IFI discussion Wednesday 10 July 2019
Apologies from: Marcelo, Gerry, Joanne, Keti
Continuing the discussion begun in June (see notes at end) around Giannis paper “Understanding and Reason as moments of the dialectical process of thought”.
Introducing herself, Cecile explained she was working on the “rich child” referring to Marx’s texts about the human being rich in need which in a free communist society the human being will reproduce different needs. 
Penny: Referring to point 6 (below) the dialectic at work is the union of the logical and historical; the dialectic method was not available to Marx’s predecessors and their method was the historical method, which delivered definitions rather than a dialectical concept. The dialectic arises at every point because the objective world beyond thought is dialectical.
Giannis: We are in the era of dialectics but I do not agree that Dialectic arises at every point. It is a scientific method. If we think about society or art or biology or physical phenomena – dialectics cannot be applied everywhere. It is always related to the development of the cognitive object  – that is if dialectics does not simply mean “contradiction” but the ascent from the abstract to the concrete. Many Marxists, for example Georg Lukacs, insists he applies dialectics – but I he does not apply it in the way Marx did.
Signe: I suppose it is all about whether you are like Marx analysing and thereby trying to deconstruct what is happening to try to understand it; or if you are trying to understand development and change as it happens. Analysis in general would be deconstructing something.
Paul: Naturally, an object needs to be in its full maturity before you can begin to  understand it completely; but it is possible to develop an understanding of the object at earlier stages. For example, political economists before Marx could see the key role of labour, and that a new form of labour was giving rise to a new type of economic system. Too rigid to say you can only understand based on the fully mature – and in the field of politics dangerous – as we see now in the development of authoritarianism.
For example, Trotsky and then Lenin recognised that the trend within the situation of development of capitalism in Russia showed that it was not possible for it to develop into a mature “classical” democratic bourgeois state and that informed their policies. This was his difference with the Mensheviks.
Corinna: Understanding and reason are moments; through the interaction and development of these moments we arrive at a rich concrete concept. One does not stand lower than the other – it is not hierarchical with “reason” as a final moment. You do come back to a different understanding. So these are moments of reflection. Once you go through the process of abstract reasoning there is a further moment when you arrive at a higher understanding, which does not lack historicity because it includes all the previous moments.
Giannis: Hegel (in Science of Logic book 2) represents the unity of analytical and synthetic thought, but considers “understanding” is a lower form of thought than “reason”. It is “reason” which unifies the concepts. This “hierarchy” is in line with Hegelian conceptions and we can find it also in Marx. To be more precise, I do propose the higher level of reason. It is important to clarify what we mean by dialectics. If you mean more developed dialectics – the logic of Das Kapital – that is to clarify dialectics as a method. That is not the same as a general. Plato already proposed that everything is dialectical. 
Signe: Relating to the discussion on the emergence of objects, I like the way Kant is mentioned in the notes, it relates to how psychology in Russia tried to overcome the "cognitive" (Piageian) approach by focusing on relations, the position of the individual in the social world.
Corinna: Broadening this out – we all come from different backgrounds and have different approaches to this subject. Trying to understand Ilyenkov’s thought from another side – in terms of what is a subject and what is an object, is a very important role of our group. The work we are doing comes together in this way: grasping the nature of the individual in today’s society – above all, the possible production of a revolutionary subject. Which brings us to Giannis’ paper The Production of the subject and the dynamics of transition to socialism in the 21st century
The starting point (see 9 below)– the object of cognition. Paul has suggested that perhaps today we should be looking at The State as the starting point for our discussion. 
Cecile: Can Giannis say more about his argument that the subject is determined by a system of needs, different needs depending on their labour?
Giannis: People in the countryside and people in the cities have different systems of needs – one is doing manual repetitive labour and doesn’t have a great skills. His needs are basic. But when capital is developed more, production has produced a subject with more complex needs. We could see this in the movements of the 60s related to new technologies of automation which produced a very different subject. These workers have a bigger requirement of needs for their social reproduction. Behind desire stand needs. We can say we need vitamins, calories, but we also have social needs. No person can be engaged in say art without schools, museums, and through that contact with the whole history of civilisation. And all of this production takes place within and under the control of capitalism.
Signe: I don’t agree with using the term “production” about the formation of human beings. It should be “co-creation”. 
Corinna: Giannis outlines the process well: could we build on this and link it back to our starting point which was Ilyenkov’s fantasy story of the Mystery of the Black Box?  Ilyenkov thought about the development of a super-technological society -  he did not see view computers as necessarily creating a dystopia but as part of the development of human beings as tool-using social beings.  How can the contradictions between the means of production and the mode of production become a motor for development? The capitalist class own the means,  but they do not entirely control this technology and are constantly struggling with it. 
