of how capital actively reproduces (engenders as its product) labour power as commodity, that is as the concrete historical form in which labour power functions in the capacity of an element of capital.

Page 9 paragraph 1: all vestiges of their original historical image. 

So for example wage labour existed before capital – in a number of forms mostly relating to guild structures or to complete landless poverty of the masterless man or woman in the countryside, where the worker laboured as and when he could get someone to pay him. 

There’s a lot more to both these sections but let’s get on to the Abstract and Concrete. Ilyenkov makes the point that abstract historicism is a trap easy to fall into because it seems superficially the most natural way to think about history.

But if you don’t want to have to go back through the entire history of the universe as cause then there is a better way.  If you don’t want to end up with an eclectic and subjective selection of an arbitrary starting point – then go with the logical method and start by critiquing the contemporary data.

And the final paragraph summarises this. If you want to study an object you must start with a clear conception of the nature of the object under study.

So you could say that capitalism emerged out of clearances, the serf running away to the town or in British history thrown off the land through clearances etc. And therefore the giving of waged labour was a response to that.

But Marx says,no, you cannot say that the present wage labour as commodity is the same as, or even a direct descendant of that history. In the last paragraph he said the real historical development of capital was the “point at which capital began to build its body out of the unpaid for labour of the wage worker”, and that was a new, emergent phenomenon essential and for the whole future of the development of capitalism, the key condition process for economics, politics, technological development – in fact the whole of what we have been talking about as hegemony.

Page 12 – our task is to establish the  point at which the real history of the object under discussion begins.
People are desperately trying to address the future of work with a range of approaches – universal benefits handed out by the state; robotics and AI leaving workers free; etc. etc. But this leaves the essential criteria of capitalism untouched.

Some people want to say that it’s all about the money supply and the actions of banks – in fact here Ilyenkov seems prescient if you didn’t know he was just being Marxist – we have whole movements here who say the root of crisis is the right of banks to create money etc. – but as Ilyenkov wittily says if you want that as your starting point you have to go back to the Phoenicians not the 19th century.

Page 13: paragraph 2; page 16 – money, rent etc. are like marble – it is the active shaping of them by the artist that gives them their true nature. 

Discussion:

Marcelo: I studied this chapter when I did my masters’ degree and tried to work from the logical perspective. Marxists in the 2nd International used the “historical” approach. 

Joanne: Ilyenkov describes the dialectical methos of understanding things, the discovery of a concrete universal rather than an abstract general.

Corinna:  The logical approach requires a study of the internal movement of the thing as it changes and the arising of new wholes.  Capitalism itself has changed, over the last year. The five largest companies by market value are now “techs” (Apple, Amazon, Alphabet [Google], Facebook and Alibaba. Chinese companies are moving to the top – e.g. the Internet company Tencent,  which in 2018 shot to 7th place. This has changed the nature of work and disrupted old relations.
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