Reading Ilyenkov’s Chapter 5 

The Method of Ascent from the Abstract to the Concrete in Marx’s Capital
By Corinna Lotz
“Inner unrest” – dialectical materialist logic as a problem-solving approach  

This is a concentrated and complex, but rich and beautiful exposition of dialectical logic, seen through the lens of Value in Marx’s Capital. The chapter demonstrates that the contradictory essence of value is “the ‘cell’ of the whole system of capitalism”. 
Real theoretical progress in any field of endeavour is via understanding contradictions as the source of development rather than anomalies or subjective mistakes.
Section 1: Concrete fullness of Abstraction and Analysis as a Condition of Theoretical Synthesis

(all page references are from the IFI website  PDF: sent in the call-out message)

The focus is on the theory and method of dialectical logic, defining it in such a way that it can be an approach to any other theoretical discipline. The word “ascent” implies the movement of thought
Scientific theorising is understood as “an ascent” from the Abstract to the Concrete, in which practice is a crucial component.  In other words, thought is an “ideal” (i.e. mental and spiritual) moving practice in a dialectical relationship with practice in time and space.  It is an ascent, because the Abstract moment is of necessity less rich and complete than the Concrete one. The aim is to develop complete and meaningful abstractions (p.3).
Ilyenkov focuses on the investigation of value as the “cell” which is the key to the whole “organism” as well as an shining prototype of dialectical logic.

He draws out the “dialectical cell” from Marx’s vast pioneering analysis and synthesis of what capital and capitalism actually are and how they develop. Through an investigation into the category of value, Ilyenkov shows how Marx reveals the historical and logical development of capital from a single, contradictory “cell” – or elementary form. (p.2)
Using Marx’s Capital as a paradigm, the task is to isolate the logical forms which “due to their universality” can be applied to “any other theoretical discipline”.
Ilyenkov differentiates Marx’s analytical method from that of empirical and formal thinkers who provided the philosophical underpinning of  17th and18th century science. One-sided type of analysis,  that of the Classical economists, which sees capitalism as an eternal reality, “martyrs” (to use Engel’s word) or kills the thing that it tries to understand – by cutting it up into singled-out elements or particles.
Empirical contemplation of a thing is inadequate:  A theoretical proposition must only contain those abstractions which express the forms of existence of the given object necessarily inherent in it, Ilyenkov says (p.6) 

From contemplation we must proceed to “the sensuously practical experiment, to man’s social practice in its entirety.” (p.6, p.8)

Marx’s analytical method was richer, more complex, more fully scientific, bringing together analysis and synthesis, deduction and induction.

It provided a starting point from which the entire system could be developed. It combined direct contemplation with genetic deduction and logical tracing. 

 “the method of ascent from the whole given in contemplation to the conditions of its possibility….(p.9):
Dialectical logic means having to “face the problem of contradictions in the definitions of a thing – which ultimately contains the key to everything else.  “Contradiction as the unity and coincidence of mutually exclusive theoretical definitions was discovered by Marx to be the solution of the riddle of the concrete and a way to express theoretically the concrete in concepts. We are now passing on to the analysis of this point”. (pl.10)

Section 2: Contradiction as the Condition of Development of Science

Ilyenkov notes that from its very beginnings philosophy has concerned itself with contradiction.

Moreover, he says, “contradiction most unambiguously reveals itself as a form in which thought about things moves, always and everywhere”. [my italics]
“The ancient Greeks understood full well that truth was only born in the struggle of opinions. Critique of any theory was always directed at discovering contradictions in it. A new theory always asserted itself through demonstrating a method by which contradictions wore solved that had been insoluble within the framework of the old theory.”
Ilyenkov then quite logically explains how it is only through grappling with contradiction that science and logic make progress. This is the difference between dialectical logic and metaphysics, which denies the object validity of contradiction. For dialectics, contradiction is the “necessary logical form”, where as for metaphysics it is a subjective mistake, which, in formal and Kantian logic, must be excluded. He draws on the development of physics and Einstein (p.13) as evidence. 