The whole history of a human society is contained in the development of a mobile phone. Could it be our role, our mission to reveal the emergence of a revolutionary subject? How can we develop the revolutionary potential of new technology?
Paul: The production of the subject is not only in the economic arena but more and more in relation to the state. When you are born you must register, and people’s outlook is formed not just in their relation to the production process but in their relation to the state. The role of the state in forming people’s cultural and social consciousness is crucial . To make a change in social relations we need to make a change in the nature of the state. It is a weakness, an absence, that Marxists have not made enough of a study of this.
Marina: I enjoy the idea of our comradeship, which I think about more and more. Our group is interesting and unusual in that all our researchers in different fields are connected to this study of dialectics. 
Frank: I would agree for activists the crucial question is the state, the dominant feature of human society – in general not only Marxists but even few non-Marxists have made a deep study of the state. Paul mentioned the emerging drift to the right – and we don’t know what way the balance of forces will be in the next year. The study of the contradictions of the state can offer some help to those of trying to change things.
IFI plans
Growth in interest in Ilyenkov. New Facebook group members from all over the world.  Signe and Corinna presenting at the August ISTP conference in Copenhagen.  * (see below)
ACTION NEEDED:
IFI has opportunity to have a conference in Helsinki in June 2020, thanks to Professor Vesa Oittinen, the leading Finnish Ilyenkov scholar. Need to develop a theme for the conference and share thoughts on that and papers you may want to present urgently.
Next seminar: 18th of September. 
Topic: Penny to circulate her notes about Logical and Historical, and these relate to Ch 4 of  Ilyenkov’s “Dialectics of the Abstract and Concrete in Marx’s Capital”. (see separate mail coming soon)
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Some points from the June 2019 discussion
1. Giannis presented his notes on Understanding and Reason as moments of the dialectical process of thought. Corinna spoke about Contradiction.
2. Paul noted that people are both attracted and repelled by contradiction which we meet through our social existence. Pressure is to run away because it can’t be resolved individually.
3. Giannis sees Reason as associated with the ascent of thought from the abstract to the concrete, from abstract concepts of understanding to the development of a “multitude of concrete concepts”
4. Gerry: algorithms are unable to cope with contradiction.  Today’s capitalism was “beyond mature”.
5. Marcelo spoke about flawed understandings of climate change
6. We discussed the nature of the “cognitive object” and Giannis’ point No.4 about its maturity (see below).
7. Marina: continental philosophies before Hegel ignored contradiction. the cognitive object achieves maturity when contradictions become dominant. She asked how do we find a cognitive object for dialectics? 
8. Penny: Understanding and Reason is connected with the logical and the historical. The movement of contradiction is shown in the transformation of use value into exchange value, where “something becomes its own other”.
9. We discussed what is our starting point – the “object of cognition”? Was it still the Commodity as for Marx? Paul proposed that today it was the State.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
* Abstract for Copenhagen ISTP Conference August 19-23, 2019
Presenters: Signe Juhl Møller, postdoctoral researcher, University of Helsinki & 
Corinna Lotz, Real Democracy Movement.
International Friends of Ilyenkov co-organisers
De-alienating the Algorithm: Addressing Change In A Spinning World 
This paper proposes a reconstruction of digital ecologies (Nardi 1999). It builds on webinars (International Friends of Ilyenkov) and a digitalisation project carried out at Copenhagen Technical University. It draws on cultural-historical methodology in the analysis of transition and change (Ilyenkov 2014; Hedegaard 2011; Vygotsky 1978). It seeks to define dialectical paths of learning and to situate co-constructed activities within wider social-natural environments. In place of coding or evaluative measures, it examines how interactants (Barad 2007; Gofman 1959) learn from their own transformations and acquire insights into and practices of learning, creative acts and open-ended activities. It will identify and explore possible transgressions and negotiations. It explores how the generation of new concepts, as an integrated part of interpretation within the process itself, offers insight into learning practices and engagement, e.g. as students co-create the content of a web page. 
The aim of this research is to:
· encourage self-directed activity through a bold and exploratory approach, enhanced and intensified by interaction between participants
· interpret creative processes and knowledge production via a cultural-historical approach and the path from the abstract to the concrete (Ilyenkov 1982)
· conceptualise transition, change and transgression within the interactant’s activity as part of a transformative activity setting, to gain new theory/insights as an integrated part of interpretation arising through the actual paths taken
· theorise observed transformations, identify transgressions and negotiations to gain insight into knowledge production, creative and transgressive acts, and in a broader perspective, the co-construction of institutional practices
