Notes by Penny Cole
In response to IFI discussions, June-July 2019
The dialectical moment that Giannis is considering
 is the unity of opposites that is the union of the logical and historical.
I would put it slightly differently from Giannis, because my interest is in the capacity of the dialectic method to inform my own contribution to political struggle which is ongoing. The dialectic does not only enter at the point when the process has arrived at its final mature moment – but it does invariably enter into analysis at the most advanced point – i.e. the starting point for cognition aimed at developing revolutionary ideas: the movement of the contemporary world existing beyond thought.

The result of this objective reflection approach is that we are able to achieve flexible concepts, rather than definitions of abstract categories.

In Chapter 4 of The dialectics of the Ascent from the Abstract to the Concrete in Marx’s Capital, 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 of theory” (2nd paragraph)

Those who study the world as a dialectical and interconnected moving whole, will invariably be studying the object at its most advanced, most developed point because they will start (and continuously update) their study with the present, with living being existing outside of thought and reflecting itself into it. A moment of reflection, arising in the senses, perhaps in the form of an event, a development or a new statistic, awakens (as it were) existing knowledge in the form of a contradiction, and is a starting point for further study. So begins the ascent from the abstract to the concrete.
The dialectic is contained in the object beyond thought in the form of contradiction (and of course in us and our thought too) – being/not being; finite/infinite – their unity is “becoming”. 
Consciously recognising that there is a dialectic (a moving unity of opposites) within everything enables us to move away from fixed abstractions and to begin with “the new” as it emerges. Abstract concepts that may appear finite, or complete – say, “rent”, reviewed in their new emergent determinations, are different today from what they were when for example Ricardo analysed rent. The classical economist will set out to arrive at a fixed abstract definition of rent, or even to shoehorn the new information into his existing definition. But even today, rent is still a living aspect of capitalist development.
(This idea of an apparently “dead” or finite or completed thing having life in it is referred to by Lenin in his study of Hegel’s Science of Logic Vol. 38, and I have inserted the relevant page at the end).
Why was Marx able to identify the commodity as the cell of capitalism? Because he took as his starting point capitalism as it was in his time, made a detailed empirical study of contemporary facts, and did not begin with the abstract definitions arrived at by previous scholars. 
It is true that it was a more mature system than it was when Adam Smith began looking at it. For Smith it was emergent, and therefore he could not have made exactly the analysis that Marx made in the day Marx made it but in truth, that was not what he set out to do.
The dialectic method was not available to Smith, who was a Scottish Humean, operating with the doctrine of common sense. (He and Hume are buried very close to one another in a cemetery in Edinburgh. Interestingly Hegel was not even translated into English until the 1850s, when Helen Macfarlane
, the first British Hegelian Marxist, made translations from the German.)
So whilst the maturity of the system was “on Marx’s side”, it is a question of method that enabled him to arrive at his concept of the “cell of the commodity”.
As Lenin explains in his short essay On The Question of Dialectics (Volume 38 Collected works)
 the identity of opposites is too often taken as a “sum total of examples”, whereas it is in fact a dialectical unity, containing movement:
“The two basic (or two possible? Or two historically observable?) conceptions of development (evolution) are: development as decrease and increase, as repetition, and development as a unity of opposites (the division of a unity into mutually exclusive opposites and their reciprocal relation).
“Thus in any proposition we can (and must) disclose as in a “nucleus” (“cell”) the germs of all the elements of dialectics, and thereby show that dialectics is a property of all human knowledge in general. And natural science shows us (and here again it must be demonstrated in any simple instance) objective nature with the same qualities, the transformation of the individual into the universal, of the contingent into the necessary, transitions, modulations, and the reciprocal connection of opposites. Dialectics is the theory of knowledge of (Hegel and) Marxism….
So what enabled Marx’s revelation concerning the commodity was the method, which studies the object in its self-movement. Marx’s materialist Hegelianism was the key. 
So to return to the question of the unity and contradiction of the logical and historial and its importance in analysing the real world:
In Chapter 4 of The Dialectics of the Abstract and Concrete in Marx’s Capital, Ilyenkov states 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:
He argues that 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), This should be our starting point also, for example that is why we have developed a critique of “neoliberalism” in order to be clear that our starting point is capitalism at its present point (some are now saying we need to consider as our starting point “post neo-liberalism and the rise of the right” as the most advanced point).
Of course it would not be true to say that Adam Smith did not study the present – he absolutely did – but from the standpoint of arriving at categories that were historically defined and “naturally arising” from a fixed human and social nature. 
On page 2 paragraph 6 Ilyenkov 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..” In my understanding that means “at that point in time” rather than that it has arrived at some abstractly defined maturity. That is not to say a thing does not have a high point and a death, but as the extract below says. even the apparently dead has life in it!
On page 4 Ilyenkov explains that in this way we are able to arrive at the essence of a category.
“The advantages of the logical mode of critique of previous theories stem from the fact that the more mature stage in the development of the object, with which the theories of the past are directly compared, reveals the attributive forms of its structure with greater clarity and distinctness, showing them in their quite pure form.”
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:
“Logical analysis does not therefore have to free from the purely historical accidentals and from the historical form the presentation of those really universal and absolutely necessary conditions under which the given system of interaction could only emerge and, having emerged, could continue to exist and develop. The historical process itself does the work of this purification instead of and before the theoretician. 
It is worth re-reading this whole section, and Ilyenkov concludes: The dialectics described here does not, of course, take place in the case of capital only. That is a universal law. 
So it is the dialectical student, working with the materialist dialectic recognising the union of the logical and historical as contradiction, and beginning her work there who can arrive at the kind of flexible concepts that classical economics failed to deliver.
As Ilyenkov writes (page 16 A&C Ch 4) money, rent etc. are like marble – it is the active shaping of them by the artist that gives them their true nature. 
*Extract from Lenin Vol 38 Conspectus of Hegel’s Science of Logic, Section 1, the Doctrine of Being.
	When things are described as finite,—
that is to admit that their not-Being
is their nature (“not-Being constitutes their
Being”).
	

	
	     “They” (things) “are, but the truth of this
being is their end.”

	
	Shrewd and clever! Hegel analyses
concepts that usually appear to be dead
and shows that there is movement in
them. Finite? That means movingto
an end! Something?—means not that
which is Other. Being in general?—
means such indeterminateness that Be-
ing = not-Being. All-sided, univer-
sal flexibility of concepts, a flexibil-
ity reaching to the identity of oppo-
sites,—that is the essence of the matter.
This flexibility, applied subjectively =
eclecticism and sophistry. Flexibility,
applied objectively, i.e. reflecting the
all-sidedness of the material process
and its unity, is dialectics, is the correct
reflection of the eternal development
of the world.
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