Contradictions are evidence of the real movement of things and processes, not annoying flies to be swatted aside.

It is the contradictions within value itself that are the key to understanding how capitalism developed and how  various categories (money, profit, surplus value, wage labour, etc) actually came into being and gave rise to a new economic and social system. It was the contradiction of the universal law of value with profit that caused the problem for Ricardo and others.(p.15-17):
“A theoretically established universal law and an empirical universal rule, the empirically universal element in the facts, come here into an antimony, an insoluble contradiction.”  (p.18)

In advancing theory contradiction is not a barrier but a springboard, Ilyenkov says: (p.26) The theory’s inner contradiction is  “the motive force behind the unfolding of a system of theoretical definitions of a thing (p.41)
“Contradiction is not in this case an insurmountable barrier in the way of the movement of the investigating thought but, on the contrary, a springboard for a decisive leap forward in a concrete investigation, in further processing of empirical data into concepts. But this leap, characteristic of the dialectical development of concepts, only becomes possible because contradiction appears in reasoning always as a real problem, the solution of which is attained through further concrete analysis of concrete facts, through finding those real mediating links through which the contradiction is resolved in reality. The really serious problems in science have always been solved in this way
Section 3: The Contradictions of the Labour Theory of Value and their Dialectical Resolution in Marx

In this section, Marx and Ilyenkov pay tribute to David Ricardo, the British classical economist (who came from a Portuguese Sephardic Jewish family and was a progressive liberal in his politics – friends saw even saw him as a revolutionary:  “He spoke of parliamentary reform and ballot as a man who would bring such things about, and destroy the existing system tomorrow.” )
Ricardo expressed “the actually contradictory state of things”, Ilyenkov says. But , writing in the early years of capitalism, he saw  the capitalist system as eternally equal to itself rather than an “historically emergent system that could therefore turn into another higher system”.

Ilyenkov says that contradictions in the theoretical definitions of the object does not in itself constitute dialectics. (p.19) :
“The only way of attaining a rational resolution of contradictions in theoretical definition is through tracing the mode in which they are resolved in the movement of the objective reality, the movement and development of the world of things ‘in themselves’.”
In advancing theory, contradiction is not a barrier but a springboard, Ilyenkov says, concluding this section (p.26)

“Contradiction is not in this case an insurmountable barrier in the way of the movement of the investigating thought but, on the contrary, a springboard for a decisive leap forward in a concrete investigation, in further processing of empirical data into concepts. But this leap, characteristic of the dialectical development of concepts, only becomes possible because contradiction appears in reasoning always as a real problem, the solution of which is attained through further concrete analysis of concrete facts, through finding those real mediating links through which the contradiction is resolved in reality. The really serious problems in science have always been solved in this way.”
Section 4.Contradiction as a Principle of the Development of Theory

The real content of the form of value is “the contradictory identity of opposites of relative and equivalent forms of expression of the value of each commodity entering the relation of exchange”.

Ilyenkov earlier explained that the commodity takes opposite forms – the relative form and the equivalent form – depending on who is selling and who is buying it. Exchange value and use value are mutually exclusive opposites. 
Thus the commodity is a living contradiction of the term of value itself: it contains an unresolved living antagonism. (p.30-31)
“To phrase it differently, the concept of value registers the inner unrest of the commodity form, the inner stimulus of its movement, its self-development – the economic content that is inherent in a commodity prior to any exchange and in no relation to other commodities.” (p.33)

For Marx, deduction is not an abstract general concept but a concrete universal, interpreted as unity or identity of mutually transforming opposites, as a concept reflecting the real contradiction in the object. (p.42)

Ilyenkov explains how at a certain point in analysis “thought goes back again to the empirics of the capitalist commodity market”. (p.46) The definition of labour power, within capitalism, is derived from this unity of mutually exclusive opposites… (p.47) The way in which the capitalist organism emerges is through a growing tension where the transformation of opposites becomes more and more complex.

The task was: “to show how phenomena directly contradicting the labour theory of value became not only possible, but also necessary on the basis of the law of value and without any violations of it.” (p.50)
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